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Abstract: The fact that the different characteristics in terms of regions and ethnic groups of
ethnic minority (EM) education has significantly influenced the educational development in
the localities. Among the existing problems is the issue of language barriers in the teaching
and learning process for ethnic minority students whose mother tongue is not Vietnamese. As
a result, teaching Vietnamese as a second language in the direction of learners’ capacity
development is an issue that required more attention and investment in the process of training
primary teachers in ethnic minority areas in order to both fulfil the requirements of regional
education for ethnic minority areas and the demands of the educational reform.
Keywords: Vietnamese, second language, learners’ competences development, teachers,
ethnic minorities.
1. INTRODUCTION
Ethnic minorities areas (EM) are the areas mostly
inhabited by ethnic minority groups, so the local
students are mainly from ethnic minority communities.
One of the factors restraining local education
development is the issue of language barrier in the
teaching and learning process. The reason is that
Vietnamese is not the ethnic minority students’ mother
tongue. It is stated that the use of Vietnamese in
families, communities, social activities, etc. in the
environment in which the children live have a great
impact on their process of learning Vietnamese. If
Vietnamese is commonly used in daily communication
at home, in community, the children’s process of
learning Vietnamese will be then enhanced and vice
versa. The mother tongue has a great influence on
learning Vietnamese of ethnic minority students (the
system of characters/letters, phonetics, word order in
sentences, the use of rhetorical methods, etc). As a
result, teaching Vietnamese as “a second language” is
an educational approach which is suitable for ethnic
minority students. However, in order to teach
Vietnamese properly for ethnic minority students while
meeting the requirements of the education reform, it is
also necessary to pay attention to the development of
the students’ competences when teaching Vietnamese
as a “second language”. Therefore, this article focuses
on clarifying three issues: 1) What is teaching
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Vietnamese as “second language” in the direction of
learners’ competences development? 2) Why should
we focus on training teachers in ethnic minority areas
about teaching Vietnamese as “second language” in the
direction of learners’ competences development?
3) What is the content of fostering the activities of
teaching Vietnamese as a “second language” in the
direction of learners’ competences development?
2. CONTENT
2.1. What is teaching Vietnamese as “second
language” in the direction of learners’ competences
development?
In a country with many ethnic groups living
together, the language chosen to use in state offices
and schools is called the national language. In
Vietnam, Vietnamese is the national language (or the
official language); however, as for ethnic minority
children, Vietnamese is not their mother tongue (the
first language that children learn to speak and grow up
with), but the second language.
For ethnic minority students, the method of
learning the first language and the second language is
not the same:
First language
Second language
(mother tongue)
(Vietnamese)
It is developed It is developed from
1
originally since birth scratching at a certain
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(unconsciously) and
gradually
accomplished when
attending
general
schools.

2

3

4

Students have the
ability to
communicate
naturally and with
ease with the
surrounding people
before learning the
language at school.

Students have the
ability to understand
the meaning of the
targeted words and
sentences
when
learning the language
because
students
have
already
observed and used
them daily during
their
own
life
experience.
It is easy to recognize
the correct order of
the words in the
structure of the
sentences due to the
experiences
of
listening and using
the language.

As a result, the process of teaching second
language will be influenced by many factors: crosslanguage phenomena; psychological and social
factors, etc. Therefore, in the early stage of teaching
Vietnamese as a second language, it is necessary to
focus on meaning of the words first, then pay attention
to accuracy later. That means the students have to
really understand what they are listening to, speaking,
reading, and writing about, instead of just making the
sounds or letters, or contrasting sound/words with
things and phenomena. Therefore, it’s important not
to rush in the process of teaching Vietnamese as a
second language if these problems have not been
solved. Combining this with the creation of learning
opportunities/activities for ET students to learn
Vietnamese in a meaningful way and developing their
abilities is also the nature of teaching Vietnamese as
“second language” in the direction of learners’
competences development.
2.2. Why should we focus on training teachers in
ethnic minority areas about teaching Vietnamese as
a “second language” in the direction of learners’
competences development?
It is widely acknowledged in various State
documents, the Constitution, the Law of Education
and Decisions (Decision 404/QD-TTg, Decision
1008/QD-TTg...) that Vietnamese plays a very
important role in all aspects of life. Vietnamese is both
a basic subject and a learning tool for students to
acquire the knowledge and skills of other subjects in
the education curriculum. However, due to the
influence of many different factors in the teaching
process, the quality of teaching and learning
Vietnamese of ethnic minority students is not
sufficient, restraining learners’ thinking ability
development, somehow impeding the fulfillment of
the educational goals in each level.
- Vietnamese is a second language with EM
students, not their mother tongue, so its usage is partly
limited. At school, students from Kinh group already
have enough Vietnamese to understand the world
around them. They learn a language that has been used
for about five years prior to attending school with the
reservoir of about 4,000-4,500 words and knowledge
of basic sentence structures. In addition, they have the
time and opportunities to use Vietnamese
continuously with many people and for many different
purposes in life outside school. With ethnic minority
students, the difference is that they only master their

stage of life, students
learn on the basis of
the
teacher’s
intentions
(the
acquisition of the
second language is
adverse to the first
language’s).
Students have limited
ability
to
communicate in the
second
language.
Students have to learn
the second language
consciously first to be
able to use it in
communication
activities afterwards.
(this is opposite to the
process of learning
the first language).
Students can not
understand
the
meaning of words and
sentences
because
they have never been
heard and used them
in practice so it is
difficult for students
to comprehend the
contents
of
the
lessons.
It is difficult to
recognize the correct
word order in the
sentence structure of
the second language
due to the influence of
the mother tongue.

5

Students use the
language everytime,
everywhere, in every
situation.

Students use the
second language only
at school, while using
native language at
home
and
in
community.

...

...

...
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mother tongue (the ethnic minority language) before
they go to school and develop their knowledge in their
mother tongue instead of Vietnamese. Their
Vietnamese is very little or almost zero. Even if there
is a little knowledge of Vietnamese, the pronunciation
and usage of the language is not completely correct.
When they go to school, they start learning
Vietnamese and have to learn based on the experience
of learning their mother tongue.
In addition, due to the influence of regional
characteristics and ethnic groups, the population
distribution of ethnic minorities is quite diverse: some
ethnic minorities are relatively isolated while some
live together in the same area, as large as a district/
commune or as narrow as a village/hamlet. This leads
to the fact that in the same classroom, there are a
variety of first languages: either a homogeneous group
or multi ethnic minorities and languages. Therefore,
with ethnic minority students, it is necessary consider
their process of learning Vietnamese as a second
language, rather than equate them with Kinh students’
way of learning the language.
- The new general education curriculum (General
Program, dated 27/8/2017) considers Vietnamese a
compulsory subject from grade 1 to grade 5 in the
Elementary Program, with an important role in
developing core and special competencies for primary
students. Teaching Vietnamese in the direction of
learners’ competences formation and development is
teaching in the aim of developing the core
competencies (general and professional ones) of the
subject and furthermore, special abilities (talents) for
students to have the potential to grow and adapt to
non-stop changing conditions of living, learning and
working in their whole life. Capacities that need to be
formed and developed for primary students through
Vietnamese subject are: (i) General Competence
Group and (ii) Professional Competence Group.
- Some primary teachers in certain ethnic minority
areas have had the access to teaching Vietnamese as a
“second language” for ethnic minority students.
However, this approach has not been profound and
thorough enough, only through some projects,
programs and some documents, etc. An example is the
material: “Teaching Vietnamese as a “second
language”, which was composed by The Department
of Teachers and Education Managerial Staff and used
to train the provincial staff in all ethnic minority
provinces throughout the country in 2014. In May
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2015, the Department of Education and Education
Managerial Staff also organized a nationwide
workshop entitled “Sharing experiences in teaching
Vietnamese as a second language for ethnic minority
students”. However, this is only the beginning for the
training process for primary teachers working in
ethnic minority areas in order to implement the new
textbooks and programs in general and bilingual
textbooks in particular (according to Decision
No. 404/QD-TTg of the Prime Minister approving the
general education programs and textbooks reform).
Moreover, some of the contents of this method have
been accessed through a number of small-scaled
programs and projects such as mother tongue-based
Bilingual Education Project, or Project Plan.
However, training the skills to teach Vietnamese as a
“second language” in the direction of ET students’
capacity development for teachers is not adequately
tackled.
2.3. What is the content of training teachers to teach
Vietnamese as a “second language” in the direction
of learners’ competence development?
Teaching Vietnamese as a “second language” in
the direction of learners’ competence development for
EM students is an integral part of the capacity
development including the core capacities (general
and professional ones) and special capacities (gifted if
any). Therefore, depending on the activities, lessons,
subjects, etc., it is directed to a variety of capacities,
all of which are necessary and important. Within the
framework of the article, we primarily focus on the
communication capacity. Besides, due to the different
characteristics of ethnic minority groups (analyzed in
section 2.1, 2.2), there are various contents about
teaching Vietnamese as a “second language” which
primary teachers in ethnic minority areas need to be
trained. It’s advisable to take into consideration the
conditions of each region, local teachers’ needs to
designate an appropriate training program in the aim
of developing competencies for ethnic minority
students. Therefore, the training contents put the
priority on:
(i) Training teachers to use the Total Physical
Response (TPR) method in teaching a new language
(Vietnamese) for ethnic minority students in the aim of
communication competence development:
- TPR is a new way of teaching language through
action (listening, observing, and body exercising).
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This method is very effective for beginners to learn a
new language (second language), allowing learners to
acquire a new language easily and naturally without
being too focused or stressed. This means that students
learning a new language in the same way of learning
their mother tongue and through all the senses.
- TPR is classified into four types: 1) TPR with the
body (Students begin to learn a new language with
new words and patterns related to their own bodies
through their own gestures and actions; 2) TPR with
objects (students learn new words and patterns
through maneuvers, actions with the surrounding
objects); 3) TPR with pictures (with available pictures,
drawing activities, moving towards pictures); 4) TPR
with stories.
- The TPR method follows a three-step process
(also known as the number 3 principle): modeling;
practicing and revising. In each step, modeling and
practicing are repeated at least three times. In the
revising step, there should be more than 3 times of
repetition. In each teaching activity, there should not
be more than 3 new words involved.
- When training for teachers to implement this
method, it’s important to remind them to apply the
process and the types of TPR method to promote the
communication capacity development; for example,
by maximizing the use of the combination of verbally
instructing and practicing, etc.
(ii) Training teachers to use communicative
language teaching method to teach Vietnamese in the
direction of developing communication skills for
ethnic minority students. The method involves:
- Developing communication skills in different
situations and for different purposes: Students are
placed in specific communication situations and
supposed to use Vietnamese appropriate to the
situation; for example: Friendly and open greetings
with friends; Congratulations on the holidays and
special events; Communicating with teachers, school
administrators and other adults in the community;
Interacting in the community, for example
administrator of public places like community’s
cultural center, library, etc and people without any
acquaintance. Communication situations can be set in
different atmospheres: fun, frustrating, solemn, sad,
etc with different partners (young, old people, farmers,
intellectuals, soldiers, police, etc).
29

- Creating the real need for communication for
students: There is always a cause and demand behind
any human’s utterance in any situation. Teacher needs
to create situations and take advantage of all situations
to teach students to communicate. The need for
communication during school hours will arise when
there are problems which require students to exploit
their knowledge of the target language in order to
solve or to communicate with each other to
understand.
- Creating a positive learning environment for
students: Emotions, self-respect and self-esteem play
a very important role in learning in general, and in
learning language in particular. These sentiments
contributes to either the student’s motivation to
engage in communication activities with others or
their sense of inferiority and hesitance. If a student is
underestimated by his classmates for his ability and
effort in using Vietnamese, he or she will not be
confident enough in learning Vietnamese. One of the
most important ways to help students learn
Vietnamese is to show them that thanks to their active
engagement and participation, the class becomes more
positive and successful.
- Connecting the language with the content of the
lesson: In learning Vietnamese, the connection of new
information and students’ background knowledge of
the language is essential to help them feel confident
and develop their ability to use the language. Teachers
need to activate students’ background knowledge,
giving them the opportunity to contribute to the lesson
by using illustrations such as pictures and charts in the
lessons; using gestures, body language to support
students’ understanding then eliciting predictions,
thoughts and opinions about the topics from students.
- Providing students with sufficient language tools
and basic steps to communicate: teachers instruct
students on how to outline, select the language tools to
express the content, present each aspect of the content
in a coherent way, self-assess the degree of
achievement both in terms of the content and form of
communication. Students can learn Vietnamese
effectively when they have the opportunity to practice
communication, even within the classroom, and use
words related to real life. For example, the gestures,
body languages, questions, responses employed...
should be true to real life.
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- Moderate emphasis on grammar/structural
knowledge of the language: emphasizing properly on
grammar/structural knowledge of the language is
defined as an emphasis on the practice of applying
new insights of Vietnamese language in real life
contexts. When using Vietnamese to express ideas,
students need to know and apply grammar / language
structures properly. Teachers should guide students
step by step through exercises to familiarise them with
Vietnamese grammatical elements (pronunciation of
words, rhymes, sentences, songs, words, collocations,
sentence formation, etc in the right context). For
example: students can use words and collocations to
express time, space, things, phenomena,
characteristics, quality, etc.
(iii) Training teachers to implement some teaching
activities to teach Vietnamese as a second language in
order to develop communication skills:
- Teaching Vietnamese through speech etiquette:
EM students learn Vietnamese as a “second language”,
because Vietnamese is not their mother tongue, they
have to start with the simplest and the most basic
knowledge of Vietnamese speech etiquette. EM
students’ ability to use Vietnamese speech etiquette in
communication is the first important criteria to
measure their language competence. It is necessary to
help them gain the critical knowledge about the use of
speech etiquette. A major challenge in learning
Vietnamese speech etiquette is to use pairs of personal
pronouns appropriate to the subjects of communication
in specific contexts. The teacher needs training for this
knowledge area, especially the contents of personal
pronouns: “grandfather, grandmother, uncle, brother,
sister, friend,...” and the pair of appropriate pronouns
to address the subjects: “grandfather - grandchildren;
uncle-niece/nephew; older siblings-younger ones”.
This is a feature of Vietnamese communication culture
which may become a great challenge for ethnic
minority students due to the absence of compatibility
of personal pronouns between their mother tongue
and Vietnamese. This content should be tackled not
only in Vietnamese language classes but also in all
subject classes and school activities, everywhere and
all the time.
The Vietnamese speech etiquette has been
included in the current Primary Standard Outcome of
Vietnamese language subject. However, it’s
commonly seen in the existing textbook that many
sentences miss the subject of the speech (the form of
30

subordinate sentences - the single sentence without the
subject), which is a drawback requiring modifications
under the scale of the reformed program of
Vietnamese language subject. These speech etiquettes
are taught to primary students, whose range of
communication is mostly within family and school. At
home, students usually communicate with their
parents, grandparents, siblings, aunts, uncles; and at
school with teachers, school staff, classmates, and
other school children, etc. Therefore, it’s more
appropriate to teach children the forms of full speech
etiquettes first, then comes the shortened ones in
specific communication situations.
- Teaching Vietnamese through storytelling: Storytelling activities in Vietnamese in primary schools
play an important role in shaping communication
skills for primary students in general and EM students
in particular. Through story-telling classes, EM
students are able to enrich their knowledge in terms of
vocabulary related to culture and arts; sentence
structures and living skills drawn from the content and
meaning of the story. However, this content can be
challenging with EM students. Therefore, teachers
need to be trained to apply some storytelling activities
to develop the capacity of ethnic minority students
such as modifying and editing the stories to match
with EM students. Although the adjustment and
editing of the stories to shorten and simplify the
learning contents for learners of Vietnamese as a
second language are essential, teachers need to adhere
to the principle to reserve the core plot, the flow of
events and the tone of the original stories; not to alter
their contents and meanings; making the stories more
interesting, appropriate, memorable and easier for
students to retell in their own language. When
adjusting and editing stories, it is necessary to examine
new and difficult words to ethnic minority students in
the story, consider keeping or changing words; reduce
cumbersome details, lead-in lines in order to make the
story shorter and easier to understand (With the first
grade, each story should consist of only about 2-3
main details, about 3-4 in each paragraph with short
and comprehendible simple sentences); add more
repetitive sentences in the story, especially in the lines
of the characters. If there are indirect speech sentences
in the story, change them to direct speech ones.
- Teaching Vietnamese by reading: Training
teachers to teach Vietnamese by reading to students
through: (1) Teaching rhyme reading: For EM students,
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the teaching process must focus on teaching all four
skills: listening, speaking, reading, writing because they
lack both vocabulary and communication skills.
Therefore, it’s necessary to teach listening, speaking in
rhyme lessons by TPR method. The procedures of
teaching rhyme reading in the 2000 textbooks started
from the smallest unit: syllable / rhyme - sound - word.
This process is suitable for learning Vietnamese as the
mother tongue. With EM students, the process will be
more appropriate if it goes in the opposite direction, in
accordance with the thinking process: from specific to
abstract; (2) Teaching reading comprehension:
Teachers need training about this method because of the
great challenge to EM students. That is, the number of
unknown words in each paragraph with ethnic minority
students is much greater than that of Kinh students.
Consequently, it is not effective with them just by
explaining the new words in Vietnamese, lead to the
difficulties in fully understanding the messages of the
sentences and articles. They can read fluently yet do not
fully understand the meaning of the sentences, leading
to not understanding or only partly understanding the
content of the paragraph and article; being unable to
understand the questions or being limited in the
vocabularies and the ability to express their
understanding into answers. EM students, therefore,
lack practice reading at home and in the community,
struggling in reading some syllables, due to the
influence of mother tongue,... Therefore, the activities
of teaching reading comprehension for ethnic minority
students in the direction of learners’ competency
development should include: pre-reading skills; reading
and understanding the content of the texts; post-reading
skills. It’s essential to consider Vietnamese as a second
language for ethnic minority students.
Moreover, some activities such as teaching
Vietnamese through writing or creative writing should
also be trained for teachers. However, to a certain
extent, the practical application should be suitable for
the capacity of EM students and should not extend too
far regarding their actual capacity. The target learners’
competence would be the decisive factor to the
direction of the teaching activities.
3. CONCLUSIONS
Teaching Vietnamese as a “second language” in the
direction of learners’ competence development for
ethnic minority students is an educational approach
suitable for the student’s characteristics while meeting
the requirements of the education reform in order to
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help students access quickly and conveniently to
Vietnamese and other scientific knowledge. Therefore,
in order for primary teachers in ethnic minority areas to
have theoretical basis as well as teaching methods in
teaching Vietnamese as a “second language” in the
direction of learners’ competence development, it’s
necessary for higher educational institutions introduce
this content into the training programs and take this
issue seriously in order to ensure education equality for
ethnic minority students, contributing to the quality
improvement of education in general and primary
education in ethnic minority areas in particular during
the education reform.
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