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 ABSTRACT 

Seeking opportunities to communicate greatly increases the chances for intercultural contact, 

as well as L2 communication practice with comprehensible input when learning a second or 

foreign language. The communicative language teaching approach has focused on students’ 

individual differences as English learners and users while highly emphasizing the importance 

of communicative language teaching for the development of students’ communication 

competence in the classroom. However, despite the emphasis on communication and the view 

broadly accepted both by educators and learners that L2 learners need practice speaking so that 

they can communicate, students in the Vietnamese context appear to choose to remain silent 

when there are opportunities to use English. It needs to be examined if learners would 

communicate in English when they had chances, and what factors would affect their 

willingness to communicate. The present study was conducted at three colleges in Vietnam. 

The study attempted to examine Vietnamese EFL students’ perceptions of willingness to 

communicate (WTC) in English and other individual variables related to English 

communication and to investigate the relationships among these English learning and 

communication variables. The study used a design that combined both quantitative and 

qualitative data collection and analysis procedures. Questionnaires were first collected from 

500 undergraduate students. Then, interviews were conducted with 20 students who had 

already answered the questionnaires. Structural equation model (SEM) analysis was used to 

examine the relationships among WTC in English, Self-perceived Communication 

Competence (SPCC) and Communication Apprehension (CA), Motivation, Attitudes, and 

Personality. Qualitative interviews were conducted to extend and elaborate on the quantitative 

results. The results showed that students had low WTC, low SPCC, moderate CA, moderate 

motivation, somewhat negative attitudes, and moderate personality in terms of introversion-

extraversion personality traits. The path model proposed in the present study showed that the 
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variables that directly influenced WTC in English were Self-perceived Communication 

Competence (SPCC), Motivation, Attitudes, and Personality. Generally, the model suggested 

in the present study provided support to Gardner’s SLA model and MacIntyre et al.’s heuristic 

model. Based on these findings, pedagogical implications for English teaching and learning 

were suggested to increase willingness to communicate.    
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CHAPTER 1 

             INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction 

 In the world of globalization, the need to speak English has become a crucial issue in 

Southeast Asian countries and educators have given communication skills top priority. In a 

Vietnamese context now, social, economic, and educational success is increasingly associated 

with English to a greater extent. Schools and teachers have been pressured to implement 

communicative language teaching. Although Vietnamese learners of English see the benefits 

of learning English, they are still labeled as reticent learners lacking the intention to initiate 

communication in English when they are given the opportunity. It is obvious that their 

willingness to engage in communication using English relates to various individual difference 

factors. The main purpose of this study is to investigate Vietnamese college students’ 

awareness of willingness to communicate (WTC) in English and variables influencing 

individual differences among language learners such as self-perceived communication 

competence in English, communication apprehension, English learning motivation, attitudes 

toward the international community, and personality traits. The study also aims to investigate 

the relationships among these communication variables. 

 Chapter one presents the background of the study, study purpose, problem statement,  

research questions, and the significance of the study.    

1.2 Background of the Study 

 Countries in Southeast Asia have very different histories and experiences with 

colonialism and colonial languages. For this reason, the roles of English in different countries 
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are diverse. Those themes are colonial and postcolonial history, economic development, ethnic 

and linguistic diversity, and access to education (Richard F. Young 2008). 

 The status of English in Southeast Asia can be classified into two groups: as a second 

language and as a foreign language. The former consists of countries that were once colonies 

or protectorates of an English-speaking power (Britain in the case of Malaysia, and Singapore; 

the US in the case of the Philippines); and the latter contains some countries such as Thailand, 

Cambodia, Indonesia, and Vietnam (McArthur, 1998).  

The history of Vietnam, as (Branigin, 1994) puts it, is “a saga of recurrent strife, 

turmoil, invasion, occupation and hardship”. For a long time, Vietnam did not possess its own 

language. Foreign interventions and the subsequent use of foreign languages as the national or 

official language overwhelmed most of the nation’s 4000-year history. The Vietnamese not 

only desired and fought to find a language for themselves, but also knew how to adorn and use 

those foreign languages for national development. Particularly in the twentieth century, the 

nearly simultaneous, direct involvements in Vietnam of such powers as China, France, Japan, 

the Soviet Union and the United States exerted various profound influences on language 

attitudes, language change, and language choice and use. These influences indeed helped shape 

Vietnam’s foreign language education policy.  

During the years of the Vietnam War (1954-1975), Vietnam was divided into two parts 

- the communist North and the capitalist South. Foreign language education policy, thus, 

followed different patterns. Russian and Chinese were promoted by the North and English and 

French were emphasized by the South as the main foreign languages to be taught as required 

subjects in secondary and post-secondary education. The dominance of Russian as the main 

foreign language, and the decline of English as well as other languages in the educational 

system were marked by national reunification and the subsequent change in the political and 

economic system in 1975. Such a foreign language policy certainly reflected a desire to expand 
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relations among the countries of the communist bloc. Such a policy, however, limited 

communication and cooperation with the rest of the world, first of all with those developing 

nations in Southeast Asia such as Singapore, Thailand, and Malaysia, which had a pace and 

type of development similar to that of then South Vietnam (Do, 1993). 

In 1986, Vietnam’s open-door policy, doi moi, came into existence as a departure from 

obsolete dogmatism. For the first time, the central government realized that mismanagement 

in government policies and their implementation was the most crucial reason for economic 

failure, poverty and backwardness. The country witnessed a new change at the top of central 

power and an attempt to abolish bureaucratic centralization (Vietnamese Communist Party, 

1991; World Press Review, 1988). In diplomatic relations, cooperation between Vietnam with 

every nation regardless of political differences became necessary. Furthermore, a free, market-

oriented economy was put in force. All this helped to attract a large number of English-speaking 

visitors to Vietnam as business people and tourists. This situation was in contrast to the past 

when the majority of foreigners were from Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union (Denham, 

1992). 

The reemergence of English as the language for broader communication and 

cooperation has been forced by social demands. English has thus regained its role as the main 

foreign language taught and used in Vietnam (Alter and Moreau, 1995; Shapiro, 1995; Wilson, 

1993a, b). Consequently thousands of Vietnamese Russian language teachers had to change 

jobs because of this reemergence. This coincides with a greater amount of the population 

expressing the desire to promote the teaching and learning of English. English proficiency is 

now seen as a vital requirement for employment. Furthermore, English has facilitated economic 

cooperation and development with an ever greater influx of foreign investment, mostly from 

capitalist countries which require a competence in English to communicate or negotiate with. 
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Being willing to communicate is part of becoming fluent in a second or foreign 

language. However, in spite of the emphasis on communication in English education in EFL 

contexts and the generally accepted view that students need to practice speaking in order to 

learn (MacIntyre P. D et al. 2003), Vietnamese learners of English appear to habitually choose 

to remain silent when there are opportunities to use English in or outside of the classroom.  

Reticence in foreign language classes has long been a challenge for both teachers and 

students. Empirical research on reticence among Asian students has shown a marked tendency 

to be quiet, passive and reticent (Braddock et al., 1995; Dwyer and Heller-Murphy, 1996; 

Cortazzi and Jin, 1996; Ferris and Tagg, 1996; Turner and Hiraga, 1996; Flowerdew et al., 

2000; Yashima, 2002; Hashimoto, 2002; Liu, 2005; Nakane, 2006; Liu and Jackson, 2009) and 

Vietnamese students seem to be no exception. 

In EFL contexts, fundamental issues in teaching and learning English from primary to 

tertiary levels or beyond are to investigate to what extent students are willing to communicate 

in English, reasons for their unwillingness to communicate in English, and how to facilitate 

students’ willingness to use English for communication purposes.  

Willingness to Communicate is one of the factors influencing the learning of English 

in Vietnam in which English is used as a foreign language. The study will be useful to 

specialists from the MOET (Ministry of Education and Training) and rectors of colleges by 

assisting them in making informed decisions on how best to develop their curriculum in 

facilitating teaching methods that meet the communicative needs of their students. In this way 

this study will contribute to the knowledge of learning and teaching English in Vietnam from 

the point of view of both students and teachers. 
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1.3 Problem Statement 

 Most studies in L2 Willingness to Communicate have been carried out in western 

countries, especially in Canada, where students learning French in a typical second language 

context have frequent linguistic exposure to and direct contact with the L2 community. In 

addition, quite a few studies (Warden and Lin, 2000; Wen andClément, 2003; Yashima, 2002; 

Yashima, Zenuk-Nishide and Shimizu, 2004; Miao Yu, 2009) have been conducted in EFL 

contexts including Japan, Korea and China where students mainly learn English as a 

compulsory school subject and there is usually no immediate linguistic need for them to use 

English in daily life. In Vietnam, this issue has not been examined yet, especially at the college 

level. To address this gap, this study investigates the factors determining individual differences 

in the students’ willingness to communicate in English in and outside the classroom at some 

selected colleges in Vietnam. 

1.4 Research Questions 

The primary research question of this study is: What is the awareness of the Vietnamese 

EFL college students of their willingness to communicate (WTC) in English and individual 

factors such as their self-perceived communication competence (SPCC) in English, 

communication apprehension (CA), English learning motivation (Motivation), attitudes 

towards the international community, and instrumental orientation (Attitudes), and personality 

traits (Personality)?  

The secondary research questions which will be investigated in the study are:  

1. Is there a relationship between students’ SPCC, CA, Motivation, Attitudes, and Personality 

and their WTC levels?  

2. Is there a relationship between students’ SPCC, CA, Motivation, Attitudes, and Personality 

and their ethnicity? 
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3. Is there a relationship between students’ SPCC, CA, Motivation, Attitudes, and Personality 

and their dialect? 

4. Which individual difference variables best predict the participants’ WTC in English?  

 

1.5 Significance of the Study 

Understanding the factors behind WTC is important because it can help students 

understand how to promote affective factors so as to enhance their willingness to communicate 

in English, which, in turn, is important since it can help them increase the possibility of 

achieving success in the attainment of high English proficiency. The relationships among the 

variables found in the study will demonstrate new or alternative paths in a Vietnamese EFL 

context. The findings of the study will contribute to better understanding of the dynamic nature 

of WTC in English in EFL contexts, help teachers, managers, and educators understand EFL 

students’ communication behavioral characteristics in and outside of the classroom and suggest 

directions for best practice in language pedagogy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


