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Abstract
Despite years of mandatory instruction, many Vietnamese university graduates remain unable to communicate effectively in English, a failure largely attributable to the entrenched dominance of the Grammar-Translation method. This paper argues that the path to genuine fluency lies in the rigorous application of the Direct Method in teaching English to speakers of other languages (TESOL), moving beyond structural analysis to total linguistic immersion. We examine the cognitive interference caused by first language (L1) dependency, demonstrating how mental translation inhibits the development of spontaneous speech and listening reflexes. The study proposes a practical framework for implementing the Direct Method in the modern Vietnamese classroom, emphasizing the exclusive use of the target language, inductive grammar instruction, and the development of strategic competence through intensive question-and-answer exchanges. Furthermore, the author explores how digital transformation – specifically through Learning Management Systems (LMS) and gamified platforms – serves as a critical enabler of this method, providing the objective, high-frequency input necessary to bypass the safety bias inherent in traditional grading. By shifting the pedagogical focus from linguistic knowledge to communicative performance, this approach not only aligns with the biological reality of language acquisition but also empowers educators to evaluate students based on their actual proficiency rather than administrative caution.
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1. Introduction
Despite years of mandatory English instruction extending from primary education through university, a paradoxical phenomenon persists within Vietnamese higher education, often characterized as the persistent beginner syndrome. Many graduates, despite possessing extensive vocabularies, remain unable to communicate effectively or spontaneously in the target language. This pervasive failure is largely attributable to the entrenched dominance of the Grammar-Translation method. This traditional approach inadvertently forces students to treat English as a static discipline, compelling them to memorize grammatical structures as if they were rigid mathematical formulas.
Consequently, a profound psychological barrier takes root. Rather than engaging with English as a dynamic medium for communication, learners face intense hesitation and anxiety when attempting to construct sentences in real time. This preoccupation with structural accuracy over-activates the conscious mind, paralyzing students with the constant over-analysis of rules and severely impeding their spontaneous speech production.
To overcome this cognitive translation barrier, the author argues for the rigorous implementation of the Direct Method. The core premise of this pedagogical framework relies on total linguistic immersion, strictly prohibiting the use of the mother tongue in the classroom. By forcing the learner to associate the target language directly with concepts and objects, the Direct Method completely bypasses the mental translation matrix. It demands immediate, immersive language use, transforming English from a foreign subject to be studied into a necessary, living tool for social interaction and academic survival.
While the pedagogical benefits of total immersion are well-documented, enforcing such an environment can be highly demanding for the lecturer. Fortunately, modern digital transformation serves as a critical enabler, alleviating the dual cognitive burden typically imposed on educators who must otherwise constantly navigate translation and act as real-time bilingual dictionaries. Vietnamese institutions are already establishing the necessary digital infrastructure; for example, Ho Chi Minh City University of Foreign Languages and Information Technology utilizes specialized portals like courses.huflit.edu.vn and tari.huflit.edu.vn, while Tra Vinh University employs its central hub at lmstvu.onschool.edu.vn. By integrating gamified platforms such as Kahoot! or Blooket into these LMSs, lecturers can demand rapid, reflexive responses from students. This integration not only breaks the native language translation habit but also delegates the repetitive mechanics of engagement to technology, freeing the lecturer to focus purely on communicative facilitation. As a secondary benefit, these digital platforms generate objective assessment data, helping educators gradually bypass the systemic conservative grading tendencies and risk-averse evaluation cultures inadvertently fostered by regulatory frameworks like Circular 08/2021/TT-BGDĐT.
Ultimately, the path to genuine fluency requires a fundamental shift in how language is processed and practiced. By examining the cognitive interference caused by first-language dependency and proposing a digitally supported, immersive framework, this paper posits that lecturers can completely dismantle the translation barrier, moving beyond structural analysis to foster authentic, spontaneous communicative competence.
2. Literature review
2.1. Crosslinguistic influence and translation matrix
A central obstacle to achieving communicative competence in Vietnamese higher education is the profound impact of crosslinguistic influence and L1 interference [ (Ellis, 1994); (Lightbown & Spada, 2006)]. In traditional Grammar-Translation classrooms, learners develop a detrimental cognitive dependency best conceptualized as the translation matrix. Instead of mapping a target language word directly to its real-world concept, the learner processes input through a convoluted intermediary step involving their native language. Specifically, English input is converted to a Vietnamese translation, which is then finally mapped to the conceptual realization, and the reverse occurs during speech production.
This prolonged neurological routing inherently prevents the spontaneity required for natural conversation. As (Loewen & Reinders, 2011) note, an over-reliance on the first language inhibits the automaticity of second-language retrieval, trapping learners in a state of perpetual conscious translation and elevated psychological hesitation. The cognitive load required to maintain this tripartite processing system exhausts working memory, leading to communication breakdowns, severe anxiety, and unnatural pauses during real-time discourse.
2.2. SLA theories: natural order, critical period, and communicative competence
To dismantle this cognitive matrix, pedagogical approaches must align with the biological and developmental realities of language acquisition. The Critical Period Hypothesis posits that natural, native-like language acquisition becomes significantly more difficult after neurological maturation [ (Fry, 1977); (Lightfoot, 2010)]. Because university students have long passed this optimal biological window of neuroplasticity, their default cognitive mechanism is to rely heavily on their fully developed native language networks unless artificially constrained by the learning environment. Furthermore, research into the natural order of acquisition [ (Brown, 1973); (Dulay & Burt, 1973)] alongside the Monitor Model (Stephen, 1977) suggests that over-emphasizing explicit syntax instruction overburdens the conscious monitor of the learner. This hyper-focus on grammatical precision stifles natural output and elevates the affective filter, ensuring that students remain paralyzed by the fear of making structural errors.
Rather than prioritizing mechanical accuracy, the ultimate objective of higher education language instruction must be the cultivation of comprehensive communicative competence. This paradigm shifts the focus from knowing theoretical facts about the language to functionally utilizing it in dynamic social contexts, as defined by foundational linguistic frameworks. (Canale & Swain, 1980) advocate for a communicative approach that emphasizes sociolinguistic and strategic competencies alongside grammatical knowledge, arguing that learners must be equipped to negotiate meaning independently in unpredictable contexts. (Bachman, 1990) further expands this theoretical foundation in the Communicative Language Ability model. This framework integrates the physiological and psychological mechanisms of language execution, emphasizing that true proficiency requires the seamless, subconscious coordination of linguistic competencies in real-time scenarios, unhindered by native language interference.
2.3. The Direct Method and time-pressured gamification
To achieve the robust competencies outlined by (Bachman, 1990) and (Canale & Swain, 1980), the author advocates for a pedagogical return to the Direct Method. Originally popularized as the Berlitz Method, this instructional approach strictly prohibits the use of the mother tongue, relying entirely on inductive grammar instruction and exclusive target-language immersion [ (British Council, 2026); (Diller, 1978); (Richards & Rogers, 2001)]. Though occasionally critiqued in postmethod scholarly debates for its perceived rigidity (Bell, 2003), its fundamental tenet of forced direct conceptual mapping remains the most effective, biologically aligned antidote to the cognitive translation matrix.
In the contemporary educational landscape, the efficacy of the Direct Method is exponentially amplified by digital gamification. When educators utilize platforms such as Kahoot or Blooket, the psychological mechanism at play extends far beyond simple student engagement or novelty. These interactive tools rely on intense time constraints that fundamentally alter cognitive processing dynamics. Biologically, mental translation requires a measurable duration of cognitive processing time. By forcing rapid, split-second decisions, time-pressured gamification structurally prevents the brain from accessing established native language translation pathways. The learner is compelled to bypass the Vietnamese intermediary step entirely, cultivating a direct linguistic reflex that accurately mimics natural acquisition conditions and fosters genuine spontaneity.
2.4. Lecturer competence: the necessity of C1 fluency
The rigorous application of the Direct Method inherently exposes a critical dependency within the educational ecosystem, specifically concerning the linguistic proficiency of the teaching workforce. Because the method relies on rapid, spontaneous question-and-answer exchanges rather than pre-scripted textbook exercises, it inevitably falters if the educator lacks advanced, unhesitating fluency. To sustain a total immersion environment effectively, lecturers must possess an unscripted, spontaneous proficiency equivalent to the C1 level on the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of Europe, 2001). An educator operating at a lower proficiency threshold, or one who themselves relies on internal cognitive translation, cannot maintain the fluid communicative momentum required to force students out of their deeply ingrained native language habits. The success of the immersive environment is directly proportional to the linguistic agility and cognitive flexibility of the instructor facilitating it.
2.5. Administrative context: the "bucket effect" and objective assessment
This necessary pedagogical shift is also profoundly shaped by systemic administrative pressures prevalent in modern institutions. Within Vietnamese higher education, educators frequently experience a phenomenon best described as the bucket effect. Conceptually, each individual possesses a cognitive and administrative capacity resembling a bucket; as the volume of professional responsibilities increases, the load becomes heavier until the capacity is breached and overflows. Lecturers burdened with manually translating complex concepts for students, managing large academic cohorts, and adhering to strict regulatory frameworks, such as Circular 08/2021/TT-BGDĐT, rapidly reach this point of administrative exhaustion (Ministry of Education and Training, 2021).
This professional overload often breeds a systemic grading safety bias, wherein lecturers default to conservative, subjective scoring to avoid regulatory scrutiny, institutional audits, or the need for extensive administrative justification. Integrating the Direct Method within robust Learning Management Systems directly alleviates this systemic burden. Gamified platforms and digital management portals not only automate the immersive practice necessary to build communicative competence but also continuously generate objective, high-frequency assessment data. This continuous digital tracking provides lecturers with an empirical shield, enabling them to award high, internationally competitive grades based on unassailable quantitative metrics rather than subjective, risk-averse evaluation paradigms.
3. Methodology
3.1. Research design and literature selection
To transition the theoretical solutions proposed in the literature review into an actionable pedagogical model, this study employs a Conceptual Framework Analysis. This methodology allows for the systematic synthesis of established Second Language Acquisition theories with the affordances of contemporary digital educational infrastructure. The author deliberately selected theoretical frameworks that directly address the biological and cognitive realities of language processing. Stephen Krashen’s Monitor Hypothesis and the Natural Order of Acquisition were integrated to explain and mitigate the psychological hesitation and elevated affective filter caused by traditional grammar-centric instruction. Concurrently, Lyle F. Bachman’s Communicative Language Ability model and Michael Canale and Merrill Swain’s foundational frameworks were utilized to establish the ultimate objective of the instructional design: the generation of spontaneous, strategic, and sociolinguistically appropriate communication.
By cross-referencing these foundational linguistic theories against the capabilities of modern learning management technologies, the author developed a structured, multi-phase implementation strategy. This strategy is specifically engineered to dismantle the cognitive translation matrix prevalent in the Vietnamese higher education context, replacing indirect processing with direct conceptual mapping.
3.2. Phase 1: Lecturer preparation and mental shift
The successful implementation of the modernized Direct Method requires a foundational restructuring of the instructional approach. Before engaging with learners, lecturers must undergo a rigorous preparation phase focused on cognitive and pedagogical recalibration. Because Vietnamese educators are historically conditioned to function as bilingual facilitators, reverting to the native language to resolve comprehension bottlenecks constitutes an entrenched instructional habit. Lecturers must execute a conscious, systemic mental shift to entirely eradicate Vietnamese from the classroom ecosystem.
Practically, this preparation necessitates anticipating potential points of cognitive friction and pre-planning multimodal explanatory strategies, such as visual, kinetic, or contextual scaffolding, rather than relying on expedient native language translations. Furthermore, as established in the preceding literature, this methodology places immense cognitive demand on the instructor. It requires the lecturer to possess and sustain robust, spontaneous fluency equivalent to the C1 level on the Common European Framework of Reference. The instructor must navigate unscripted student inquiries and facilitate dynamic discourse without breaking the immersive environment, necessitating an exceptionally high degree of linguistic agility.
3.3. Phase 2: LMS setup and pre-class vocabulary loading
To maximize the efficacy of synchronous in-class immersion and prevent cognitive overload, the preliminary instructional burden must be reallocated to the institutional digital infrastructure. This phase leverages the concept of the flipped classroom through asynchronous lexical priming. Utilizing university-specific digital learning environments, such as courses.huflit.edu.vn or tari.huflit.edu.vn at Ho Chi Minh City University of Foreign Languages and Information Technology, and lmstvu.onschool.edu.vn at Tra Vinh University, lecturers must design and deploy dedicated pre-class modules.
These digital modules are engineered to introduce target lexical items through multimodal inputs, encompassing contextual images, native-speaker audio pronunciation, and target-language definitions, strictly prior to the synchronous physical or virtual class session. By mandating that students independently process and interact with target vocabulary via the learning management system, the lecturer ensures that synchronous classroom hours are preserved exclusively for active, high-velocity communicative practice. This asynchronous preparation acts as a cognitive buffer, significantly reducing the initial comprehension shock learners experience when entering a strictly monolingual environment.
3.4. Phase 3: Step-by-step classroom implementation
The physical or synchronous virtual learning environment is subsequently orchestrated through a highly structured procedural sequence designed to enforce direct linguistic mapping and prevent native language reversion:
· Step One establishes the monolingual ecosystem through the enforcement of an absolute prohibition of the first language. From the moment students enter the instructional space, the lecturer assumes the role of a monolingual English speaker, establishing the target language as the sole viable medium for academic survival and social interaction within that specific environment. This immediate boundary-setting signals to the learners that the native language translation pathway is inaccessible.
· Step Two focuses on resolving inevitable comprehension gaps through non-translation vocabulary strategies. When defining concrete lexical items, the lecturer utilizes realia, visual flashcards, or kinesthetic pantomime. For abstract concepts, the instructor relies on semantic association, synonyms, antonyms, or contextual scenarios explicitly drawn from the asynchronous learning management system modules. This step reinforces the direct association between the target language and the underlying concept.
· Step Three involves inductive grammar acquisition. Grammatical syntax is never explicitly analyzed or deconstructed using the native language. Instead, structural rules are presented inductively. The lecturer provides continuous, high-frequency contextual examples of a target structure, guiding the learners to subconsciously recognize, abstract, and internalize the grammatical pattern through sustained exposure and forced communicative output.
· Step Four solidifies the direct conceptual mapping through high-velocity, time-constrained gamification. To definitively prevent the learner's brain from accessing the dormant native language translation matrix, the lecturer integrates interactive platforms such as Kahoot! or Blooket. Within this methodological framework, these tools are deployed not merely for student engagement, but for their critical time-pressure mechanics. By demanding split-second, reflexive responses to target-language prompts, the instructor biologically forces the student to bypass the time-consuming mental translation process. This continuous, accelerated retrieval practice cultivates genuine linguistic reflexes, ultimately leading to unmediated, spontaneous communicative competence.
4. Results
4.1. Cognitive and psychological transformation
The primary theoretical outcome of implementing the modernized Direct Method framework is a profound cognitive and psychological transformation within the learner, directly addressing the deeply ingrained persistent novice syndrome prevalent in Vietnamese higher education. Under the traditional Grammar-Translation regime, learners are conditioned to treat English not as a living medium of communication, but as a static science. This pedagogical misstep forces students into formulaic memorization, requiring them to mentally conjugate verbs and arrange syntax according to rigid, mathematical rules before uttering a single syllable. Consequently, when placed in real-time communicative situations, learners experience severe cognitive overload. This manifests as a debilitating psychological barrier characterized by intense hesitation, acute anxiety, and an inability to speak spontaneously. The conscious mind becomes trapped in an endless loop of self-correction and mental translation, paralyzing speech production.
By enforcing the strict prohibition of the first language and relying on continuous, time-pressured gamification, this framework forcibly dismantles the translation matrix. The expected outcome is a rapid transition from a hesitant translator to a spontaneous communicator. Because the methodology systematically prevents the brain from accessing the native language pathway, students are reconditioned to map English vocabulary and structures directly to their corresponding concepts. As this direct mapping solidifies into a neurological reflex, the cognitive load associated with mental translation evaporates. Consequently, the affective filter of the learner is significantly lowered; the psychological anxiety that once accompanied spontaneous speech is replaced by communicative confidence and linguistic fluidity.
4.2. Comparative analysis of pedagogical frameworks
To fully contextualize the transformative potential of this digital-direct approach, it is necessary to contrast the expected student performance outcomes under the legacy Grammar-Translation method with those generated by the proposed Direct Method framework.
	Dimension
	Grammar-Translation Method
	Proposed Direct Method Framework

	Cognitive routing
	Indirect (English → Vietnamese → Concept)
	Direct (English → Concept)

	Psychological state
	High anxiety, hyper-awareness of structural errors, hesitant.
	Low anxiety, focus on meaning and survival, spontaneous.

	Perception of language
	A static science requiring formulaic memorization.
	A dynamic, living tool for social interaction and survival.

	Pacing of output
	Delayed; requires extensive processing time to construct sentences.
	Reflexive and immediate; driven by time-pressured gamification.

	Grammar acquisition
	Deductive; explicit rule memorization in L1.
	Inductive; subconscious pattern recognition through high-frequency L2 exposure.

	Error treatment
	Punitive; errors are seen as failures of memorization.
	Developmental; errors are natural steps in negotiating meaning.


Table 1: Theoretical omparison of student performance and cognitive processing
4.3. Overcoming immersion shock through strategic competence
Transitioning abruptly from a bilingual, translation-heavy environment to a strict monolingual ecosystem will inevitably trigger an initial immersion shock among Vietnamese students. When the native language prohibition is first introduced, learners frequently experience frustration and resistance, feeling as though their primary tool for comprehension has been unjustly removed. However, the proposed framework structurally mitigates this cognitive friction through two distinct mechanisms.
First, the integration of Learning Management Systems for pre-class vocabulary loading acts as a cognitive buffer. By allowing students to familiarize themselves with target lexical items and contextual inputs asynchronously before the synchronous class begins, the initial wave of incomprehension is drastically reduced.
Second, and more crucially, the framework explicitly develops what Canale and Swain (1980) define as strategic competence. Rather than allowing students to revert to Vietnamese when they encounter a lexical gap, lecturers actively train learners in survival strategies, primarily circumlocution and paraphrasing. For instance, if a Vietnamese student cannot recall the specific English word for umbrella, they are guided to utilize their existing second-language repertoire to describe the function or appearance of the concept, such as stating the tool we use to stop the rain from making us wet. This strategic maneuvering ensures that the communicative momentum is maintained without breaking the monolingual rule. By mastering these compensatory strategies, students not only survive the initial immersion shock but also develop the resilience and adaptability required for authentic, unscripted discourse.
4.4. Administrative relief and the grading paradigm shift
Beyond the cognitive benefits to the learner, the integration of digital Direct Method instruction yields significant administrative and systemic results. A pervasive issue within Vietnamese higher education is the reluctance of lecturers to award high grades. It is vital to clarify that this issue does not stem from inherent flaws within the regulatory framework itself; Circular 08/2021/TT-BGDĐT is fundamentally sound in its legislative intent. However, friction arises because the circular lacks a detailed, standardized formula for converting the traditional Vietnamese ten-point scale to the international four-point scale required when students apply for international academic programs. The universally accepted conversion formula dictates that one must multiply the numerical grade value of each course, such as an A equaling 4.0 or a B equaling 3.0, by its credit hours to yield total grade points. Subsequently, one must sum all grade points and divide the sum by the total credit hours attempted. For example, a student achieving a three-credit A valued at 4.0 and a three-credit B valued at 3.0 would calculate their score as twelve plus nine, divided by six, resulting in a 3.5 Grade Point Average.
Despite the mathematical clarity of this conversion, a profound safety bias persists among educators. Because lecturers are culturally and institutionally accustomed to the ten-point grading system where upper-tier scores are historically rare, they artificially restrict high grades. This reluctance is driven by an unfounded apprehension that the Faculty Management Board or the University Board of Directors will question the rigor and fairness of the grading system if a high volume of top scores is recorded.
The proposed framework neutralizes this apprehension by generating highly objective, continuous assessment data through the learning management system and gamified platforms. When a lecturer can produce an indisputable digital log of rapid, reflexive communicative responses from a student, the bucket effect of administrative anxiety is relieved. The continuous data serves as an empirical shield against systemic scrutiny.
Furthermore, this objective data collection paves the way for a necessary paradigm shift in assessment ideology. The author posits that administrators, ranging from the Ministry of Education and Training to individual University Boards of Directors and Faculty Management Boards, must fundamentally change their grading mindset regarding language acquisition. Because communicative competence is a functional skill rather than a static academic subject, institutions should transition to assessing language ability through categorical Pass or Fail ratings rather than nuanced numerical scores. Implementing a binary evaluation system based on objective digital data would completely eradicate the grading hesitation of lecturers, align institutional evaluation with the biological realities of language learning, and ultimately produce graduates who are evaluated on their genuine ability to communicate rather than administrative caution.
5. Conclusion
The central premise of this theoretical synthesis posits that the path to overcoming the persistent novice syndrome in Vietnamese higher education does not lie in further refining grammatical instruction, but rather in fundamentally altering the pedagogical environment through a symbiotic integration of the Direct Method and modern digital tools. This pedagogical evolution represents a critical advancement in English Language Teaching. By structurally merging the strict, monolingual immersion of the Direct Method with the asynchronous scaffolding and rapid cognitive demands of Learning Management Systems and gamified platforms, educators can systematically dismantle the detrimental translation matrix. This integrated digital-direct synergy not only relieves the extensive administrative and cognitive burdens placed on lecturers but also forces learners to bypass their native language entirely, forging direct neurological connections between target-language vocabulary and real-world concepts.
For language lecturers operating within these instructional contexts, the ultimate call to action is one of pedagogical resolve. Educators are strongly encouraged to navigate the inevitable immersion shock that occurs when the mother tongue is abruptly removed from the learning environment. While student resistance and initial frustration are expected psychological responses, lecturers must remain steadfast in strictly prohibiting the native language within the classroom. Relenting to the comfort of first-language translation merely reinforces the cognitive paralysis that has historically hindered communicative development among Vietnamese graduates. By maintaining an absolute prohibition on native language usage and leaning heavily on strategic competence and digital scaffolding, lecturers can successfully guide their students through the discomfort of immersion toward the realization of genuine, spontaneous communicative fluency.
Realizing the full potential of this pedagogical shift concurrently requires a structural paradigm shift at the administrative level. Institutional administrators, encompassing the Ministry of Education and Training, University Boards of Directors, and Faculty Management Boards, are strongly advised to comprehensively restructure language assessment by transitioning away from the traditional ten-point scale. Because language is a dynamic, functional skill rather than a static academic discipline, proficiency should ideally be evaluated through a binary Pass or Fail assessment model. Transitioning to this binary system, substantiated by the objective continuous data generated through digital platforms, will definitively neutralize the grading safety bias. This shift frees lecturers from the apprehension of administrative scrutiny regarding high grade distributions and optimally aligns institutional evaluation with the biological and practical realities of language acquisition.
Despite the transformative potential of this instructional framework, this conceptual analysis acknowledges several inherent limitations that must be addressed in broader systemic applications. First, the rigorous execution of the modernized Direct Method mandates that lecturers possess an unscripted, spontaneous proficiency equivalent to the C1 level on the Common European Framework of Reference. Sourcing a sufficient volume of educators capable of maintaining this immersive, high-velocity environment without relying on internal mental translation remains a significant systemic challenge. Second, the heavy reliance on digital infrastructure, specifically robust learning management portals and the high-speed connectivity required for synchronous gamification, highlights a potential digital divide. While established academic institutions possess the necessary technological architecture, less-resourced or rural universities may lack the infrastructure required to fully support this integrated approach.
Moving forward, future research must pivot from conceptual frameworks to rigorous empirical investigations focusing specifically on the monolingual approach in English Language Teaching. Researchers should design longitudinal and cross-sectional studies that mandate the exclusive use of English in diverse classroom settings to quantitatively and qualitatively measure the precise efficacy of total immersion. Future inquiries must deeply analyze how effectively the strict prohibition of the native language prevents first-language reliance, mathematically track the developmental timeline of overcoming immersion shock, and measure the subsequent neurological development of spontaneous communicative reflexes. Through sustained empirical validation, the Direct Method, enhanced by digital innovation, can be definitively established as the primary solution to breaking the translation barrier in Vietnamese higher education.
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