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Abstract
This study evaluates the efficacy of integrating Total Quality Management (TQM) into Service-Learning (SL) projects to fulfill University Social Responsibility (USR) and facilitate the transition from English as a Foreign Language (EFL) to a simulated English as a Second Language (ESL) environment. In provincial higher education institutions, executing USR is frequently constrained by limited resources, while learners lack authentic language practice environments.
An empirical study is designed at Pham Van Dong University (PDU), involving the entire cohort of third- and fourth-year pre-service English teachers. To optimize resource allocation, the research applies the TQM’s PDCA (Plan-Do-Check-Act) cycle and internal quality control criteria to design, operate, and evaluate community-based teaching projects. Data are anticipated to be collected utilizing teaching portfolios, pre- and post-intervention professional agency scales, and quantitative local community social impact metrics.
Data analysis is expected to demonstrate a statistically significant increase in pre-service teachers' professional agency post-intervention. Pedagogically, the TQM process is projected to standardize instruction, mitigate deployment risks, and successfully establish a sustainable micro-ESL space.
The findings will provide an empirical foundation for provincial higher education institutions to synchronize USR objectives with language transition policies through rigorous quality management.
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Universities under the jurisdiction of provincial People's Committees have the primary missions of training local human resources, transferring knowledge, and directly addressing local socio-economic issues. Nevertheless, the execution of  USR at these institutions faces significant barriers due to a deficiency in fundamental resources. The financial resources of these institutions rely predominantly on provincial budgets and tuition fee revenues. Due to local budgetary constraints, allocated funding is typically prioritized for recurrent operational expenditures. Concurrently, inadequate infrastructure and difficulties in attracting and developing highly qualified faculty members diminish the comprehensive operational efficiency of these institutions. 
Consequently, due to resource constraints, provincial universities must often concentrate on pedagogical responsibilities, resulting in insufficient emphasis on the functions of scientific research and community service. As a result, USR has not been systematically integrated into their overall governance strategies. Community activities are predominantly campaign-driven and consist of short-term voluntary initiatives conducted by mass organizations. The absence of dedicated personnel and specific funding mechanisms hinders these institutions from implementing academically rigorous and long-term cohesive SL projects. This situation necessitates the restructuring of governance models and the establishment of multi-stakeholder collaboration mechanisms to maintain sustainable USR execution capabilities. 
Within the scope of foreign language education, a prominent issue currently is the lack of authentic communicative environments necessary to facilitate the transition of EFL to ESL. At provincial universities, instructional activities predominantly occur within traditional classrooms, focusing on grammar and foundational skills, while lacking contexts for social interaction. This deficiency restricts learners' communicative reflexes and their ability to use the language naturally. 
To address this issue, SL is implemented as a central pedagogical approach. Through community projects, such as organizing pre-service teachers to directly teach English to disadvantaged children, learners are transitioned from the classroom environment into practical communicative contexts. Participation in these projects enables pre-service teachers to directly apply their specialized knowledge while simultaneously developing social responsibility, thereby effectively facilitating the transition from EFL to ESL.
Based on this practical rationale, the present study is conducted to evaluate the efficacy of integrating the TQM model into SL projects to fulfill USR and support language practice environments. Rather than pursuing dispersed objectives, the research focuses on two core objectives: (1) Evaluating the operational effectiveness of the PDCA cycle in standardizing pedagogical procedures within SL projects, and (2) Measuring the project's impact on the development of pre-service teachers' professional agency. To achieve these objectives, the study addresses two core research questions:
1. How does the TQM's PDCA cycle assist in standardizing community teaching activities and mitigating risks?
2. How does participation in a TQM-oriented project impact the professional agency of pre-service teachers?
2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. University Social Responsibility and Service-Learning
USR is a foundational governance strategy that directs higher education institutions to create a positive impact on society. This strategy requires institutions to integrate ethical standards and sustainable development goals into two core missions: training and research (Dư, 2025; Phan, 2022). To translate the USR strategy into educational practice, SL is utilized as a central pedagogical mechanism. This method establishes a direct linkage between the educational institution's community service mission and the students' practical learning process (Coelho & Menezes, 2021; Lê, 2024).
This linkage operates based on translating governance commitments into practical actions. USR constructs the macro-policy framework, whereas SL serves as the direct implementation tool. The core distinction between SL and volunteer activities is the requirement for students to apply their specialized knowledge to solve local problems, subsequently undertaking steps of academic reflection. This procedure ensures that the educational institution simultaneously achieves its learning outcomes and addresses the practical needs of the community (Nguyễn, 2024; Phạm, 2025; Trần, 2020), while concurrently developing professional competencies and civic consciousness. The objective of USR is to cultivate a socially responsible workforce. Participation in SL places students in diverse and complex social contexts. The process of resolving practical problems assists learners in cultivating critical thinking, consolidating their professional foundations, and enhancing their awareness of vulnerable groups. Consequently, learners clearly delineate their personal responsibilities towards collective development (Nguyễn & Trần, 2023; Pham & Le, 2025) and establish sustainable partnerships. Through SL, the institution transitions from a unilateral knowledge transfer modality to a bilateral collaborative mechanism with the locality. The educational institution, students, and community partners mutually share resources to address challenges. This interactive mechanism provides empirical evidence affirming the university's capacity for governance and the execution of its social responsibility (Dư, 2025; Ngô, 2023).
2.2. Total Quality Management and the PDCA Cycle in Teacher Education
TQM is a management approach directed towards the continuous improvement of operational processes to meet the standards of the educational system (Bùi & Nguyễn, 2020). The core control instrument of TQM is the Deming cycle, which encompasses four phases: Plan, Do, Check, and Act.
The application of PDCA in teacher education requires educational institutions to transition from management by objectives to process-based control (Nguyễn, 2014). During the Planning phase, the institution determines learning outcomes and program structures based on data from sectoral needs analysis. The Execution (Do) phase involves the organization of instruction, professional training, and the allocation of educational resources. The Checking phase focuses on measuring the actual competencies of learners, as well as collecting feedback data from employers and practicum-hosting institutions. In the Improvement (Act) phase, the institution utilizes the analyzed data to adjust instructional content and training methodologies to prevent procedural discrepancies. The PDCA cycle establishes a self-regulatory mechanism, ensuring that the competencies of pre-service teachers consistently align with practical requirements (Nguyễn, 2023).
2.3. Establishing a simulated ESL environment (micro-ESL space) through Service-Learning
The English language education model in Vietnamese higher education currently operates primarily with an EFL orientation. Students acquire the language within the classroom environment, focusing on grammatical structures rather than utilizing the language as a tool for social communication. To address this issue, SL projects are implemented to establish simulated ESL environments.
According to language socialization theory, language acquisition achieves high efficacy when learners interact within practical contexts. SL provides a natural communicative environment, requiring learners to use authentic language to convey information and execute community-based tasks (Truong et al., 2020). When English-major students directly teach English to children, they are compelled to self-regulate their skills and control their vocabulary to ensure instructional effectiveness. The subsequent process of academic reflection assists students in systematizing their knowledge, rectifying errors, and mitigating psychological anxiety. This constitutes the empirical foundation for students to complete the transition from passive EFL learners to independent ESL users (Bùi, 2023; Tuan & Bao, 2021).
2.4. Professional agency of pre-service teachers in practical environments
Professional agency is the capacity to proactively regulate pedagogical behavior, make independent decisions, and resolve problems within practical contexts (Tran, 2019). For pre-service teachers, this capacity is cultivated only when learners are granted the autonomy to design instructional methods, rather than adhering to pre-existing procedural templates.
The SL environment provides the practical context for pre-service teachers to develop this capacity. Unlike traditional practicums characterized by stringent supervision from mentor teachers, participating in community projects requires pre-service teachers to independently organize educational activities for specific target demographics. Pre-service teachers must directly analyze situations, select pedagogical approaches, and resolve emerging risks (Tuan & Bao, 2021). Through direct practice combined with maintaining reflective journals, pre-service teachers evaluate the consequences of their professional decisions. This process shifts the status of pre-service teachers from passive observers to proactive controllers of pedagogical activities, effectively applying academic theories to authentic educational environments.
3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1. Research design and participants
The study adopts a mixed-methods experimental design, conducted at PDU to verify the efficacy of integrating TQM into SL projects.
The research participants comprise third- and fourth-year pre-service English teachers. The quantitative survey sample size is determined to be N = 80 pre-service teachers to ensure reliability and statistical validity.
3.2. Intervention procedure of the PDCA cycle
The experimental intervention is operationalized through the integration of the TQM framework and the institution's internal quality assurance (IQA) criteria, strictly adhering to the PDCA cycle:
Plan: Optimizing the allocation of resources (human, financial, and instructional materials) based on the TQM framework to design projects that closely align with program learning outcomes and local needs.
Do: Organizing pre-service teachers to directly implement practical foreign language teaching activities in community settings.
Check: Utilizing IQA criteria to monitor progress, measure the quality of teaching sessions, and collect feedback from local partners.
Act: Utilizing evaluation data to adjust operational procedures and update pedagogical support methods to standardize subsequent cycles.
3.3. Data collection instruments and methods
Research data are collected concurrently through both quantitative and qualitative channels:
Quantitative instruments: Utilizing the Professional Agency Scale (adapted from the theoretical framework of Tran, 2019), which comprises 18 items measured on a 5-point Likert scale. The survey is administered before and after the intervention (pre-test & post-test) to the 80 pre-service teachers to measure the degree of change. The items are rigorously tested for internal consistency reliability using Cronbach’s α coefficient. Concurrently, quantitative social impact metrics (total service hours, number of beneficiaries) are collected to measure the efficacy of USR execution.
Qualitative instruments: Examining Teaching portfolios, including lesson plans and specifically the weekly reflective journals of the 80 pre-service teachers, to evaluate the development in pedagogical thinking and to elucidate the risk management mechanisms underlying the statistical data.
4. RESULTS
4.1. Statistically significant increase in professional agency
To evaluate the impact of the TQM-oriented SL project on pre-service teachers, the study conducted a Paired-Samples T-test on the professional agency scale before and after the intervention. Data were collected from the entire cohort of 80 third- and fourth-year pre-service teachers. Prior to conducting the difference analysis, the data were tested for normal distribution using the Shapiro-Wilk test (p > .05), ensuring the fulfillment of conditions for parametric statistics.
Table 1. Paired-samples t-test results for pre- and post-intervention Professional Agency (N = 80)
	Dimensions of Professional Agency
	Phase
	M
	SD
	t
	df
	p

	Overall
	Pre-test
	3.15
	0.62
	-15.42
	79
	< .001

	
	Post-test
	4.28
	0.45
	
	
	

	1. Pedagogical Awareness
	Pre-test
	3.20
	0.65
	-10.85
	79
	< .001

	
	Post-test
	4.15
	0.50
	
	
	

	2. Classroom Management
	Pre-test
	2.95
	0.70
	-14.60
	79
	< .001

	
	Post-test
	4.35
	0.48
	
	
	

	3. Social Responsibility
	Pre-test
	3.30
	0.58
	-12.35
	79
	< .001

	
	Post-test
	4.40
	0.42
	
	
	


The data analysis results (Table 1) indicate a statistically significant increase in the pre-service teachers' professional agency post-intervention. Specifically, the overall mean score increased substantially from M = 3.15 (SD = 0.62) in the pre-test to M = 4.28 (SD = 0.45) in the post-test (t = -15.42, p < .001). The most notable improvement was recorded in the Classroom Management dimension (increasing from 2.95 to 4.35), demonstrating that practical exposure robustly assisted pre-service teachers in developing their pedagogical operational and situational problem-solving skills.
4.2. Standardization of instruction and risk mitigation via PDCA
Alongside quantitative data, qualitative data extracted from the pre-service teachers' teaching portfolios clearly demonstrated the role of the PDCA cycle in standardizing instruction and mitigating deployment risks.
4.2.1. Plan and Do
The application of TQM's internal quality assurance IQA criteria right from the lesson planning stage established a robust pedagogical framework. Pre-service teachers were compelled to anticipate local resource constraints to design appropriate lessons. A fourth-year pre-service teacher (SV45) reflected in their journal: "Initially, I intended to design the lesson based on situational videos and interactive screen-based games. However, upon cross-checking with the resource checklist of the 'Plan' step, I realized that the community cultural house was not equipped with a projector system and Internet connection (Wi-Fi). I promptly transitioned to designing large-format flashcards and organizing total physical response (TPR) activities during the 'Do' step. The lesson remained highly engaging; students were not distracted by devices and interacted more directly with the teacher."
4.2.2. Check and Act
The TQM cycle permits the immediate identification of risks rather than waiting until the end of the term. The continuous collection of feedback assists pre-service teachers in adjusting their pedagogical behavior. Another excerpt from a third-year pre-service teacher (SV12) emphasizes the effectiveness of pedagogical risk mitigation: "After the second teaching session, the 'Check' step with the mentor indicated that I was speaking Vietnamese too much (accounting for 60% of the instructional time). In the following week (Act), I rigorously applied basic Classroom English techniques. Although the local students were initially somewhat unfamiliar, after just two sessions, they responded naturally to English commands."
4.3. Establishment of micro-ESL space and USR metrics
The integration of TQM into the project not only optimized resource allocation but also successfully established a sustainable simulated ESL environment, directly fulfilling the USR objectives at a provincial higher education institution.
Table 2. Quantitative local community social impact metrics (USR Metrics)
	USR Metrics
	Empirical Data

	Resource Allocation
	The entire cohort of 80 third- and fourth-year pre-service teachers

	Total hours establishing the ESL environment
	3,200 hours (80 students x 40 field hours)

	Number of direct beneficiaries
	520 students/residents in disadvantaged communes

	Target Language Use
	Averaged 85% of the duration per instructional session

	Sustainability Index
	100% of community classes completed the committed scheduled duration


The quantitative social impact metrics (Table 2) demonstrate the robust execution of USR. Utilizing a core workforce of 80 pre-service teachers, the project provided 3,200 hours of free instruction, directly benefiting 520 local learners.
Notably, the authentic English utilization rate reaching 85% during the instructional sessions constitutes clear evidence of the successful establishment of a simulated ESL environment (micro-ESL space). Instead of acquiring English through textbooks within a traditional EFL model, local learners were immersed in a simulated ESL environment, where the language is utilized as a dynamic and continuous communicative tool. This affirms that, despite resource constraints, provincial higher education institutions can entirely synchronize their USR objectives with language status transition strategies through a rigorous TQM system.



5. DISCUSSION
This study has demonstrated the efficacy of integrating TQM into SL projects to address specific challenges at provincial higher education institutions. The findings from the empirical data not only confirm the enhancement of pre-service teachers' competencies but also introduce novel approaches in university governance.
5.1. TQM and Resource Management
At provincial higher education institutions, the execution of USR is frequently hindered by limitations in financial, infrastructural, and human resources. The research results indicate that TQM, particularly the PDCA cycle, functions as a leveraging mechanism to optimize the allocation of these resources.
Instead of necessitating massive investments, the application of IQA criteria from the Planning phase compels the institution and pre-service teachers to accurately identify the existing conditions of the community (e.g., communal cultural spaces, village halls) to restructure them into learning spaces. During the Check and Act phases, the TQM procedure assists in the early detection of pedagogical bottlenecks and resource waste, thereby enabling flexible adjustments without incurring additional costs. In other words, TQM has shifted the governance paradigm from resource deficiency to the optimization of existing assets, transforming SL into a highly feasible and economically viable modality for USR execution.
5.2. USR and Language Transition Policy
One of the strategic contributions of this study is the successful establishment of sustainable simulated ESL environments (micro-ESL spaces). At the macro level, national and local language policies consistently aim to enhance the English proficiency of the general population; however, learners in provincial areas lack authentic language practice environments.
By integrating 80 pre-service teachers deeply into the community, the project created a simulated ESL environment, where English is utilized as a practical communicative tool rather than merely as a pure EFL subject in traditional classrooms. Rigorous quality management serves to integrate two major objectives: executing the institution's community service mission USR while simultaneously establishing an extensive language practice network, thereby directly contributing to the goal of transitioning the status of English locally. This provides a robust empirical foundation for provincial higher education institutions to synchronize their social responsibility objectives with language policies.
5.3. Developing Professional Identity
The statistically significant increase in the professional agency of pre-service teachers post-intervention constitutes crucial evidence for the efficacy of this pedagogical model. Upon participating in the TQM-oriented SL model, the roles of third- and fourth-year students underwent a qualitative shift.
In contrast to traditional practicums where students primarily assume the role of passive apprentices, directly designing, operating, and evaluating community teaching projects based on the PDCA framework requires them to continuously make pedagogical decisions and bear responsibility for output quality. The process of confronting and mitigating deployment risks in field environments has awakened a profound sense of social responsibility. From the position of education beneficiaries, they realize that their professional expertise can address educational inequality issues at the grassroots level. This shift in professional identity, transitioning from a mere language learner to an agent of social change, represents the highest core value that higher education provides to both learners and the community.
6. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS
6.1. Conclusion
This study has successfully achieved its objective of evaluating the efficacy of integrating TQM into SL projects at PDU. The empirical data affirm that TQM transcends the framework of a business theory to become a rigorous pedagogical management tool. Through strict adherence to the PDCA cycle, the research has successfully standardized instructional procedures, mitigated field deployment risks, and yielded a statistically significant increase in the professional agency of the pre-service teachers. 
TQM serves as the pivotal mechanism assisting provincial universities in resolving the challenge of resource scarcity to synchronize two strategic objectives. These are the comprehensive execution of USR concurrently with the successful establishment of a sustainable simulated ESL environment (micro-ESL space), thereby creating momentum for transitioning the status of EFL to a simulated ESL environment for the community. 
6.2. Policy Implications
Based on the aforementioned empirical findings, this study provides a data foundation and proposes the following policy implications for provincial higher education institutions:
(1) Restructuring community activities based on Quality Management
Provincial universities need to transition traditional volunteer activities into a SL model oriented by a quality management approach. The integration of IQA criteria into the project design, operation, and evaluation phases is mandatory to optimize resource allocation (human, financial, and instructional materials) and ensure sustainability.
(2) Synchronizing USR with language transition strategies
Local educational administrators should develop mechanisms to integrate social responsibility objectives into foreign language proficiency development schemes. Utilizing the cohort of pre-service teachers as the core workforce to establish authentic language practice environments at the grassroots level not only thoroughly resolves the learners' lack of authentic communicative spaces but also maximizes local budget savings.
(3) Integrating Service-Learning into the Teacher Education curriculum
[bookmark: _GoBack]To develop profound professional agency, it is necessary to formalize the TQM-oriented SL model into a compulsory practicum module or a learning outcome assessment standard for final-year pre-service teachers, rather than merely treating it as short-term extracurricular campaigns.
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