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Abstract
The global diffusion of English continues to reshape national language-policy agendas, yet relatively little research has examined how Expanding Circle countries discursively construct a shift from English as a Foreign Language (EFL) toward English as a second-language-like resource within schooling. Addressing this gap, this paper offers a qualitative thematic discourse analysis of Vietnam's recent ESL-in-schools policy turn. The study examines a purposively selected corpus of national policy texts: the National Foreign Languages Project initiated through Decision 1400/QĐ-TTg, its extended and adjusted form under Decision 2080/QĐ-TTg, the scheme “Making English the Second Language in Schools for the 2025-2035 Period, with a Vision to 2045” under Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg, Decree 222/2025/NĐ-CP on teaching and learning through foreign languages in educational institutions, and Vietnam's national foreign language proficiency frameworks issued through Circular 01/2014/TT-BGDĐT and Circular 33/2026/TT-BGDĐT. The analysis identifies three interrelated policy emphases. First, English is framed as national development infrastructure connected to global integration, economic modernization, workforce readiness, and human-resource capacity. Second, policy discourse seeks to expand English beyond the English classroom through English-medium instruction, routine communication, extracurricular activities, digital environments, and institutional operations. Third, despite this functional and ecological orientation, policy mechanisms remain strongly attached to standardized proficiency benchmarks, CEFR-like scales, assessment regimes, and norm-referenced ideals of language competence. These patterns reveal a central policy paradox: Vietnam's ESL-in-schools vision is ecological, communicative, and future-oriented, while its implementation logic remains largely benchmark-driven and standardizing. The paper argues that Global Englishes and English as a Lingua Franca perspectives can help reinterpret this policy shift by positioning English as a flexible multilingual communicative resource rather than as a standardized imported code. Implications are developed for curriculum design, assessment reform, teacher professional development, English-medium instruction, and differentiated policy implementation.
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1. Introduction
The global spread of English has unsettled long-standing assumptions about what it means to learn, teach, and use the language. In many national education systems, English no longer functions merely as a foreign language associated with examinations, grammar instruction, or access to Anglophone culture. It increasingly operates as a medium of academic mobility, transnational employment, digital participation, scientific exchange, and institutional modernization. This shift is especially visible in Expanding Circle contexts, where English has not historically held an official intranational role but has become increasingly important in education, work, and public life. Vietnam offers a particularly revealing case because its recent policy discourse does not only seek to improve English teaching; it explicitly seeks to reposition English as a second language in schools.
Vietnam's current policy trajectory should be read against the longer history of national foreign-language reform. Decision 1400/QĐ-TTg launched the National Foreign Languages Project for 2008-2020 with the aim of comprehensively renewing foreign-language teaching and learning across the national education system (Government of Vietnam, 2008). Decision 2080/QĐ-TTg later adjusted and extended this project for the 2017-2025 period, sustaining the national commitment to foreign-language capacity as part of human-resource development and international integration (Government of Vietnam, 2017). These reforms helped establish English as a strategic educational priority, yet they largely retained the institutional logic of English as a school subject, a measurable competency, and a human-capital resource. The 2025 policy turn, crystallized in Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg, marks a significant rhetorical and strategic escalation: English is no longer framed only as a foreign language to be taught more effectively, but as a language to be embedded in the everyday ecology of schooling (Government of Vietnam, 2025b).
This shift is analytically important because it raises a conceptual problem at the heart of contemporary English language policy. The distinction between EFL and ESL has traditionally rested on sociolinguistic assumptions about the role of English in society. EFL typically refers to contexts where English is learned as an additional language for international communication but is not widely used as an institutional or societal language. ESL, by contrast, usually refers to contexts where English has a substantial role in education, administration, public communication, or everyday multilingual interaction. Vietnam does not fit neatly into the latter category. English has not become an official national second language, nor should policy discourse be interpreted as changing its legal status in society at large. Rather, the current policy ambition is more specific: to make English a second language in schools and education. This formulation is itself significant because it attempts to create an ESL-like educational ecology within an Expanding Circle national context.
The present paper examines this policy move as a discursive construction rather than as an already completed sociolinguistic transformation. To keep the scope appropriate for a policy-text study, it does not attempt to evaluate classroom implementation, learner outcomes, or teacher beliefs. Instead, it focuses on three connected issues: how English is reclassified in policy discourse, how English is to be embedded across school domains, and what tensions arise when an ecological and functional vision is governed through standardized policy instruments. In addressing these issues, the paper argues that Vietnam's policy discourse contains a productive but unresolved paradox. On the one hand, English is framed as a flexible communicative resource necessary for integration, employability, institutional operation, and participation in digital and transnational domains. On the other hand, the mechanisms for governing this transformation remain strongly tied to proficiency frameworks, CEFR-like benchmarking, teacher thresholds, formal assessment, and inherited ideals of standardized correctness.
This paradox is not unique to Vietnam. Global Englishes scholarship has long argued that English language teaching often remains attached to native-speaker norms even though learners increasingly use English in multilingual and lingua franca encounters (Galloway, 2013; Rose et al., 2021). ELF research similarly challenges the assumption that successful English communication requires imitation of native-speaker models, emphasizing instead intelligibility, accommodation, strategic competence, and intercultural negotiation (Jenkins et al., 2011; Seidlhofer, 2005). Yet national policies often convert English into a standardized object of measurement precisely when they claim to promote communicative ability. Vietnam's evolving policy landscape therefore offers a valuable site for examining how global English ideologies are localized, institutionalized, and contested.
The contribution of this paper is threefold. First, it addresses a specific research gap in the literature on English language policy in Vietnam. Previous scholarship has examined Vietnam's large-scale English reforms, the National Foreign Languages Project, CEFR-based policy borrowing, teacher agency, standardization, and the employability agenda (Bui & Nguyen, 2016; Ngo, 2021; Ngo, 2023; Nguyen & Hamid, 2021; Nguyen et al., 2016). However, comparatively less attention has been given to how Vietnam's newest policy discourse attempts to reclassify English from a foreign-language subject into a second-language-like educational ecology. Second, the paper offers a thematic discourse analysis of Vietnam's recent policy move toward English as a second language in schools, situating Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg within a broader policy genealogy extending from Decision 1400/QĐ-TTg and Decision 2080/QĐ-TTg to Decree 222/2025/NĐ-CP and national proficiency frameworks (Government of Vietnam, 2008, 2017, 2025a, 2025b; MOET, 2014, 2026). Third, it connects this policy discourse to debates in Global Englishes, ELF, native-speakerism, EMI, policy borrowing, and language-policy mechanisms (Galloway, 2013; Holliday, 2006; Jenkins et al., 2011; Johnson, 2011; Macaro et al., 2018; Rose et al., 2021; Seidlhofer, 2005; Shohamy, 2006). The aim is not to dismiss Vietnam's ESL aspiration. Rather, it is to clarify the conceptual and practical conditions under which such an aspiration could become educationally meaningful rather than merely symbolic.
Accordingly, the study is guided by three research questions:
How do Vietnamese national policy texts construct English as moving from a foreign-language subject toward a second-language-like educational resource?
What policy mechanisms are proposed for embedding English across instructional, communicative, extracurricular, digital, and institutional domains of schooling?
What tensions emerge between this functional/ecological policy vision and benchmark-based language governance, and how can Global Englishes and ELF perspectives help reinterpret these tensions?
2. Context: English Language Policy in Vietnam
Vietnam's English language policy has developed through a series of ambitious national reforms that link foreign-language education to modernization, integration, and human-resource development. Decision 1400/QĐ-TTg, issued in 2008, approved the National Foreign Languages Project for 2008-2020 and established comprehensive foreign-language reform as a national priority (Government of Vietnam, 2008). The project positioned foreign-language competence as necessary for communication, study, work, and participation in multilingual and multicultural environments. This framing was consequential because it tied language education to national development rather than treating it merely as a curriculum matter. English, although situated within a broader foreign-language policy, became the dominant object of reform because of its perceived role in international communication and economic integration.
Decision 2080/QĐ-TTg extended and adjusted this reform agenda for the 2017-2025 period (Government of Vietnam, 2017). The continuation of the National Foreign Languages Project suggests that the earlier reform had become an enduring policy platform rather than a temporary intervention. It also indicates that Vietnamese policymakers saw foreign-language capacity as a long-term system-building project involving curriculum renewal, teacher development, assessment alignment, institutional management, and educational quality assurance. Scholarship on Vietnam's English reforms has shown that these initiatives have been both ambitious and difficult to implement. Ngo (2021), for example, characterizes Vietnam's large-scale English reform as a major national investment with substantial challenges, particularly regarding uneven implementation and ambitious targets. Bui and Nguyen (2016) similarly analyze Vietnamese English policy reforms as efforts to standardize English for educational and socio-economic betterment, while also exposing the ideological assumptions embedded in standardization.
The adoption and localization of proficiency frameworks have been central to this policy trajectory. Circular 01/2014/TT-BGDĐT introduced Vietnam's six-level foreign language proficiency framework, providing a national structure for defining, teaching, and assessing language competence (MOET, 2014). Nguyen and Hamid (2021) examine the CEFR as a national language policy in Vietnam and argue that its adoption should be understood sociogenetically, that is, in relation to historical, political, and socio-economic conditions that made such a framework attractive. Their analysis is particularly relevant because it shows that proficiency frameworks are not neutral technical tools. They carry assumptions about language, learning, comparability, and governance. Because Circular 33/2026 was issued in April 2026 with effect from 31 May 2026, it is treated here as part of the current policy evolution and as evidence of Vietnam's updated benchmark architecture, rather than as evidence of classroom-level implementation outcomes (MOET, 2026).
The 2025 policy moment introduces a new layer to this genealogy. Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg approves the scheme “Making English the Second Language in Schools for the 2025-2035 Period, with a Vision to 2045” (Government of Vietnam, 2025b). This title alone signals a major discursive shift. Earlier policy texts emphasized foreign-language teaching and learning in the national education system; the newer scheme constructs English as a language to be embedded within the school environment. This is not the same as granting English national official-language status. The policy object is not Vietnam as a whole but schools and educational institutions. Nevertheless, the shift from “foreign language teaching and learning” to “English as a second language in schools” matters because it reimagines English as part of institutional life rather than merely as a timetabled subject.
Decree 222/2025/NĐ-CP complements this move by regulating teaching and learning through foreign languages in educational institutions (Government of Vietnam, 2025a). The decree is important because it addresses the conditions under which foreign languages can be used as media of instruction. In policy terms, this separates English as a subject from English as a medium. The distinction is crucial. A school can teach English intensively while still operating in Vietnamese; alternatively, it can use English to teach mathematics, science, technology, or other subjects, thereby changing the linguistic organization of learning itself. English-medium instruction is therefore not simply an extension of English classes. It is a reconfiguration of curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, materials, teacher expertise, student participation, and institutional accountability.
The policy context is also shaped by enduring concerns about implementation. Nguyen et al. (2016) show that language education policy enactment depends on individual agency, indicating that national policy goals are mediated by teachers, administrators, institutional conditions, and local interpretations. This is particularly relevant for Vietnam's ESL-in-schools ambition. A policy may define English as a second language within education, but such a status must be enacted through classroom routines, teacher talk, student interaction, subject teaching, school events, assessment practices, and everyday institutional communication. If these practices remain exam-driven, grammar-centered, or normatively oriented toward native-speaker correctness, then the policy may produce only a symbolic reclassification rather than a substantive ecological transformation.
3. Literature Review and Conceptual Framework
3.1 EFL, ESL, and the Expanding Circle
The EFL/ESL distinction has long structured English language education, but it has become increasingly unstable under conditions of globalization. In traditional terms, EFL refers to contexts where English is primarily learned for communication beyond the local society, while ESL refers to contexts where English has significant local functions in public life, administration, education, or multilingual communication. Vietnam is commonly located within the Expanding Circle, where English does not historically function as an institutionalized second language but is widely learned for international purposes (Kachru, 1985). This classification is useful as a broad heuristic, but it can obscure the ways national education systems actively construct new functions for English.
Vietnam's policy shift illustrates this complication. The country remains an Expanding Circle context in the sociolinguistic sense, yet its current educational policy seeks to create conditions associated with ESL: routine use, institutional presence, subject teaching through English, and an English-rich school environment. This suggests that the EFL/ESL distinction should not be treated as a fixed national label. It may be more productive to examine how policy constructs English functions across domains. In Vietnam's case, English is being repositioned simultaneously as a school subject, a medium of instruction, a routine communication resource, a language of institutional operation, and a symbolic index of modernization. The resulting configuration is not a simple movement from EFL to ESL, but a planned educational reterritorialization of English.
This matters because language labels often carry policy consequences. If English is treated as a foreign language, curriculum may prioritize explicit instruction, formal testing, and preparation for academic or occupational use in the future. If English is treated as a second language in schools, however, curriculum must address everyday interaction, content learning, institutional communication, multilingual practices, and learner identity. A second-language-in-schools policy therefore requires more than increased hours. It requires a redesign of the ecology in which English is encountered and used.
3.2 Global Englishes and English as a Lingua Franca
Global Englishes provides a theoretical lens for understanding why Vietnam's ESL aspiration cannot be adequately supported by traditional native-speaker-based ELT models. Global Englishes scholarship draws attention to the plurality of English forms, users, and communicative contexts across the world. Rose et al. (2021) review pedagogical research in Global Englishes and argue that language teaching must respond to the realities of English as a global, multilingual, and variable resource. Galloway (2013) similarly argues for bridging the gap between Global Englishes theory and classroom practice, emphasizing that learners need preparation for communication with diverse English users rather than only with native speakers from Inner Circle contexts.
ELF research strengthens this argument by focusing on how English is used among speakers who do not necessarily share a first language. Seidlhofer (2005) identifies ELF as a key area of inquiry because much English communication occurs outside native-speaker contexts. Jenkins et al. (2011) review developments in ELF research and show that successful communication often depends less on conformity to native-speaker norms than on intelligibility, accommodation, pragmatic flexibility, and collaborative meaning-making. These insights are highly relevant to Vietnam because Vietnamese learners are likely to use English in ASEAN, digital, workplace, academic, tourism, and transnational contexts where interlocutors may come from many linguistic backgrounds.
A Global Englishes/ELF perspective does not imply abandoning standards altogether. Rather, it challenges the assumption that the most appropriate standard is necessarily native-speaker likeness. It asks what kinds of English competence are actually needed by learners in real communicative domains. For Vietnamese students, this may include understanding diverse accents, negotiating meaning with other multilingual speakers, using English strategically in digital interaction, mediating between Vietnamese and English, and participating in intercultural tasks. These competencies are not fully captured by traditional grammar-based testing or by proficiency scales interpreted through native-speaker norms.
3.3 Native-Speakerism and Standardized Benchmarking
Native-speakerism remains one of the most persistent ideologies in English language teaching. Holliday (2006) defines native-speakerism as an ideology that privileges native speakers and their cultures as ideal models for English teaching. In policy terms, native-speakerism can operate even when native speakers are not explicitly mentioned. It may appear through imported textbooks, pronunciation ideals, teacher recruitment preferences, assessment rubrics, proficiency descriptors, and assumptions about “correct” English. It can also appear through the belief that successful learning means approximating an imagined native-speaker norm rather than developing effective multilingual communicative competence.
Vietnam's policy trajectory contains several points where standardization and native-speaker normativity intersect. The adoption of CEFR-like frameworks provides a common language for describing proficiency and enables comparability across institutions (MOET, 2014, 2026). Such frameworks can support coherence, accountability, and system planning. However, Nguyen and Hamid (2021) caution that the CEFR's adoption as national language policy in Vietnam must be understood in relation to broader socio-political and economic conditions. A framework borrowed from one context can acquire new meanings when localized in another. When proficiency descriptors become high-stakes targets for teachers, students, institutions, and administrators, they may narrow classroom practice and reinforce standardized ideals of competence.
Bui and Nguyen (2016) argue that Vietnam's English policy reforms are closely tied to educational and socio-economic betterment, but also to standardization. This relationship is double-edged. Standardization can help national systems organize teacher training, curriculum design, and assessment. Yet it can also produce a technocratic view of language competence, where English becomes a ladder of levels rather than a situated communicative practice. The problem is not that benchmarks exist; the problem is that benchmarks may be treated as the essence of language policy rather than as one instrument among many.
Native-speaker normativity can enter indirectly through this standardizing logic. Holliday's (2006) concept of native-speakerism is relevant not because the policy texts explicitly praise native speakers, but because standardized ideas of correctness, pronunciation, fluency, and legitimate proficiency may reproduce native-speaker assumptions without naming them directly. When assessment and proficiency are interpreted through standardized Anglophone norms, multilingual users may be positioned as deficient approximations of native speakers rather than as legitimate English users. The tension becomes especially sharp in an ESL-in-schools policy. If English is to be used widely by Vietnamese learners and teachers in local educational settings, then the appropriate model cannot simply be an imagined native-speaker standard. It must be a locally meaningful, internationally intelligible, and pedagogically realistic model of multilingual English use.
3.4 English-Medium Instruction and Policy Implementation
English-medium instruction has become a major feature of higher education and, increasingly, school-level reform across many non-Anglophone contexts. Macaro et al. (2018) show that EMI expansion often raises unresolved questions about teacher proficiency, student comprehension, pedagogy, assessment, language support, and educational equity. EMI is especially complex because it asks teachers and students to manage content learning and language learning simultaneously. If EMI is implemented without adequate scaffolding, it may create superficial Englishization: English appears in course titles, materials, or institutional branding, while actual learning remains constrained by limited interaction, uneven comprehension, and assessment misalignment.
Vietnam's Decree 222/2025/NĐ-CP is therefore significant because it establishes regulatory attention to teaching and learning through foreign languages in educational institutions (Government of Vietnam, 2025a). Such regulation suggests recognition that EMI requires conditions, not merely aspiration. However, the success of EMI depends on enactment. Teachers need pedagogical strategies for explaining complex content, checking understanding, supporting academic vocabulary, allowing strategic use of Vietnamese, and designing assessments that fairly evaluate content knowledge. Students need opportunities to develop both subject literacy and English-mediated participation. Institutions need resources, materials, quality assurance, and differentiated implementation plans.
The implementation literature reminds us that policy does not move directly from text to practice. Nguyen et al. (2016) demonstrate that individual agency shapes language education policy enactment. Teachers and administrators interpret, negotiate, and sometimes resist policy demands depending on local conditions. In Vietnam's ESL-in-schools project, the gap between policy aspiration and classroom practice may be especially wide across rural and urban areas, elite and non-elite schools, and institutions with different teacher capacity. Policy discourse may imagine a national English-speaking educational ecosystem, but the realization of that ecosystem will depend on unequal material, linguistic, and professional conditions.
3.5 Language Policy as Discourse, Management, and Hidden Mechanism
A discourse-oriented approach to language policy is necessary because official documents do more than announce administrative decisions. They construct problems, name priorities, authorize particular forms of knowledge, and make some futures appear desirable while leaving other possibilities less visible (Johnson, 2011; Shohamy, 2006). Johnson (2011) argues that critical discourse analysis and ethnographic language policy research can illuminate the relationship between policy texts, institutional interpretation, and local enactment. Shohamy (2006) similarly emphasizes that language policy is not limited to explicit statements. It also operates through hidden mechanisms such as tests, standards, curricula, teacher certification, public signage, and institutional routines. This perspective is central to the present study because Vietnam's ESL-in-schools aspiration is likely to be shaped as much by assessment, teacher thresholds, and proficiency frameworks as by the headline policy objective itself (Bui & Nguyen, 2016; Nguyen & Hamid, 2021; Shohamy, 2006).
In this sense, the policy corpus can be read as a layered system of language management. Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg provides the symbolic and strategic reclassification of English as a second language in schools (Government of Vietnam, 2025b). Decree 222/2025/NĐ-CP provides regulatory conditions for teaching and learning through foreign languages (Government of Vietnam, 2025a). Circular 01/2014/TT-BGDĐT and Circular 33/2026/TT-BGDĐT provide proficiency frameworks through which language competence is described and governed (MOET, 2014, 2026). These documents do not perform the same function, but together they form a policy assemblage. One text defines the vision, another regulates instructional medium, and another standardizes proficiency. The interaction among these texts produces the field of possible implementation.
This layered view also helps explain why the present paper treats policy paradox as an analytical object. A policy may promote communicative use while simultaneously relying on mechanisms that privilege standardization (Nguyen & Hamid, 2021; Shohamy, 2006). A policy may seek multilingual participation while organizing accountability around monolingual proficiency descriptors (Holliday, 2006; Rose et al., 2021). A policy may imagine English as a school-wide ecology while leaving implementation to institutions with sharply unequal resources (Macaro et al., 2018; Nguyen et al., 2016). These are not merely practical obstacles that appear after policy design; they are embedded in the discourse and instruments of policy itself. The task of analysis is therefore not only to identify what the policy says, but also to examine what kinds of English, learners, teachers, schools, and futures the policy makes thinkable.
The concept of policy borrowing is also relevant here. Vietnam's use of CEFR-like frameworks reflects a wider tendency for national systems to adopt internationally recognized standards as evidence of modernization, comparability, and quality assurance (Nguyen & Hamid, 2021). Nguyen and Hamid (2021) show that the CEFR's role in Vietnam cannot be understood as simple technical transfer. It is locally recontextualized within national goals, institutional pressures, and socio-economic aspirations. This matters for the ESL-in-schools vision because imported or adapted frameworks can provide useful structure while also importing assumptions about progression, competence, and legitimacy. If such frameworks are interpreted narrowly, they may encourage an image of English as a stable code to be mastered level by level. If interpreted more flexibly, they can support communicative development while allowing room for multilingual practice and local educational priorities (Jenkins et al., 2011; Rose et al., 2021; Seidlhofer, 2005).
A discourse-oriented language policy approach therefore enables a more balanced reading of Vietnam's current transition. It avoids two simplistic interpretations. The first is celebratory: that declaring English a second language in schools will automatically create globally competent learners. The second is dismissive: that the policy is merely symbolic or impossible. The more useful interpretation is that the policy creates a new discursive and institutional space in which English can be reimagined, but that this space is constrained by inherited assessment cultures, native-speaker ideologies, unequal institutional capacity, and the technical language of benchmarks (Bui & Nguyen, 2016; Holliday, 2006; Nguyen & Hamid, 2021; Shohamy, 2006). Understanding this tension is necessary if the policy is to become more than a slogan attached to familiar practices.
3.6 Research Gap
Although Vietnam's English language policy has attracted sustained scholarly attention, the newest ESL-in-schools turn creates a research gap that has not yet been adequately addressed. Existing studies have provided important accounts of Vietnam's major English reforms, especially the National Foreign Languages Project and its ambitious attempt to raise national language capacity (Ngo, 2021). Other work has examined the socio-economic and ideological logic of English standardization in Vietnam, showing how English reforms are linked to employability, modernization, educational competitiveness, and human-capital development (Bui & Nguyen, 2016; Ngo, 2023). A further body of scholarship has analyzed the adoption of CEFR-like frameworks and the complex local meanings of externally derived proficiency standards (Nguyen & Hamid, 2021). Research has also shown that policy enactment depends on teacher agency and local interpretation rather than direct transmission from government text to classroom practice (Nguyen et al., 2016).
These studies provide the foundation for the present paper, but they do not fully explain the conceptual significance of Vietnam's 2025-2045 policy move. The key novelty is not simply that Vietnam continues to invest in English, nor that it strengthens English testing, teacher standards, or curriculum reform. The novelty is that policy discourse now explicitly attempts to reposition English as a second language in schools. This creates a different analytical problem. It requires attention to how English is reclassified across educational domains: from subject to medium, from medium to routine communication resource, from classroom object to institutional environment, and from individual competence to national development infrastructure (Government of Vietnam, 2025a, 2025b). Earlier studies help explain the history and ideology of Vietnam's English reforms, but the ESL-in-schools discourse requires a more integrated analysis of policy genealogy, ecological expansion, standardized benchmarking, and Global Englishes/ELF critique.
A second gap concerns the limited connection between Vietnam-focused policy studies and Global Englishes/ELF debates. Global Englishes scholarship argues that ELT should prepare learners for communication across diverse English users and contexts rather than orienting them narrowly toward native-speaker norms (Galloway, 2013; Rose et al., 2021). ELF research similarly emphasizes intelligibility, accommodation, pragmatic flexibility, and multilingual interaction (Jenkins et al., 2011; Seidlhofer, 2005). Native-speakerism scholarship warns that ELT systems often continue to privilege idealized native-speaker models even when learners' real communicative needs are far more diverse (Holliday, 2006). Yet Vietnam's current ESL-in-schools policy has not been sufficiently examined through these lenses. This gap matters because an ESL-like educational ecology in Vietnam will not succeed if it is built on outdated assumptions about native-speaker imitation.
A third gap concerns the relationship between EMI regulation and broader English-language ecology. EMI research has shown that using English as a medium of instruction can create serious challenges related to teacher preparation, student comprehension, content learning, assessment, and equity (Macaro et al., 2018). Decree 222/2025/NĐ-CP places foreign-language-medium instruction within a regulatory framework (Government of Vietnam, 2025a), but the relationship between EMI, English-rich school environments, and proficiency-based accountability remains under-theorized in the Vietnamese policy context. The present paper addresses this gap by treating EMI not as an isolated reform but as one mechanism within a broader attempt to construct English as a second-language-like educational ecology.
Accordingly, the paper's research gap can be stated as follows: while previous studies have examined Vietnam's English reforms, CEFR borrowing, standardization, employability agenda, and policy enactment, there remains insufficient analysis of how Vietnam's 2025-2045 ESL-in-schools vision discursively constructs English as an educational ecology, how this construction is shaped by benchmark-driven policy instruments, and how Global Englishes/ELF perspectives can help resolve the tension between functional multilingual aspirations and normative standardization (Bui & Nguyen, 2016; Galloway, 2013; Holliday, 2006; Jenkins et al., 2011; Macaro et al., 2018; Ngo, 2021; Ngo, 2023; Nguyen & Hamid, 2021; Nguyen et al., 2016; Rose et al., 2021; Seidlhofer, 2005; Shohamy, 2006).
3.7 Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework guiding this study brings together five interrelated constructs: policy reclassification, educational language ecology, standardized normativity, native-speakerism, and Global Englishes/ELF communicative competence. These constructs allow the study to analyze Vietnam's policy shift not as a simple administrative reform but as a discursive attempt to redefine the role of English in education.
The first construct is policy reclassification. Drawing on the EFL/ESL distinction and Kachru's (1985) Three Circles as a background heuristic, Vietnam can be understood as an Expanding Circle context where English has historically been taught as a foreign language rather than used as a nationally institutionalized second language. However, Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg does not merely intensify EFL teaching; it attempts to reclassify English as a second language in schools (Government of Vietnam, 2025b). The framework therefore treats EFL and ESL not as fixed labels but as policy-produced categories that can be selectively constructed within particular institutional domains.
The second construct is educational language ecology. English becomes second-language-like not only when it is taught more often, but when it circulates across school practices: classroom routines, EMI, clubs, digital platforms, school events, administrative communication, and institutional identity (Government of Vietnam, 2025a, 2025b). This construct is informed by language-policy scholarship that treats policy as a set of textual, ideological, and practical mechanisms rather than a single official decision (Johnson, 2011; Shohamy, 2006). It also draws on EMI research showing that changing the medium of instruction affects pedagogy, comprehension, assessment, and equity (Macaro et al., 2018).
The third construct is standardized normativity. Vietnam's English reforms have long relied on standardized proficiency frameworks, teacher targets, testing regimes, and CEFR-like descriptors (MOET, 2014, 2026; Nguyen & Hamid, 2021). Standardization is not treated here as inherently negative. It can support coherence, progression, and accountability. However, when it dominates policy implementation, it may reduce language competence to measurable levels and obscure communicative, multilingual, and contextual dimensions of English use (Bui & Nguyen, 2016; Nguyen & Hamid, 2021; Shohamy, 2006).
The fourth construct is native-speakerism. Native-speaker normativity can persist beneath apparently neutral standards, especially when legitimate English is implicitly associated with native-like pronunciation, grammar, fluency, or cultural orientation (Holliday, 2006). This construct is necessary because Vietnam's ESL-in-schools vision promotes functional English use but may still rely on inherited ideals of correctness and proficiency that privilege native-speaker models. Such ideals can undermine local teacher agency and position Vietnamese learners as deficient users rather than legitimate multilingual communicators.
The fifth construct is Global Englishes/ELF communicative competence. Global Englishes scholarship argues that learners need preparation for diverse Englishes, multilingual interaction, and intercultural communication (Galloway, 2013; Rose et al., 2021). ELF research emphasizes intelligibility, accommodation, strategic repair, and pragmatic flexibility rather than native-speaker imitation (Jenkins et al., 2011; Seidlhofer, 2005). In this framework, Global Englishes and ELF function as critical and constructive lenses. They critique the limitations of native-speaker normativity while also offering alternative principles for curriculum, assessment, teacher education, and EMI.
The framework can be summarized as a policy tension model. Vietnam's ESL-in-schools vision moves English outward from subject learning toward educational ecology. However, this outward movement is filtered through standardized frameworks and native-speaker-oriented assumptions. Global Englishes and ELF perspectives provide a way to reinterpret the policy goal so that English becomes a flexible communicative resource for Vietnamese learners rather than a standardized imported code. This framework informs the coding, theme development, and discussion in the sections that follow.
4. Methodology
This study uses qualitative thematic discourse analysis to examine how Vietnamese policy texts construct the move toward English as a second language in schools. The approach combines thematic analysis, understood as a systematic process of identifying and interpreting patterned meanings across texts (Braun & Clarke, 2006), with a discourse-oriented view of language policy as ideological, institutional, and socially consequential (Johnson, 2011; Shohamy, 2006). The purpose is not to measure implementation outcomes or evaluate classroom effectiveness. Rather, it is to analyze the meanings, assumptions, and tensions embedded in official policy discourse.
4.1 Document Selection and Rationale
The policy corpus was selected purposively because each document represents a significant point in Vietnam's national foreign-language policy trajectory. Decision 1400/QĐ-TTg provides the foundational reform agenda for foreign-language teaching and learning in the national education system during 2008-2020 (Government of Vietnam, 2008). Decision 2080/QĐ-TTg extends and adjusts this agenda for 2017-2025, thereby linking the earlier project to more recent policy development (Government of Vietnam, 2017). Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg is the central document for the present study because it formally approves the scheme to make English the second language in schools for 2025-2035 with a vision to 2045 (Government of Vietnam, 2025b). Decree 222/2025/NĐ-CP is included because it regulates teaching and learning through foreign languages in educational institutions, which is directly relevant to English-medium instruction and the expansion of English beyond the subject classroom (Government of Vietnam, 2025a). Circular 01/2014/TT-BGDĐT and Circular 33/2026/TT-BGDĐT are included because they define national foreign-language proficiency frameworks and thus illuminate the benchmark-based logic of policy implementation (MOET, 2014, 2026).
Table 1. Policy Corpus and Analytical Function
	Policy text
	Status in corpus
	Analytical function

	Decision 1400/QĐ-TTg, 30 September 2008
	Foundational reform document
	Establishes the National Foreign Languages Project and frames foreign-language competence as part of national modernization, integration, and human-resource development.

	Decision 2080/QĐ-TTg, 22 December 2017
	Extension and adjustment document
	Connects the original national project to the 2017-2025 reform period and sustains foreign-language education as a long-term system-building agenda.

	Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg, 27 October 2025
	Central policy text
	Formally approves the scheme to make English the second language in schools for 2025-2035, with a vision to 2045, and provides the central discourse of English as an educational ecology.

	Decree 222/2025/NĐ-CP, 8 August 2025
	Supporting regulatory text
	Regulates teaching and learning through foreign languages in educational institutions, including conditions related to programs, materials, teachers, learners, assessment, quality assurance, and approval procedures.

	Circular 01/2014/TT-BGDĐT
	Benchmarking framework
	Establishes Vietnam's six-level foreign language proficiency framework and represents the earlier benchmark-based policy architecture.

	Circular 33/2026/TT-BGDĐT, 15 April 2026
	Updated benchmarking framework
	Updates Vietnam's foreign language proficiency framework and strengthens the role of proficiency benchmarks in curriculum, teaching, testing, assessment, and certification.



The corpus was not selected to represent all possible English-related policy texts in Vietnam. Rather, it was selected to capture the policy chain through which English is constructed as a national educational priority, then reclassified as a second-language-like resource in schools, and finally governed through regulatory and proficiency-based instruments.
Together, these documents allow analysis of continuity and change across three policy dimensions: the developmental framing of English, the ecological expansion of English use in education, and the standardizing mechanisms through which English competence is governed. The corpus is limited to official policy texts and does not include interviews, classroom observations, institutional documents, or media discourse. This limitation is appropriate for the study's purpose: to analyze policy discourse rather than policy enactment.
4.2 Analytical Procedure
The analysis followed an iterative thematic process adapted from Braun and Clarke (2006). First, the policy texts were read repeatedly to identify recurring statements about the purposes of English, the domains in which English should be used, and the mechanisms proposed for implementation. Second, initial codes were generated inductively and deductively. Deductive codes were informed by the theoretical framework, including Global Englishes, ELF, native-speakerism, policy borrowing, standardization, and EMI. Inductive codes were derived from patterns within the policy corpus, such as English as integration, English as human-resource capacity, English as school environment, English as medium, proficiency levels, teacher standards, and institutional management.
Third, related codes were clustered into broader candidate themes. For example, codes related to modernization, competitiveness, workforce readiness, integration, and knowledge access were grouped under the theme “English as national development infrastructure.” Codes related to classroom communication, EMI, extracurricular activities, school management, digital environments, and institutional operations were grouped under “from subject to ecology.” Codes related to proficiency frameworks, assessment, teacher thresholds, CEFR-like scales, and standardized outcomes were grouped under “functional multilingual aspiration constrained by standardized normativity.” Fourth, the candidate themes were reviewed against the policy corpus to ensure that they captured recurring patterns rather than isolated statements. Fifth, the themes were interpreted through the theoretical lens of Global Englishes/ELF and language-policy scholarship.
Table 2. Coding Pathway From Initial Codes to Themes
	Initial codes
	Intermediate categories
	Final theme

	Integration, modernization, industrialization, knowledge economy, employability, global citizenship, human-resource capacity
	English as national capacity and development resource
	Theme 1: English as national development infrastructure

	English-medium instruction, teaching through foreign languages, classroom communication, extracurricular activities, school management, digital environments, institutional operations, English-speaking ecosystem
	Expansion of English beyond the subject classroom
	Theme 2: From subject to ecology

	Six-level proficiency framework, CEFR compatibility, teacher proficiency, learner assessment, certification, quality assurance, testing, measurable targets
	Benchmark-based governance of language competence
	Theme 3: Functional multilingual aspiration constrained by standardized normativity

	Native-like correctness, standardized pronunciation, imported models, legitimacy of local teachers, multilingual communication
	Ideological tension between local use and external norms
	Cross-cutting interpretation: native-speaker normativity versus Global Englishes/ELF communicative competence



This coding pathway was used as an interpretive structure rather than as a quantitative coding instrument. The analysis therefore emphasizes recurring discursive patterns and their theoretical implications, not frequency counts.
Coding was conducted manually through repeated reading of the selected policy texts. Where English summaries or renderings were consulted, interpretations were checked against the official Vietnamese titles, document purposes, and policy descriptions available in government or ministry sources. Because the study is not a legal translation analysis, the coding focused on recurring policy meanings, discourse functions, and implementation logics rather than on fine-grained legal interpretation of individual clauses. This procedure helped keep the analysis aligned with the study's discourse-analytic purpose while avoiding unsupported claims about legal intent.
4.3 Trustworthiness
Several strategies were used to strengthen trustworthiness. An audit trail was maintained through coding categories and theme definitions. Triangulation occurred across policy documents, allowing claims to be based on patterns that recur across the corpus rather than on a single text. Reflexive caution was applied in interpreting policy discourse: the analysis does not assume that policy intentions automatically become classroom realities. It also avoids overstating what the documents can demonstrate. Because this is a textual study, it can identify discursive priorities, ideological tensions, and policy mechanisms; it cannot determine how teachers, students, or school leaders experience or enact these reforms. Where policy implications are discussed, they are presented as interpretive extensions rather than empirical findings from classroom data.
4.4 Ethical Considerations and Researcher Positioning
This study analyzes publicly available national policy texts and does not involve human participants, interviews, classroom observation, or personally identifiable data. It therefore does not generate the ethical risks normally associated with empirical research involving teachers, students, or school leaders. Nevertheless, ethical caution remains necessary because policy analysis can easily overstate what texts reveal about practice. The analysis therefore avoids attributing intentions to individual policymakers, avoids treating policy aspiration as evidence of implementation, and distinguishes between official discourse, regulatory mechanisms, and possible classroom consequences.
The study also recognizes that language-policy interpretation is shaped by theoretical positioning. The analysis is informed by Global Englishes, ELF, native-speakerism, EMI, and critical language-policy scholarship. These lenses foreground multilingual communication, local teacher agency, and the ideological effects of standardization. To reduce interpretive overreach, claims are limited to patterns visible across the selected policy corpus and are presented as discourse-based interpretations rather than as evidence of teacher beliefs, learner experience, or institutional outcomes.
5. Findings
The analysis identified three major themes across the policy corpus. These themes are not isolated categories; they form a connected policy logic that corresponds directly to the three research questions. Theme 1 addresses how English is constructed as a second-language-like educational resource by showing how policy discourse frames English as national development infrastructure. Theme 2 addresses the mechanisms through which English is to be embedded across school domains. Theme 3 addresses the tension between functional/ecological policy aspiration and benchmark-based language governance. English is first justified as a national development resource, then expanded into a school-wide ecology, and finally governed through standardized benchmarks and regulatory instruments. Table 3 summarizes the relationship between themes, policy evidence, and interpretation.
Table 3. Summary of Themes, Policy Evidence, and Interpretation
	Theme
	Main policy evidence
	Interpretation

	English as national development infrastructure
	Decision 1400/QĐ-TTg links foreign-language capacity to confident communication, study, work, integration, multilingual/multicultural environments, and national industrialization and modernization; Decision 2080/QĐ-TTg sustains the reform agenda for 2017-2025; Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg connects English to global integration, knowledge economy, and global-citizen formation.
	English is constructed not merely as a curriculum subject but as part of national capacity-building and modernization.

	From subject to ecology
	Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg calls for English to be used widely, regularly, and effectively in teaching, communication, management, and educational activities; Decree 222/2025/NĐ-CP regulates teaching and learning through foreign languages and permits partial or full foreign-language-medium instruction under specified conditions.
	English is repositioned from an object of instruction to a medium and environment of schooling.

	Functional multilingual aspiration constrained by standardized normativity
	Decision 1400/QĐ-TTg calls for a unified six-level framework compatible with common international levels; Circular 01/2014/TT-BGDĐT establishes the six-level framework; Circular 33/2026/TT-BGDĐT updates the benchmark for curriculum, teaching, testing, assessment, and certification.
	The communicative and ecological vision remains governed through standardized proficiency frameworks and measurable indicators.



5.1 Theme 1: English as National Development Infrastructure
The first major theme is the construction of English as national development infrastructure. Across the policy corpus, English is not framed simply as a school subject or cultural asset. It is linked to human-resource development, modernization, competitiveness, global integration, and participation in multilingual and multicultural environments (Government of Vietnam, 2008, 2017, 2025b). Decision 1400/QĐ-TTg already articulated foreign-language competence as part of Vietnam's broader development project, aiming for learners to use foreign languages confidently in communication, study, and work in integrated and multilingual settings (Government of Vietnam, 2008). Decision 2080/QĐ-TTg sustains this logic by continuing the National Foreign Languages Project and reaffirming the role of foreign-language education in meeting study and work requirements and enhancing human-resource competitiveness (Government of Vietnam, 2017).
This developmental framing is consistent with existing scholarship on Vietnam's English reforms. Bui and Nguyen (2016) argue that English policy in Vietnam has been tied to socio-economic betterment and the standardization of human capital. Ngo (2023) similarly connects English education policy and practice to the employability agenda. Within this policy discourse, English becomes an infrastructural resource: it is imagined as enabling access to knowledge, international cooperation, professional mobility, and economic participation. This is not merely an educational argument. It is a national-development argument.
Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg intensifies this framing by moving from foreign-language competence as a desirable graduate attribute to English as a systemic condition of schooling (Government of Vietnam, 2025b). The policy ambition to make English a second language in schools suggests that English is being positioned as a necessary part of the educational environment that prepares learners for future participation in international, digital, and transnational domains. This interpretation is consistent with the scheme's emphasis on improving English teaching, teaching through English, and building an English-using ecosystem in schools (Government of Vietnam, 2025b).
This theme reveals an important continuity between earlier and later policy phases. The 2025-2045 vision is new in its explicit ESL-in-schools aspiration, but it extends earlier assumptions that English is central to modernization and integration. What changes is the proposed intensity and location of English use. Earlier reforms focused primarily on improving foreign-language teaching and learning. The newer discourse suggests that improved English classes are insufficient. Instead, English must become part of how schools communicate, teach, organize, and project themselves into global futures.
At the same time, the developmental framing risks narrowing English to an instrumental resource. When English is primarily justified through competitiveness, employability, and integration, learners may be positioned as future workers rather than as multilingual citizens. This does not invalidate the policy goal, but it suggests that the educational meaning of English should be broadened. Global Englishes and ELF perspectives can help by reframing English not only as economic capital but also as a resource for intercultural understanding, multilingual agency, and participation in diverse communicative communities (Jenkins et al., 2011; Rose et al., 2021).
5.2 Theme 2: From Subject to Ecology
The second theme is the attempted movement from English as a subject to English as an educational ecology. This is the most distinctive feature of Vietnam's recent policy shift. Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg does not merely call for more effective English lessons; it seeks to make English a second language in schools (Government of Vietnam, 2025b). This formulation implies a transformation in the spatial and functional distribution of English. English is no longer confined to the English classroom. It is expected to circulate through classroom communication, English-medium teaching, extracurricular activities, digital spaces, school management, and institutional operations.
The ecological nature of this ambition becomes clearer when read alongside Decree 222/2025/NĐ-CP, which regulates teaching and learning through foreign languages in educational institutions, including requirements related to programs, materials, teachers, learners, assessment, quality assurance, and approval procedures (Government of Vietnam, 2025a). EMI is a crucial mechanism because it changes English from an object of instruction into a medium for learning other content. In an EFL model, students learn English. In an EMI model, students use English to learn something else. The difference is conceptually significant. It shifts the policy focus from language knowledge to language-mediated participation.
This ecological shift also involves routine communication. If English is to become a second language in schools, learners must encounter it in ordinary interaction, not only in examination preparation. This may include classroom instructions, project work, club activities, school events, digital learning platforms, signage, announcements, and communication among teachers and students. Such practices could help students experience English as a usable resource rather than as an abstract subject. They could also create more frequent opportunities for low-stakes language use, which is important in contexts where English learning has often been dominated by formal instruction and assessment.
However, the move from subject to ecology is much easier to state than to implement. An English-using school environment requires teacher confidence, administrative coordination, materials, time, and a shared understanding of appropriate language use. It also requires careful attention to equity. Schools in major cities, internationalized institutions, or well-resourced areas may be better positioned to create English-rich environments. Rural, under-resourced, or teacher-shortage contexts may find the same expectations burdensome. If policy implementation assumes uniform capacity, the ESL-in-schools vision may widen inequalities between institutions.
The ecological turn also raises questions about the place of Vietnamese and other languages. A second-language-in-schools policy should not be interpreted as replacing Vietnamese as the primary language of national identity, education, and social life. Nor should it imply that multilingual learners must suppress their full linguistic repertoires. Global Englishes and ELF perspectives suggest that English can be integrated into multilingual ecologies without being treated as a monolingual replacement for local languages. In pedagogical terms, this opens space for translanguaging, mediation, bilingual scaffolding, and local cultural content.
5.3 Theme 3: Functional Multilingual Aspiration Constrained by Standardized Normativity
The third theme is the persistence of standardized normativity within a policy discourse that otherwise emphasizes functional English use. Vietnam's ESL-in-schools ambition appears communicative, ecological, and pragmatic. It seeks to make English useful across educational activities and future social domains. Yet the mechanisms for implementing and governing this ambition remain strongly linked to proficiency frameworks, levels, assessment targets, teacher standards, and curriculum alignment. Circular 01/2014/TT-BGDĐT introduced a national six-level foreign language proficiency framework, and Circular 33/2026/TT-BGDĐT updates the framework for Vietnam (MOET, 2014, 2026). These frameworks provide a structure for describing language competence, but they also reinforce a level-based understanding of language development.
This creates a policy paradox. The more English is imagined as a living communicative resource, the more it may be governed through standardized indicators (MOET, 2014, 2026; Nguyen & Hamid, 2021; Shohamy, 2006). The policy seeks everyday use, but the system measures levels. It seeks flexible communication, but implementation may reward correctness. It seeks school-wide English ecologies, but accountability may remain attached to tests, certificates, and proficiency thresholds. This does not mean that benchmarks are inherently harmful. National systems need shared descriptors and quality assurance. The problem arises when benchmarks become the dominant representation of communicative competence.
Nguyen and Hamid's (2021) sociogenetic analysis of the CEFR in Vietnam is particularly useful here. Their work suggests that Vietnam's adoption of CEFR-like frameworks should be understood as a socially and politically situated form of policy borrowing. The CEFR offers international legitimacy and technical comparability, but its meanings change when embedded in national reform projects. In Vietnam, proficiency levels may become tools for managing teachers, ranking institutions, and demonstrating progress. Such uses can make language competence visible to policymakers, yet they may also narrow the range of valued communicative practices.
Native-speaker normativity can enter through this standardizing logic. Holliday's (2006) concept of native-speakerism is relevant because policy documents do not need to explicitly praise native speakers in order to reproduce native-speaker ideals. When pronunciation, grammar, fluency, and assessment are implicitly oriented toward standardized Anglophone norms, multilingual users may be positioned as deficient approximations of native speakers. The tension becomes especially sharp in an ESL-in-schools policy. If English is to be used widely by Vietnamese learners and teachers in local educational settings, then the appropriate model cannot simply be an imagined native-speaker standard. It must be a locally meaningful, internationally intelligible, and pedagogically realistic model of multilingual English use.
This theme points to the need for a recalibration of policy mechanisms. Standardized frameworks can remain useful, but they should be interpreted through Global Englishes and ELF principles. Assessment should include intelligibility, interactional competence, strategic repair, mediation, intercultural awareness, and the ability to communicate across varieties. Teacher development should address not only proficiency levels but also confidence in managing multilingual classrooms, using English flexibly, and challenging deficit views of local English users. Without such recalibration, Vietnam's ESL aspiration may remain caught between a functional vision and a norm-referenced implementation culture.
6. Discussion
The discussion returns to the study's central argument: Vietnam's ESL-in-schools policy should be understood as an educational reclassification of English that remains constrained by standardizing instruments. The findings suggest that Vietnam's move toward English as a second language in schools is best understood as a planned transformation of educational language ecology rather than as a simple expansion of English teaching. This interpretation directly extends previous scholarship on Vietnam's English reforms. Bui and Nguyen (2016) show that English policy in Vietnam has long been tied to socio-economic betterment and standardization, while Ngo (2021) emphasizes the scale and ambition of Vietnam's national English reform efforts. Ngo (2023) further links English education to employability and graduate futures. The present analysis builds on these studies by showing that the 2025-2045 policy discourse goes further: it constructs English not only as a skill needed by future workers, but as a language intended to circulate through school life itself (Government of Vietnam, 2025b). In this sense, the new policy moment intensifies earlier human-capital discourses while adding an ecological dimension.
The first theme, English as national development infrastructure, confirms and extends Vietnam-focused policy scholarship. Earlier studies have shown that English has been repeatedly associated with modernization, economic competitiveness, and international integration (Bui & Nguyen, 2016; Ngo, 2021; Ngo, 2023). The present analysis indicates that this developmental framing remains central in the ESL-in-schools vision. Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg continues the logic of English as a national resource, but it relocates that resource more deeply inside educational institutions (Government of Vietnam, 2025b). English is no longer represented only as a graduate outcome or employability asset. It is represented as part of the environment through which future-oriented schooling should operate. This supports Shohamy's (2006) argument that language policy works not only by naming a desired language but by reorganizing the mechanisms through which language becomes institutionally valuable.
The second theme, from subject to ecology, also speaks directly to the EFL/ESL distinction and to Global Englishes scholarship. Vietnam remains an Expanding Circle context in the broad sociolinguistic sense, but the policy attempts to construct ESL-like spaces within schools. This complicates any rigid application of EFL/ESL categories. Rather than assuming that countries belong permanently to one category, the findings suggest that educational systems can selectively produce second-language-like functions in particular domains. This is consistent with the broader Global Englishes argument that English use is diverse, mobile, and contextually produced rather than confined to traditional Inner/Outer/Expanding Circle assumptions (Galloway, 2013; Rose et al., 2021). The Vietnamese case therefore contributes to Global Englishes debates by showing how an Expanding Circle country may attempt to engineer an institutional ecology for English without granting English national official-language status.
However, the ecological ambition also reveals the limits of policy declaration. Johnson (2011) argues that policy texts must be understood in relation to interpretation and enactment. Nguyen et al. (2016) similarly show that language education policy in Vietnam is mediated by individual agency. These insights are crucial because English cannot become a second language in schools simply because a policy names it as such. It must become second-language-like through teacher practices, student participation, school routines, materials, assessment, and leadership decisions. The policy text may authorize a new role for English, but local actors must make that role pedagogically meaningful. Without teacher agency and institutional support, the ESL-in-schools vision risks remaining a symbolic rebranding of EFL practice.
The third theme, functional multilingual aspiration constrained by standardized normativity, most clearly demonstrates the paper's central paradox. Vietnam's policy discourse promotes functional English use, but its implementation architecture continues to rely heavily on proficiency frameworks and standardized measurement (MOET, 2014, 2026; Nguyen & Hamid, 2021). This finding strongly echoes Nguyen and Hamid's (2021) analysis of the CEFR as national language policy in Vietnam. Their work shows that CEFR-based policy borrowing is not a neutral technical act; it reorganizes how language competence is imagined and governed. In the current policy context, this means that English may be rhetorically framed as a flexible communicative resource while being administratively managed as a sequence of levels, thresholds, and measurable outcomes.
This paradox can be understood through Shohamy's (2006) distinction between explicit policy and hidden mechanisms. Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg articulates an ambitious vision of English as a second language in schools (Government of Vietnam, 2025b). Yet proficiency frameworks, assessment systems, teacher qualification requirements, and EMI regulations may become the mechanisms through which the vision is actually enacted (Government of Vietnam, 2025a; MOET, 2014, 2026). If these instruments are interpreted narrowly, the reform may reproduce the same standardizing culture that earlier reforms already displayed (Bui & Nguyen, 2016; Nguyen & Hamid, 2021). In other words, Vietnam may attempt to move from EFL to ESL at the level of discourse while remaining within an EFL-style assessment regime at the level of practice.
The persistence of standardized normativity also raises the issue of native-speakerism. Holliday (2006) warns that native-speakerism operates as an ideology that privileges native speakers as ideal models. The present analysis suggests that native-speakerism may persist in Vietnam's ESL-in-schools vision not necessarily through explicit references to native speakers, but through implicit assumptions about correctness, proficiency, pronunciation, and legitimate English. This point links Vietnam's policy discourse to broader Global Englishes and ELF critiques. Rose et al. (2021) and Galloway (2013) argue that ELT should prepare learners for diverse English users and communicative settings. Seidlhofer (2005) and Jenkins et al. (2011) similarly show that ELF communication depends on intelligibility, accommodation, and pragmatic negotiation rather than native-like performance. If Vietnam's policy continues to define success primarily through standardized native-oriented benchmarks, it may misalign assessment and teacher development with the real communicative needs of learners.
This does not mean that Vietnam should abandon standards. Such a conclusion would ignore the practical need for system coherence, curriculum progression, teacher development, and assessment comparability. National systems need frameworks for curriculum design, teacher development, and assessment. The problem is not the existence of standards but the interpretation of standards. A Global Englishes/ELF-informed approach would retain shared descriptors while broadening what counts as successful English use. It would value intelligibility, strategic competence, intercultural awareness, mediation, and the ability to communicate across diverse Englishes (Jenkins et al., 2011; Rose et al., 2021; Seidlhofer, 2005). Such an approach would align more closely with Vietnam's stated goal of preparing learners for international, digital, and transnational communication.
The findings also have implications for EMI. Decree 222/2025/NĐ-CP provides a regulatory framework for teaching and learning through foreign languages (Government of Vietnam, 2025a), but EMI research warns that policy permission does not guarantee pedagogical quality. Macaro et al. (2018) show that EMI implementation commonly faces challenges related to teacher readiness, student comprehension, content learning, and assessment. These concerns are directly relevant to Vietnam's second theme, from subject to ecology. If EMI is treated merely as evidence that schools are becoming more international or more English-rich, it may produce superficial Englishization. EMI must be pedagogically justified, supported by teacher development, and evaluated in terms of both language and content learning.
The discussion of EMI also reinforces the importance of multilingual pedagogy. Global Englishes and ELF perspectives do not require English-only classrooms. On the contrary, they recognize that multilingual speakers use their full linguistic repertoires to communicate, learn, and negotiate meaning (Jenkins et al., 2011; Rose et al., 2021; Seidlhofer, 2005). For Vietnam, this means that strategic use of Vietnamese in EMI and English-rich environments should not automatically be treated as failure. Vietnamese can support conceptual understanding, classroom inclusion, and learner confidence. An English-as-second-language-in-schools policy should therefore avoid confusing English expansion with monolingual Englishization.
The equity implications are substantial. Nguyen et al. (2016) show that policy enactment is shaped by local agency and context, while Macaro et al. (2018) demonstrate that EMI can create uneven learning conditions when support is insufficient. These insights suggest that Vietnam's ESL-in-schools vision may produce different outcomes across urban and rural schools, elite and non-elite institutions, and teachers with different access to training. A benchmark-driven model may intensify these inequalities because it measures schools against shared targets without fully accounting for unequal starting points. The literature therefore supports a differentiated implementation model rather than a uniform national template.
The findings also extend native-speakerism scholarship by showing how local teachers may be positioned within the reform. If teachers are judged primarily by native-oriented proficiency ideals, they may experience the ESL vision as a demand to compensate for deficiency. Holliday's (2006) critique helps reveal why this is problematic. Vietnamese teachers are not failed native speakers; they are local multilingual professionals whose agency is essential for policy enactment (Nguyen et al., 2016). Global Englishes scholarship supports this view by legitimizing multilingual teachers and diverse English users (Galloway, 2013; Rose et al., 2021). Teacher professional development should therefore focus not only on raising proficiency but also on developing pedagogical confidence, classroom language policy awareness, EMI scaffolding, and critical understanding of English diversity.
Overall, the discussion shows that Vietnam's policy paradox is not a minor inconsistency. It is the central condition of the reform. The policy vision imagines English as functional, ecological, and future-oriented; the policy instruments risk making English standardized, benchmarked, and norm-referenced. This tension has been anticipated across several bodies of literature: Vietnam-focused policy studies on standardization and employability (Bui & Nguyen, 2016; Ngo, 2021; Ngo, 2023), CEFR policy borrowing scholarship (Nguyen & Hamid, 2021), policy enactment research (Nguyen et al., 2016), language-policy theory (Johnson, 2011; Shohamy, 2006), EMI research (Macaro et al., 2018), native-speakerism critique (Holliday, 2006), and Global Englishes/ELF scholarship (Galloway, 2013; Jenkins et al., 2011; Rose et al., 2021; Seidlhofer, 2005). The contribution of the present study is to bring these strands together to explain why Vietnam's ESL-in-schools ambition requires not only more English, but a different theory of English.
6.1 Reclassification Without Full Sociolinguistic Relocation
One implication of the analysis is that Vietnam's policy should be understood as educational reclassification rather than full sociolinguistic relocation. English is not being repositioned as an official national language, nor is Vietnam moving into an ESL context in the traditional societal sense. The policy object is more precise and more limited: schools (Government of Vietnam, 2025b). This matters because overstating the shift could lead to inappropriate policy models borrowed from countries where English has long-standing administrative, legal, or interethnic functions. Vietnam's case is different. The country is attempting to construct an English-rich educational ecology within a society where Vietnamese remains the central national language and where many learners have limited everyday exposure to English outside school.
This distinction has theoretical significance. It suggests that EFL and ESL should not be treated as rigid national categories. A country may remain sociolinguistically closer to an EFL context while creating institutional zones that resemble ESL environments. Universities, international schools, gifted programs, tourism training institutions, and urban private schools may already operate with intensified English use. Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg appears to scale up this logic by imagining schools more broadly as sites where English can become habitual and functional (Government of Vietnam, 2025b). The result is not a simple category shift but a hybrid policy formation: English remains foreign in many social domains, yet is intended to become second-language-like in educational practice.
This hybrid status creates both opportunities and dangers. The opportunity is that schools can become spaces where learners encounter English regularly and meaningfully even when broader social exposure remains limited. The danger is that the ESL label may create unrealistic expectations. Learners in Vietnam may not have the same exposure conditions as learners in settings where English is widely used in public services, media, interethnic communication, and daily life. Therefore, classroom and school-based English use must be carefully designed rather than assumed. A second-language-in-schools policy cannot rely on naturalistic exposure alone. It must create structured, inclusive, and pedagogically supported opportunities for use.
6.2 The Problem of Instruments: When Communicative Policy Becomes Measurable Compliance
A second issue concerns policy instruments. The analysis suggests that Vietnam's policy discourse promotes functional English use, but its instruments may encourage measurable compliance. This is a common dilemma in national reforms. Governments need indicators to monitor progress, allocate resources, and hold institutions accountable. Proficiency frameworks, teacher standards, and assessment results make language reform visible (MOET, 2014, 2026). Yet what becomes visible is not always what matters most. Interactional confidence, translanguaging skill, intercultural sensitivity, peer collaboration, and willingness to communicate are harder to measure than test levels or certification targets.
This tension is especially sharp in the movement from subject to ecology. A subject can be evaluated through curriculum coverage and test outcomes. An ecology is harder to evaluate because it involves routines, relationships, identities, spaces, and informal practices. A school might comply with policy by increasing English signage, holding English-speaking events, or offering some EMI classes. These activities may be valuable, but they do not necessarily indicate that students are developing communicative competence. Conversely, a teacher who skillfully uses Vietnamese and English to support student understanding in a science lesson may be advancing the ESL-in-schools vision even if such practice is not easily captured by formal indicators.
This is why Shohamy's (2006) warning about hidden policy mechanisms is useful. Tests and standards may become the real policy, shaping behavior more strongly than the official vision. If the dominant rewards remain attached to native-speaker-like accuracy and level attainment, schools will rationally organize around those outcomes. Teachers will teach to tests, students will memorize for benchmarks, and administrators will seek evidence that can be reported upward. The discourse of functional English may survive in policy language while classroom practice remains exam-centered.
A more coherent implementation model would combine quantitative indicators with qualitative evidence of use. Policymakers could examine how English is used in classroom interaction, how teachers scaffold comprehension, how students negotiate meaning, how EMI lessons balance content and language, and how schools create low-stakes opportunities for participation. Such evidence would not replace proficiency frameworks, but it would prevent them from becoming the only representation of success.
6.3 Teacher Agency and the Legitimacy of Local English Users
A third discussion point concerns teacher agency. Vietnam's ESL-in-schools vision will depend heavily on local teachers, not only on policy texts or imported expertise. Nguyen et al. (2016) show that language education policy enactment is shaped by individual agency. Teachers interpret policy through their beliefs, training histories, institutional constraints, and perceptions of what is possible. If teachers experience the ESL ambition as an externally imposed demand to perform native-like English, they may become anxious, resistant, or overly cautious. If they experience it as an opportunity to expand students' communicative repertoires through locally appropriate practices, they are more likely to enact it creatively.
Native-speakerism is therefore not merely an abstract ideology; it affects teacher confidence. Holliday (2006) argues that native-speakerism privileges native speakers and their cultural models as ideal. In Vietnam, this ideology may lead teachers to view their own English as insufficient even when they are effective multilingual educators. It may also lead schools to value foreignness as a symbol of quality, sometimes at the expense of pedagogical expertise. A Global Englishes approach can counter this by legitimizing Vietnamese teachers as multilingual English users who understand local learners, curriculum demands, and sociocultural realities (Galloway, 2013; Rose et al., 2021).
Teacher professional development should therefore avoid framing teachers as deficient non-native speakers who need to approximate native norms. Instead, it should develop teachers as classroom language-policy actors. Teachers need to know when English use supports learning, when Vietnamese scaffolding is necessary, how to design interactional tasks, how to prepare learners for diverse Englishes, and how to manage EMI without sacrificing content understanding (Jenkins et al., 2011; Macaro et al., 2018; Rose et al., 2021). This is a more sophisticated professional role than simply raising teachers' proficiency levels. It positions teachers as mediators between policy ambition and classroom reality.
6.4 Reimagining English as a Multilingual Resource
The deepest theoretical implication of the study is that English should be treated as a multilingual resource rather than as a monolingual destination. Vietnam's policy discourse rightly recognizes that English matters for global participation. However, the educational challenge is to ensure that English does not become a symbolic hierarchy that devalues Vietnamese, minority languages, or local forms of knowledge. Global Englishes and ELF perspectives help by shifting attention from ownership to use. English belongs not only to native speakers but to all who use it for communication across linguistic boundaries (Galloway, 2013; Jenkins et al., 2011; Rose et al., 2021; Seidlhofer, 2005).
In practical terms, this means Vietnamese learners should be prepared to communicate as Vietnamese users of English, not as incomplete versions of British, American, or other native-speaker models. Their English can carry Vietnamese identities, local knowledge, and multilingual strategies while remaining intelligible and effective in international contexts. This orientation is especially important for digital communication, where users encounter diverse accents, hybrid genres, machine translation, multimodal texts, and rapid cross-cultural exchange. A policy that treats English only as a standardized code will not adequately prepare learners for these realities.
The ESL-in-schools vision can therefore be strengthened by explicitly adopting multilingual principles. English-rich environments should not be English-only environments. EMI should not forbid strategic Vietnamese support when it deepens understanding. Assessment should not penalize all traces of multilingual identity. Curriculum should not present Anglophone culture as the only legitimate cultural content. If Vietnam's goal is to prepare learners for international, digital, and transnational spheres, then the policy should reflect the actual pluralism of those spheres.
6.5 Synthesis: How the Findings Answer the Research Questions
The revised research questions are deliberately narrower than the full range of issues raised by Vietnam's ESL-in-schools policy. This narrower scope is necessary because the study analyzes policy texts, not interviews, classroom observations, or learner outcomes. The findings nevertheless provide clear answers to all three questions.
Research Question 1 asked how Vietnamese national policy texts construct English as moving from a foreign-language subject toward a second-language-like educational resource. The analysis shows that this construction occurs through a developmental and ecological reclassification of English. Decision 1400/QĐ-TTg and Decision 2080/QĐ-TTg establish continuity by framing foreign-language competence as part of national modernization, integration, and human-resource development (Government of Vietnam, 2008, 2017). Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg then intensifies this earlier logic by constructing English not merely as a subject to be improved but as a language to be embedded in school life (Government of Vietnam, 2025b). The answer to RQ1 is therefore that English is constructed as a second-language-like educational resource through a shift from competence-as-outcome to ecology-as-policy-object.
Research Question 2 asked what policy mechanisms are proposed for embedding English across school domains. The analysis identifies several mechanisms: English-medium or foreign-language-medium instruction, routine classroom communication, extracurricular activities, school management, digital learning environments, and institutional operations. Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg provides the overarching ESL-in-schools vision, while Decree 222/2025/NĐ-CP supplies regulatory conditions for teaching and learning through foreign languages (Government of Vietnam, 2025a, 2025b). These mechanisms indicate that the policy does not rely only on increasing English lesson hours. It seeks to distribute English across instructional, social, administrative, and digital spaces. The answer to RQ2 is therefore that English is to be embedded through a school-wide ecology of use, with EMI functioning as one important mechanism rather than the whole reform.
Research Question 3 asked what tensions emerge between this functional/ecological policy vision and benchmark-based language governance, and how Global Englishes and ELF perspectives can help reinterpret these tensions. The analysis shows that Vietnam's policy discourse promotes communicative and ecological English use while continuing to govern English competence through proficiency frameworks, assessment regimes, and standardized descriptors (MOET, 2014, 2026; Nguyen & Hamid, 2021). This creates the central paradox of the study: English is imagined as a flexible resource for multilingual communication but managed as a measurable standardized code. Global Englishes and ELF perspectives help reinterpret this tension by shifting the criterion of success from native-like conformity to intelligibility, accommodation, strategic competence, intercultural awareness, and multilingual participation (Galloway, 2013; Jenkins et al., 2011; Rose et al., 2021; Seidlhofer, 2005). The answer to RQ3 is therefore that the policy's transformative potential depends on whether benchmarks are used as flexible supports for communication or as narrow instruments of norm-referenced control.
This synthesis also clarifies the role of native-speakerism in the paper. The study does not claim that the policy texts explicitly promote native speakers as ideal models. Rather, it argues more cautiously that native-speaker normativity may persist indirectly through standardized assumptions about correctness, proficiency, assessment, and legitimate English. Native-speakerism is therefore treated as an interpretive lens for reading the ideological effects of benchmark-based governance, not as a separately proven policy objective. This distinction strengthens the paper's evidentiary logic and keeps its claims proportionate to the document-based method.
7. Implications
The implications below are derived from the policy-discursive analysis and should be read as design principles for future implementation rather than as claims about current classroom practice. This distinction matters because the study identifies what the policy makes possible and problematic; it does not evaluate whether schools have already enacted the vision successfully.
7.1 Curriculum
Curriculum reform should move beyond the assumption that more English input automatically produces better communicative competence. If English is to function as a second language in schools, curriculum must include opportunities for meaningful use across domains. This means designing tasks that reflect local-global communication scenarios: collaborative projects with international peers, workplace simulations, digital problem-solving, community presentations, intercultural discussions, and subject-based inquiry. Curriculum should also include exposure to diverse Englishes rather than only standardized native-speaker models. Learners need to hear and analyze English used by multilingual speakers from Asia and beyond, because these are likely to be common interlocutors in their future lives.
A Global Englishes-informed curriculum would also include critical language awareness. Students should examine why English has become powerful, how it relates to inequality, and how multilingual speakers can use it without devaluing their own languages. This is particularly important in Vietnam's context, where English is often linked to modernization and employability. Curriculum should help learners see English as a useful resource, not as a measure of personal worth or cultural superiority.
7.2 Assessment
Assessment reform is central because testing can quietly govern classroom practice more powerfully than policy rhetoric. If assessment remains dominated by discrete grammar, standardized pronunciation ideals, and native-speaker-like accuracy, teachers and students will prioritize those goals regardless of broader communicative aspirations. Assessment should therefore include interactional competence, pragmatic flexibility, mediation, accommodation, strategic repair, and intelligibility. These dimensions align more closely with ELF communication than with traditional native-speaker imitation.
This does not mean abandoning proficiency frameworks. National frameworks can remain useful for system planning and progression. However, they should be interpreted in ways that value multilingual communication. Speaking tests, for example, could assess whether learners can clarify meaning, respond to misunderstanding, adapt to different interlocutors, and complete collaborative tasks. Writing assessment could include digital genres, workplace communication, and audience adaptation. Listening assessment could include a wider range of accents and speaker backgrounds. Such changes would make assessment more consistent with the policy goal of functional English use.
7.3 Teacher Professional Development
Teacher professional development should be redesigned around the new ecological role of English. Teachers need more than higher test scores. They need support in using English flexibly in classroom routines, facilitating interaction, integrating content and language, managing multilingual resources, and developing students' confidence. For EMI teachers, professional development should include language-sensitive content pedagogy, scaffolding strategies, bilingual explanation, academic discourse, and assessment design.
Teacher education should also address native-speakerism. Holliday's (2006) critique is relevant because many teachers may feel professionally insecure if they believe that legitimate English belongs primarily to native speakers. A Global Englishes perspective can strengthen teacher agency by validating multilingual teachers as legitimate English users and pedagogical experts. This is especially important in Vietnam, where local teachers will be central to policy enactment. Imported models or foreign teachers cannot build a national ESL-in-schools ecology on their own.
7.4 Policy Implementation
Policy implementation should be differentiated rather than one-size-fits-all. A useful model would distinguish between at least three implementation layers. The first layer is foundational English exposure, where schools build regular but low-pressure opportunities for classroom routines, songs, games, short presentations, project displays, and digital engagement. This layer would be appropriate for schools with limited teacher capacity or low student proficiency. The second layer is partial English-enriched instruction, where selected subjects, modules, or projects include English terminology, bilingual materials, and structured communicative tasks. The third layer is more developed EMI, where schools with sufficient teacher expertise and student readiness teach selected subjects through English with explicit language support. Such layering would prevent the ESL-in-schools vision from becoming a single unrealistic template.
Differentiation should also include regional and institutional support. Rural schools may need mobile teacher-training teams, digital resources, shared lesson banks, and gradual targets. Urban schools with greater capacity may need guidance on avoiding elitist or symbolic Englishization. Universities and teacher education institutions should be involved in developing context-sensitive models rather than simply transmitting generic international approaches. Policymakers could also encourage local experimentation, provided that innovations are evaluated not only through test scores but through evidence of participation, inclusion, and learning quality.
Policy evaluation should also include qualitative indicators. Instead of measuring only proficiency levels or numbers of EMI classes, evaluation should examine how English is used in classrooms, whether students participate meaningfully, how teachers scaffold communication, whether Vietnamese and English are balanced productively, and whether learners feel able to use English in real contexts. Such evidence would provide a more accurate picture of whether English is becoming a functional educational resource.
8. Limitations and Future Research
The study's strengths and limitations derive from the same methodological choice: it offers a focused analysis of policy discourse. This makes it possible to examine how English is constructed, governed, and ideologically framed across national documents, but it does not allow claims about implementation effects. This study is limited by its focus on policy texts. It analyzes how national documents construct English, but it does not examine how these policies are interpreted or enacted by teachers, students, school leaders, parents, or local officials. The findings therefore should not be read as evidence of classroom practice. They identify policy discourse, not implementation outcomes.
A second limitation concerns translation and textual access. The analysis relies on Vietnamese policy texts and available English renderings where relevant, but it does not present itself as an official legal translation study. Exact legal wording, especially in Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg, Decree 222/2025/NĐ-CP, and Circular 33/2026/TT-BGDĐT, should therefore be checked against the official Vietnamese texts in any subsequent clause-by-clause legal analysis.
A third limitation concerns the scope of the policy corpus. The corpus focuses on national-level policy documents and does not include provincial implementation plans, school-level policy documents, institutional guidelines, teacher-training materials, or local administrative directives. These documents may mediate how national policy is interpreted and enacted in practice. Future research should therefore examine how the national ESL-in-schools vision is recontextualized across provinces, school types, and institutional settings.
A fourth limitation is temporal. The 2025-2045 vision is recent, and Circular 33/2026 was issued in April 2026 with effect from 31 May 2026. The policy field is therefore still developing. Future research should examine how implementation unfolds across different regions and school types. Interview studies with teachers and administrators would help reveal how policy goals are understood locally. Classroom observations would show whether English is used meaningfully or symbolically. Student research would clarify how learners experience English-rich environments and EMI. Comparative studies across urban and rural schools, public and private institutions, and general and higher education would also be valuable.
9. Conclusion
This paper contributes to TESOL and applied linguistics by showing how an Expanding Circle education system can attempt to construct ESL-like functions for English without changing the national legal status of English. This contribution is both empirical and theoretical: empirically, the paper analyzes Vietnam's 2025-2045 ESL-in-schools vision within a longer policy genealogy; theoretically, it connects this vision to Global Englishes, ELF, native-speakerism, EMI, and language-policy scholarship. This paper has examined Vietnam's move toward making English a second language in schools as a policy-discursive transformation rather than as an already completed sociolinguistic shift. The analysis shows that the 2025-2045 vision extends earlier foreign-language reforms by changing the policy imagination of English. English is no longer constructed only as a subject to be improved, tested, and aligned with national proficiency levels. It is increasingly constructed as an educational resource that should circulate through teaching, communication, extracurricular participation, digital environments, and institutional operation.
In response to the first research question, the paper has shown that Vietnamese policy texts construct English as moving from a foreign-language subject toward a second-language-like educational resource through a developmental and ecological discourse. Decision 1400/QĐ-TTg and Decision 2080/QĐ-TTg frame foreign-language competence as part of modernization, integration, and human-resource development, while Decision 2371/QĐ-TTg intensifies this logic by positioning English as a language to be embedded across school life. The shift is therefore not from EFL to ESL in a national legal sense, but from English as curricular competence to English as educational ecology.
In response to the second research question, the paper has identified the main mechanisms through which this ecology is to be built. These include English-medium or foreign-language-medium instruction, classroom communication, extracurricular activities, school management, digital learning environments, and institutional operations. Decree 222/2025/NĐ-CP is especially important because it regulates teaching and learning through foreign languages, thereby giving the ESL-in-schools aspiration an instructional-medium dimension. However, EMI is only one mechanism within a broader ecology; the policy vision depends equally on routine, low-stakes, socially embedded English use across school life.
In response to the third research question, the paper has argued that Vietnam's ESL-in-schools vision contains a central paradox. The policy discourse imagines English as functional, ecological, and future-oriented, but its implementation architecture remains strongly attached to proficiency frameworks, CEFR-like benchmarking, assessment regimes, and standardized descriptors. This tension does not mean that standards should be rejected. Rather, it indicates that benchmarks must be interpreted carefully so that they support communicative development rather than narrow English into a norm-referenced code. Global Englishes and ELF perspectives offer a way to do this by emphasizing intelligibility, accommodation, strategic competence, intercultural awareness, multilingual participation, and the legitimacy of local English users.
The contribution of the paper is therefore to show that Vietnam's ESL-in-schools aspiration should be understood as an invitation to rethink English education, not simply as a directive to increase English exposure. Its success will depend on whether policymakers, institutions, and teacher educators can move beyond treating English as a standardized imported code and instead conceptualize it as a flexible communicative resource for multilingual Vietnamese learners. If the policy is implemented through differentiated, equitable, and context-sensitive pathways, it may become a meaningful reform in how learners are prepared for communication in a diverse and interconnected world. If it is reduced to proficiency certificates, symbolic EMI, and native-oriented ideals of correctness, it risks reproducing the limitations of earlier EFL reforms under a more ambitious label.
Data Availability Statement
The policy documents analyzed in this study are publicly available national policy texts and are cited in the reference list. No interview, classroom observation, survey, or participant-generated dataset was used.
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