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Abstract: This article reports preliminary results of a study on the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) implementation at tertiary level in Vietnam. It presents the findings regarding general English (GE) teachers’ perceptions of implementing the CEFR for non-English major students at Hue University, in particular, their understanding of the philosophy of the CEFR, its readiness for application, the necessity of CEFR application and ways to apply it efficiently. The data of the study were collected by means of both questionnaire and in-depth interviews. Eleven GE teachers who teach non-English major students at Hue University participated in this quantitative and qualitative pilot study. The results provide initial findings to the issue under investigation.
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1. Introduction

In 2008, the Vietnamese Government launched a project named Vietnam’s National Foreign Languages Project 2020 (henceforth Project 2020) as a national strategy with a mission to renovate the foreign language teaching and learning in the national education system, period 2008-2020 (MOET, 2008). Central to the Project 2020 is the adoption of the CEFR, a global framework, into Vietnamese local context of language teaching and learning as a “quick-fix” solution to restructure the national foreign language education system and create a workforce that meets social and economic needs (Nguyen & Hamid, 2015). Since this CEFR-aligned framework was approved and legitimated by Vietnamese authorities and then forwarded to lower levels for implementation without explanation for its adoption (Pham, 2012), it is very much socio-political, using the European model regardless of how inappropriate such a model might have been (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997, p.153).

Regarding non-English major students at universities, MOET stipulated Level 3 (equivalent to CEFR-B1 level) as the minimum language proficiency requirement for their university graduation prerequisite (MOET, 2008, p.3). University of Foreign Languages, Hue University [henceforth HU-UFL] is responsible for teaching foreign languages (mainly English) and testing their foreign language proficiency to roughly 17,000 non-English major students of Hue University (Pham, 2015). At HU-UFL, it is the Faculty of English for Specific Purposes (ESP), with its teaching staff of 39 lecturers (mainly MA holders and some Ph.D candidates), that is in charge of training General English (GE) for non-English major students of Hue University. What GE teachers, the chief implementers (Waters, 2009), have believed and done to fully meet MOET’s requirement and benefit their students at the same time is, therefore, worth researching. Since people’s behaviour is based on their perception of what reality is (Brink, 2008), in the scope of the present study, the focus will be on GE teachers’ perceptions of implementing the CEFR for non-English major students at Hue University. 

2. Literature review

Based on the result of more than twenty years of research (Council of Europe, 2016) and two draft versions in 1996, the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages [henceforth CEFR] was revised and officially published by the Council of Europe in two versions (English and French) in 2001. It is a description of language, “a descriptive scheme” (Little, 2006, p.167) or exactly what its title says “a framework of reference” which “describes language learners’ ability in terms of speaking, reading, listening and writing at six reference levels” (Cambridge, 2011, p.3). It is “language neutral” (English Profile, n.d.) and “language independent” (Little, 2006, p.178) and thus can be adapted for use to different foreign language learning situations. The CEFR is created to be used in Europe but soon adopted in countries from other continents and is now, according to the Council of Europe website, available in 39 countries (Council of Europe, n.d.).

In Vietnam, the CEFR was first introduced in September 2008 through Decision No. 1400/QD-TTG by the Prime Minister. It was then drafted several times and officially launched six years later through Circular No. 1 on January 24, 2014. This CEFR-based reference framework was named The six-level framework for foreign language proficiency in Vietnam (hereafter the six-level framework). It is clearly stated in Circular No.1 that the six-level framework “is developed on the basis of the CEFR and the English frameworks of some other countries, together with the reality of language teaching and learning in Vietnam” (MOET, 2014, p.3). Yet the Vietnamese six-level framework is criticized to be not much different from the CEFR (Pham, 2015, p.54) and “still embryonic” (Nguyen & Hamid, 2015, p.64). Due to its similarities with the original CEFR and its late promulgation, in reality the term is often used interchangeably with the CEFR without difference in meaning, which is also the case in the present article.

With the declared purpose to provide a common basis for the requirement of language proficiency, curriculum design, textbook development, testing and assessment in the national education system (MOET, 2014a, p.3), the six-level framework is not at all adequate and efficient when it has mainly adopted chapter 3 and 4 of the CEFR, skipping almost all the rest of the CEFR document related to elaboration of the approach adopted, the process of language learning and teaching, implications for linguistic diversification for curriculum design, etc. Besides, although first introduced in 2008, not until 2014 was the Vietnamese version of the CEFR-based framework officially promulgated and is still subject to more adjustment in the future (Nguyen & Hamid, 2015). Since this delayed and yet-to-be-finalised CEFR-based framework (ibid.: p.65) is used as the guideline for the national foreign language education reform, its effectiveness is questionable.

The six-level framework for foreign language proficiency in Vietnam is adapted from the CEFR whose original purpose is not for the diversity context of the world but revolves around Europe, this alien framework may give rise to paradoxes (Le, 2015). With the great differences between the contexts, social needs, levels of language teachers and learners as well as their expectations and purposes, the appropriateness of the CEFR-based framework in Vietnam is questionable. Besides, as a top-down policy, the implementation of the CEFR in Vietnam is likely to create some mismatches between the policy-makers’ will and reality. That is to say there is a danger of the incompatibility between the policy expectations and the real condition of language teaching and learning in Vietnam. 

Since 2011, ten years after its publication, the CEFR has been popularly implemented, studied, analysed and reported in numerous countries. A great deal of research has thus been conducted on the CEFR, its adoption (Glover, 2011
), implementation (Faez, Nagai & O’Dwyer, 2011; Valax’s 2011) and impacts (Despagne & Grossi, 2011; Nakatani, 2012
) on foreign language education in different contexts. 

While theoretical and societal concepts underlying the CEFR demonstrate an affinity to linguistic pedagogy, practical aspects, especially voices from language teachers in classrooms, tend to be given little consideration (Mison & Jang, 2011). Meanwhile, the role of teachers and their attitudes and beliefs are claimed to be of great importance in the innovation implementation stage (Bianco, 2013; Waters, 2009). A number of studies have, therefore, focused on teachers’ perceptions and the implementation of the CEFR in different contexts (Mison & Jang, 2011; Faez, et. al., 2011a; Faez, et. al., 2011b; Moonen, et. al, 2013). 

Regarding the foreign language teaching and learning context in Vietnam, the launch of Project 2020 and the adaptation of the CEFR-based framework has initiated a language policy which was approved and legitimated by practitioners other than language teachers since 2008. However, due to its late implementation compared with other countries, research on the CEFR and its issues in foreign language education in Vietnam is still sparse (Pham, 2017) in spite of the increasing concern from the practitioners. The focus of related studies on the field can be categorized into some themes: while some viewed the CEFR as a top-down language policy and assessed its impacts in foreign language education (Pham, 2012), many concentrated on its pedagogical use (Luu, 2015; Pham T.T.N., 2015) and issues from the CEFR’s implementation (Nguyen & Hamid, 2015; Pham, 2015).    


Although the afore-mentioned studies varied from the extent to which the CEFR was accommodated, the languages it was adopted, the domains it was applied to the countries it was implemented, there is limited research found implicating teachers’ perceptions of the implementation of the CEFR in the Vietnamese context. For that reason, this pilot study investigates teachers’ perceptions of the CEFR implementation at tertiary level in Vietnam. Its main aims are to test the data collection instruments, namely the questionnaire and interview protocol, as well as to achieve initial findings regarding the perceptions of GE teachers to the philosophy of the CEFR, its readiness for application, its necessity and ways to apply it efficiently.

3. Methodology

3.1. Participants

The study’s focus on GEL teachers’ perceptions of implementing the CEFR-based curriculum to non-English major students at University of Foreign Languages, Hue University determines the inclusion criteria for participation. In this pilot study, 11 teachers who have been teaching General English for non-English major students at University of Foreign Languages, Hue University completed the questionnaire; two of them, one having 16 years of teaching experience and the other with less than five years of teaching experience, took part in the in-depth interviews. The demographic characteristics of the participants are shown in Table 1 below.

Table 1. The demographic characteristics of the participants

	Characteristics
	No.
	%

	Gender

Male

Female

Years of teaching experience

1-5

6-10

11-20

>20

Highest Degree

BA

MA

PhD
	0

11

3

2

5

1

3

8

0
	0

100

27.3

18.2

45.5

9.1

27.3

72.7

0


3.2. Research instruments


Two data collection instruments including questionnaire and in-depth interview were employed in this pilot study.


Questionnaire

On the basis of our review of relevant literature and the prime purpose of the study, a two-part questionnaire was developed to gain quantitative objective data on teachers’ perceptions of the CEFR implementation. The first part of the questionnaire deals with teacher demographics. The second part is the focus of the questionnaire with 25 five-point Likert scale items eliciting teacher perceptions of the CEFR-aligned curriculum implementation for non-English major students at Hue University. To avoid unnecessary mistakes, the five-point scale is coded in accordance with the logical way of thinking that the bigger the number, the higher the level of agreement is; i.e. 5 stands for “strongly agree”, 4 for “agree”, 3 for “no idea”, 2 for “disagree” and 1 for “strongly agree”. Participants tick or circle the number representing their level of agreement. A summary of the questionnaire is shown in Table 2 below.

Table 2. Summary of the questionnaire
	Clusters
	Items

	Philosophy of CEFR

CEFR readiness for application 

Necessity of CEFR application

Ways to apply CEFR efficiently
	4, 6, 10, 15, 18

3, 11, 14, 16, 21, 23

1, 8, 12, 17, 19, 24

2, 5, 7, 9, 13, 20, 22, 25



Interview 

The interview is semi-structured and developed in line with the questionnaire. Identified issues developed from the quantitative data become the basis for more in-depth exploration. Specifically, the interview protocol consists of a preamble and demographic questions. The main aim is to provide the participants with general information related to the aims of the study, explain the ethical issues and establish the good rapport between the interviewee and the researcher as well as to get some demographic information of the interviewee. The major section of the interview protocol concerns with teachers’ perceptions of the CEFR implementation, which is also the focus of the present study. It investigates teachers’ perceptions of the philosophy of the CEFR, its readiness for application, the necessity of CEFR application and ways to apply the CEFR efficiently. The main aims are to triangulate the findings from the survey questionnaire and get more insightful exploration of General English teachers’ perceptions. It is through the expanded understanding that the participants’ perceptions of the CEFR implementation are appropriately captured. 

3.3. Data collection procedure and data analysis


The data collection procedure lasted from April to mid-July, 2017. The pilot questionnaire was emailed to 15 GE teachers at University of Foreign Languages, Hue University. The researcher emailed to make sure the questionnaire could reach the target participants in the shortest time and further explanation was provided upon the participants’ request. Five days after questionnaire delivery, however, only five questionnaires, about one third of the total (sum=14) were sent back. Various strategies were employed including request messages, kind email reminders, personal phone calls and direct face-to-face reminders got the researcher 11 completed and returned questionnaires in early May, 2017. 


Two of the 11 afore-mentioned teachers were invited to take part in two separated one-to-one in-depth interviews.  The duration of the interviews was approximately 30 minutes. The interviews were conducted in Vietnamese so that participants felt free to express themselves. The interview was then transcribed and themed. Two weeks after the interview, the researcher sent the transcript for those participants to do member-checking. Those teachers requested no changes to the transcripts. 


Data analysis is carried out with great care and consideration to ensure the reliability and validity of the study. Quantitative and qualitative findings are analyzed separately using different techniques. Quantitative data from the questionnaire are first dealt with, using descriptive and analytic statistics, followed by qualitative findings from the interviews transcribed and counted in themes. In this article, teachers’ ideas were quoted anonymously. Both quantitative and qualitative piloted data were analyzed and triangulated to get insights to the issues under investigation. 

4. Findings


The purpose of the pilot study is twofold. It aims at testing the research instruments, namely the questionnaire and the interview protocol, and to look for initial emerging themes regarding teachers’ perceptions of implementing the CEFR for non-English major students at Hue University. Besides, the present study is also expected to obtain initial findings regarding the CEFR implementation at tertiary level in Vietnam, i.e. teachers’ perceptions of its philosophy, necessity, readiness and its application. 

4.1. Testing the instruments


The questionnaire


After data had been cleaned, filtered and negatively-keyed items of the questionnaire were reversed (Trong & Ngoc, 2008), 
the reliability of the questionnaire was tested via the value of Chronbach alpha (α). Table 3 shows the Chronbach alphas for the whole questionnaire, as well as the four sub-clusters. It can be noticed that alphas for the whole questionnaire and for two clusters related to teachers’ perceptions of its necessity and its efficient application are acceptable (α>.70), yet for items related to teachers’ perceptions of the CEFR’s philosophy and its readiness for application, the reliability is not good enough (α<.70). 

Table 3. The reliability of the questionnaire and clusters

	Cronbach's Alpha
	N of Items
	Cronbach's Alpha 1
	N of Items
	Cronbach's Alpha 2
	N of Items
	Cronbach's Alpha 3
	N of Items
	Cronbach's Alpha 2
	N of Items

	.754
	25
	.680
	5
	.599
	6
	.779
	6
	.801
	8



Analyses with alpha for the questionnaire if item deleted were also run to identify problematic items with statistics. Troublesome items included 8, 9, 11, 14, 16, 20, 23, half of which were negatively-keyed items, others reflect problems related to wording and explanation. Compared to small talks with participants after questionnaire collection, it was also identified that some items such as 1, 6, 8, 12 were long with more than one phrase, which causes confusion in understanding. All of these problematic items are going to be rephrased and reworded so that they become clearer and more explicit, which helps to enhance the reliability of the questionnaire in the official round. 


The interview 


The interview of the present pilot study was conducted after the questionnaire collection and data analysis because the researcher needs the initial quantitative findings from the questionnaire to develop questions for the interview. With 18 questions in accordance with four sub-clusters, the interview protocol enables the researcher to probe teachers’ perceptions of the CEFR implementation which may not be adequately gained by means of questionnaire (Creswell & Clark, 2007
). That the findings from the two pilot interviews provided rich information and insightful explanation to GE teachers’ perceptions of the CEFR implementation at Hue University proved the adequateness of the interview protocol. There will thus be no changes concerning questions for teachers’ perceptions in the official round. Besides, some emerging themes were also identified from the interviews, which shaped the researcher’s focus for the coming interviews in the official round.


The information obtained through the questionnaire and the interviews created a partnership that expands the richness of the data. It was through the expanded understanding that the perceptions of the participants to the CEFR implementation were appropriately captured. The next part of the article presents initial findings and discussion regarding GE teachers’ perceptions of the CEFR implementation at Hue University.

4.2. The initial findings and discussion


Findings from questionnaire data


As described in section 3.2, the main part of the questionnaire, which consists of 25 questions, is divided into four clusters, namely teachers’ perceptions of the necessity of applying the CEFR, its philosophy, readiness and ways to apply the CEFR efficiently. Figure 1 below shows GE teachers’ perceptions of the CEFR implementation at Hue University grouped into four clusters. 
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Figure 1. GE teachers’ perceptions of the CEFR implementation

It can be said that GE teachers well perceived the CEFR and its implementation at Hue University, reflected in the Mean values ranging around the agree level (4=agree). Specifically, the Mean values of GE teachers’ perceptions of the philosophy of the CEFR, its readiness for application, its necessity and the ways to apply it efficiently are 4.1818, 3.8485, 3.7576 and 4.4773 respectively. While they showed their sound understanding of the philosophy of the CEFR and how to apply it efficiently (M=4.1818 and 4.4773), their attitude towards its necessity and readiness for application was not as positive (M= 3.8485 and 3.7576). This is because the former clusters are of the CEFR itself while the latter clusters are more related to its application in the context of non-English major at Hue University. After the five-year implementation, the fact that GE teachers well understood the philosophy and the applying procedure CEFR but were doubtful of its necessity and readiness for application is obvious. 
Table 4a: The group statistics for mean values of clusters
	
	Years of teaching non-English major students
	N
	Mean
	Std. Deviation
	Std. Error Mean

	The philosophy of the CEFR
	>= 2
	8
	3.9750
	.24928
	.08814

	
	< 2
	3
	4.7333
	.46188
	.26667

	The CEFR's readiness for application
	>= 2
	8
	3.7500
	.26726
	.09449

	
	< 2
	3
	4.1111
	.25459
	.14699

	The necessity of CEFR application
	>= 2
	8
	3.5625
	.44488
	.15729

	
	< 2
	3
	4.2778
	.25459
	.14699

	The ways to apply the CEFR's efficiently
	>= 2
	8
	4.3750
	.42783
	.15126

	
	< 2
	3
	4.7500
	.25000
	.14434


Table 4b: Results of the independence samples test
	
	Levene's Test for Equality of Variances
	t-test for Equality of Means

	
	F
	Sig.
	t
	df
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	Mean Difference
	Std. Error Difference
	95% Confidence Interval of the Difference

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Lower
	Upper

	The philosophy of the CEFR
	EVS*
	2.717
	.134
	-3.620
	9
	.006
	-.75833
	.20948
	-1.23221
	-.28446

	
	EVNS*
	
	
	-2.700
	2.452
	.092
	-.75833
	.28085
	-1.77636
	.25969

	The CEFR's readiness for application
	EVS
	.059
	.814
	-2.017
	9
	.075
	-.36111
	.17907
	-.76619
	.04396

	
	EVNS
	
	
	-2.067
	3.809
	.111
	-.36111
	.17474
	-.85602
	.13380

	The necessity of CEFR application
	EVS
	.932
	.359
	-2.575
	9
	.030
	-.71528
	.27777
	-1.34363
	-.08692

	
	EVNS
	
	
	-3.323
	6.695
	.014
	-.71528
	.21528
	-1.22907
	-.20148

	The CEFR's efficient application
	EVS
	1.631
	.234
	-1.401
	9
	.195
	-.37500
	.26761
	-.98037
	.23037

	
	EVNS
	
	
	-1.794
	6.548
	.119
	-.37500
	.20908
	-.87638
	.12638


Notes: EVS: Equal variances assumed; EVNS: Equal variances not assumed


Table 4a and 4b above reveal one finding from the present pilot study that there is a significant difference in GE teachers’ perceptions of the CEFR and its implementation between junior and senior teachers. As seen in table 4a, among the total of 11 teachers, three of them are junior teachers with less than five years experiencing teaching non-English major students. The rest includes 8 teachers who have experienced more than five years teaching non-English majors. Although the Mean values regarding junior teachers’ perceptions of the CEFR’s philosophy, its readiness, necessity and ways of application of the four clusters were all lower than those of senior teachers, the researcher would like to test if the differences are significant by conducting the independent sample t-test. From table 4b, the Levene’s test showed that the results with equal variances assumed for all the four items should be used (sig. = .134, .814, .359, .234, > .05). The result indicated that junior and senior teachers differ in their perceptions of the philosophy of the CEFR and of its necessity (sig. (2-tailed) = .006; .030< .05) while their perceptions of the CEFR’s readiness for application and ways to apply the CEFR efficiently are not different (sig. (2-tailed) = .075; .195> .05).


Findings from interview data


The findings from the in-depth interviews are generally in accordance with those from the questionnaire. Both GE teachers, one junior and one senior, showed a sound understanding of the philosophy of the CEFR as well as the effective ways and procedure of its implementation. They agreed that the CEFR will serve as standard-based learning outcomes, allow mutual recognition to fulfill the needs of the integration era. However, the senior teacher was more confident in further clarifying what the CEFR is, why the CEFR is chosen as the standard-based learning outcomes and what the basic capacity requirements for such an implementation are. This can be explained by the fact that the CEFR had been implemented a couple of years ahead of the time the junior teacher started work, leading to her missing the moral purposes of the CEFR implementation policy. 


Although findings from the questionnaire reflected teachers’ agreement with the necessity and readiness of the CEFR for application at Hue University (see Figure 1 for more details), those from the in-depth interviews revealed a sense of doubt of its practicability in both teachers’ perceptions. The senior teachers said:

The CEFR implementation at my university is compulsory and not itinerary. It does not take my students’ current level of English proficiency into careful consideration, making this policy ambitious and far-fetched. 


She further explained by indicating the low English proficiency level of her students, the shortage of teacher-led hours in the curriculum for non-English major students, the lack of teachers’ management in students’ self-learning and self-assessment activities. This opinion was also shared by the junior teacher. Both were much concerned about the mismatch between the high-standard criteria of the CEFR and students’ low language competencies, reflected in the repetition of the word “impractical” in their answers. They were skeptical and distrusted the feasibility of the policy in their present teaching context.

5. Conclusion 


This article reports the findings of a pilot study on GE teachers’ perceptions of implementing the CEFR for non-English major students at Hue University, whose focuses are on GE teachers’ perceptions of the philosophy of the CEFR, its readiness for application, the necessity of CEFR application and ways to apply it efficiently. It was conducted in three months, from April to July 2017 with 11 GE teachers working at the Faculty of English for Specific Purposes, University of Foreign Languages, Hue University. Both the questionnaire and the interview protocol are concluded to be reliable and can be used for the official round with some minor changes and modification. The initial results show that GE teachers had positive perceptions of the CEFR and its philosophy, yet they were skeptical of its necessity and readiness for application in the context of non-English major at Hue University. The pilot study also reveals a significant difference in perceptions between junior and senior teachers regarding the CEFR philosophy and its necessity, which requires further investigation and explanation in the official round. 
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NHẬN THỨC CỦA GIÁO VIÊN VỀ VIỆC ÁP DỤNG KHUNG CEFR TẠI ĐẠI HỌC HUẾ- MỘT NGHIÊN CỨU THỬ NGHIỆM

Tóm tắt: Bài báo trình bày kết quả sơ bộ của một nghiên cứu về thực tế áp dụng chương trình học theo khung tham chiếu Châu Âu về ngôn ngữ ở bậc đại học ở Việt Nam. Đây là nghiên cứu thử nghiệm về nhận thức của giáo viên dạy tiếng Anh cơ bản đối với cho sinh viên không chuyên ngữ tại Đại học Huế. Cụ thể, bài viết tập trung vào nhận thức của giáo viên đối với triết lý của CEFR, sự sẵn sàng và cần thiết của việc áp dụng khung này cũng như cách thức áp dụng nó sao cho hiệu quả. Nghiên cứu này lấy dữ liệu bằng phương pháp thu phiếu điều tra và phỏng vấn sâu. Mười một (11) giáo viên dạy tiếng Anh cơ bản cho sinh viên Đại học Huế tham gia vào nghiên cứu này. Kết quả của nghiên cứu giúp cung cấp các kết quả khả quan ban đầu về vấn đề nghiên cứu.
Từ khoá: CEFR, nhận thức của giáo viên, sinh viên không chuyên ngữ
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