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Abstract
The transition from English as a Foreign Language (EFL) to ESL-oriented teaching has become a key direction in Vietnamese higher education, driven by national policies emphasizing communicative competence. However, implementing this shift remains challenging in contexts where traditional, form-focused instruction persists. This study examines ESL-oriented teaching in a Vietnamese university through a mixed-methods case study conducted in two General English classes (n = 82). Guided by three research questions, the study investigates students’ perceptions of ESL-oriented teaching, teacher adaptation during the EFL–ESL transition, and the challenges and opportunities emerging in classroom practice. Data were collected over 12 weeks using questionnaires, classroom observations, and teacher reflective journals. Findings show that students held moderately positive perceptions of ESL-oriented teaching, particularly regarding its usefulness for communication. However, affective barriers such as low confidence, fear of mistakes, and reluctance to participate limited engagement. Teacher adaptation was mainly reflected in scaffolding and task-based instructional redesign. Despite initial difficulties, student engagement and speaking confidence gradually improved. The study concludes that the transition to ESL-oriented teaching is gradual and context-dependent, highlighting the central role of teacher agency in mediating pedagogical change and the need for sustained scaffolding and supportive classroom environments.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Background
Across many EFL contexts, developing learners’ communicative competence is still a challenge, even after long-term curriculum reforms. In many classrooms, teaching is still focused on grammar and exams, which creates a gap between policy and real practice. Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) and Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) are widely used to improve interaction and meaningful use of language (Ellis, 2003; Long, 2015). However, how they work in class often depends more on context than on theory alone (Burns & Richards, 2021).
Recent studies therefore focus more on teachers as key actors in reform. Teachers do not only follow methods but also adjust them based on their classroom situation. This is often explained through teacher agency, which refers to teachers’ ability to make decisions in real teaching contexts (Priestley et al., 2015; Tao & Gao, 2021). In Vietnam, English reform under the National Foreign Languages Project (2025–2035, vision 2045) promotes communicative competence. However, in higher education, implementation is still uneven because of many classroom constraints that affect teachers’ practices (Dang et al., 2024; Ngo, 2024).
1.2. Problem Statement and Research Gap
Despite strong policy support for communicative teaching, the shift from traditional EFL to more ESL-oriented instruction in Vietnamese universities is still difficult. Previous studies point to common problems such as exam pressure, limited classroom interaction, and institutional constraints (Ngo et al., 2023). More recent work suggests that teacher agency plays an important role in how reforms are implemented in real classrooms (Tao & Gao, 2021; Ngo, 2024). However, there is still limited classroom-based evidence, especially studies using multiple data sources to capture what actually happens in teaching practice.
Although communicative language teaching and teacher agency have been studied separately, less is known about how teacher agency shapes the transition from EFL to ESL-oriented instruction in real classroom contexts in Vietnamese higher education. This study addresses this gap by examining both teacher adaptation and student responses through a mixed-methods classroom case study.
1.3. Research Objectives
This study examines ESL-oriented teaching in a Vietnamese university classroom. It aims to:
· explore students’ views on ESL-oriented teaching; 
· look at how the teacher adapted from EFL to ESL-oriented instruction; 
· identify main challenges and opportunities in using communicative teaching.
1.4. Delimitations
This study was carried out in one university classroom over a semester. It focuses on one teacher and one student group, using classroom observation, teacher reflection, questionnaires, and informal feedback. The results are specific to this context and are not meant to be generalised widely.
1.5. Research Questions
RQ1. How do students perceive ESL-oriented teaching in a Vietnamese university classroom?
RQ2. How does the teacher adapt instruction during the transition from EFL to ESL-oriented teaching?
RQ3. What challenges and opportunities emerge during this implementation?
2. Literature Review
2.1. The Shift From EFL to ESL-Oriented Teaching
In recent years, the difference between English as a Foreign Language (EFL) and English as a Second Language (ESL) has gained more attention in language teaching. EFL usually focuses on learning English for exams and classroom use, while ESL-oriented teaching emphasizes real communication and interaction. This change is linked to globalization and the increasing use of English in international settings.
In Vietnam, the move toward ESL-oriented teaching has been driven by national goals related to global integration, employability, and educational reform. As a result, English teaching has gradually shifted from grammar-based instruction toward more communicative and learner-centered approaches. However, this transition remains uneven across institutions and classrooms, as it requires not only curriculum change but also substantial pedagogical adjustment at the classroom level. This macro-level shift provides the policy background of the present study, which assumes that curriculum reform is not directly implemented but mediated through classroom actors, particularly teachers.
2.2. Pedagogical Implications of ESL-Oriented Teaching
The shift toward ESL-oriented teaching requires changes in how classrooms are run. Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) and Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) are often linked to this approach because they focus on real communication and meaningful use of language. Previous studies show that these methods can improve students’ interaction and engagement. Ellis (2003) notes that task-based teaching helps develop communicative competence through real communication, while Nunan (2004) stresses the need for tasks that match real-life use of English. However, most of these studies focus more on teaching principles than on how teachers actually adapt them in real classrooms.
Willis (1996) further proposes a structured framework for task implementation, including pre-task preparation, task cycle, and post-task language focus. Such frameworks illustrate how communicative pedagogy can be operationalised in classroom settings. However, as classroom realities vary, these pedagogical models are often adapted rather than directly applied. This adaptation process is central to the present study’s conceptual framework, which views pedagogical practice as being shaped by teacher interpretation and contextual constraints.
2.3. Challenges and Opportunities in Transitioning to ESL-Oriented Teaching
Despite the benefits of ESL-oriented teaching, previous studies still report many challenges, especially in EFL contexts. Common issues include exam pressure, rigid curricula, and limited space for communicative activities (Nghia & Quang, 2021). Teacher-related factors such as lack of training, limited resources, and difficulty managing interactive tasks also make implementation harder (Lam et al., 2021). In addition, students’ past experience with teacher-centered learning can lead to low confidence, speaking anxiety, and low participation.
However, although previous studies have identified both the challenges and the potential benefits of ESL-oriented teaching, relatively little attention has been paid to how university teachers experience the transition in specific institutional contexts. In particular, limited research has examined how lecturers navigate the shift to ESL-oriented teaching, the challenges they encounter during implementation, and the practical strategies they employ to address these challenges in Vietnamese higher education. Addressing this gap is important for understanding how pedagogical reforms can be effectively implemented in local educational settings.
2.4. Conceptual Framework and Research Gap
Although previous studies have pointed out many challenges in ESL-oriented teaching, there are still few classroom-based studies showing how these challenges are handled in real teaching practice. In particular, not much attention has been given to how teachers understand, adjust, and respond to pedagogical change in their actual classrooms.
Figure 1
Conceptual Framework of ESL-Oriented Teaching Implementation in a Vietnamese University Classroom
[image: ]
Grounded in this gap, the present study adopts a process-oriented conceptual framework. At the macro level, national English education reform in Vietnam promotes communicative competence as an intended outcome of policy. However, the implementation of this goal is not direct but mediated through classroom practice. 
At the meso level, teacher agency plays a central role in this mediation process. Teachers interpret reform expectations and make pedagogical decisions based on contextual constraints. These decisions are reflected in their adaptation of CLT and TBLT through task design, scaffolding strategies, and classroom interaction patterns (Priestley, Biesta, & Robinson, 2015; Tao & Gao, 2021). 
At the micro level, these pedagogical responses influence student engagement and participation, which in turn contribute to communicative competence development (Richards, 2008). This suggests a dynamic relationship between policy, teacher practice, and learner outcomes. 
Therefore, the three dimensions of this framework directly inform the research questions of the study. Student perceptions of ESL-oriented teaching reflect the micro-level learner experience. Teacher adaptation during instructional transition represents meso-level teacher agency in practice. Finally, the challenges and opportunities emerging from classroom implementation illustrate the interaction between contextual constraints and pedagogical possibilities. Together, these dimensions provide an integrated lens for examining ESL-oriented teaching in a Vietnamese university context.
3.  Methodology
3.1. Research Design
This study used a mixed-methods case study design, combining both qualitative and quantitative data to better understand the shift from EFL to ESL-oriented teaching. The case study was chosen to explore classroom practice, teacher adaptation, and student responses in one specific context.
In addition, a reflective practice component was incorporated, as the teacher-researcher continuously evaluated and adjusted instructional strategies throughout the implementation process. This design aligns with the study’s aim to examine pedagogical change as a situated and dynamic process.
3.2. Research Context and Participants
3.2.1. Context
The study was conducted at Ho Chi Minh City University of Foreign Languages – Information Technology (HUFLIT), Vietnam. The institution provides General English courses for non-English major students as part of its foundational curriculum.
3.2.2. Participants
The participants were 82 first-year non-English major students from two General English classes. They were 18-19 years old and had mixed English levels, from elementary to pre-intermediate. Both classes used the same curriculum and were taught by the same teacher to keep instruction consistent. Most students had experienced teacher-centered, grammar-focused learning in high school, with little practice in real communication. Convenience sampling was used because both classes were taught by the researcher during the semester.
3.2.3. Participant demographics
Table 1
Participant Demographics
	Variable
	Category / Mean

	Gender
	Male: 36 (43.9%) / Female: 46 (56.1%)

	Age
	18-19 years old

	CEFR level
	A1-A2 (majority), some A2+

	Major
	Non-English majors (Business, IT, Tourism, etc.)

	Years learning English
	7-10 years (mean ≈ 8.5 years)



3.3. Instructional Procedures
The shift to ESL-oriented teaching was carried out over about 12 weeks. During this period, traditional teaching was gradually changed to include more communicative and task-based activities. Lessons were redesigned to focus on real-life communication and student interaction, such as role-plays, pair and group discussions, problem-solving tasks, and speaking activities linked to students’ daily situations. The teaching followed a task-based structure (Willis, 1996), including pre-task, task, and post-task stages. To support the change, the teacher used simple strategies like scaffolding language, giving clear instructions, organizing group work, and creating a supportive classroom atmosphere to reduce anxiety and encourage participation.
3.4. Data Collection
Data were collected from three sources to ensure triangulation:
3.4.1. Classroom observations
Used to document student engagement, interaction patterns, and participation during ESL-oriented tasks.
3.4.2. Teacher reflective journals
Used to record instructional decisions, classroom challenges, and ongoing pedagogical adjustments.
3.4.3. Student questionnaire
A structured questionnaire was administered to 82 students after the intervention.
· Total items: 15 items 
· Scale: 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree) 
· Sections: 
· Student engagement (5 items) (Fredricks et al., 2004)
· Speaking confidence (5 items) (Woodrow, 2006)
· Perceptions of ESL-oriented teaching (5 items) (Richards, 2008)
The questionnaire was adapted from previous validated instruments in studies on communicative language teaching and learner engagement (e.g., Fredricks et al, 2004; Woodrow, 2006; Richards, 2008). A pilot study with 10 students (not included in the main sample) was conducted to ensure clarity and appropriateness of items. Minor wording adjustments were made based on feedback.
3.5. Validity and Reliability
3.5.1. Validity
Content validity was ensured through expert review by two specialists in applied linguistics and TESOL. They evaluated the questionnaire in terms of clarity, relevance, and alignment with research objectives. Minor revisions were made based on their feedback. A pilot test was also conducted to identify ambiguous wording and improve item clarity.
3.5.2. Reliability
Internal consistency was tested using Cronbach’s Alpha. All values were above .80, showing good reliability (Hair et al., 2019). The overall questionnaire had a reliability of α = .87, which is considered high. The subscale results were as follows:
· Engagement: α = .84
· Speaking confidence: α = .86
· Perception of ESL teaching: α = .85
3.6. Data Analysis
Quantitative and qualitative data were analyzed separately and then integrated for interpretation.
3.6.1. Quantitative analysis
Quantitative data from the questionnaire were analyzed using IBM SPSS Version 26. Descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) were used to describe students’ responses. Paired-samples t-tests were then used to compare students’ engagement, speaking confidence, and willingness to participate before and after the intervention. The significance level was set at p < .05. When normality assumptions were not met, the Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used instead.
3.6.2. Qualitative analysis
Qualitative data from classroom observations, reflective journals, and open-ended questionnaire responses were analyzed using thematic analysis following a structured coding procedure:
3.6.2.1. Open coding
Initial coding of raw data to identify meaningful units related to teaching practices, student responses, and classroom interaction. 
3.6.2.2. Axial coding
Grouping of codes into categories based on relationships and patterns (e.g., engagement, anxiety, scaffolding strategies). 
3.6.2.3. Theme development
Emergence of broader themes such as: 
· Student engagement transformation 
· Teacher adaptation strategies 
· Classroom interaction dynamics 
· Implementation challenges 
3.6.2.4. Cross-checking/ triangulation
Themes were cross-validated across data sources (observations, reflections, questionnaires) to ensure consistency. 
3.6. Ethical Considerations
Participation in the study was voluntary. Students were informed of the purpose of the study, and all questionnaire responses were collected anonymously. The data were used solely for research purposes, and participants’ confidentiality was maintained throughout the study.
4. Results
4.1. Overview of Findings
The findings combine both quantitative data (questionnaires) and qualitative data (classroom observations, teacher reflection, and student feedback) to answer the three research questions. They are organized by research question. First, the quantitative results are presented to show general trends in students’ responses, followed by qualitative findings to explain these results in more detail. Using both types of data helps give a clearer and more complete picture of the shift toward ESL-oriented teaching.
4.2. Students’ Perceptions of ESL-Oriented Teaching (RQ1)
This section presents findings related to students’ perceptions of ESL-oriented teaching based on questionnaire data and supporting qualitative evidence.
4.2.1. Quantitative results
Table 2 presents descriptive statistics of students’ perceptions.
Table 2
Item-Level Results of Students’ Perceptions of ESL-Oriented Teaching (n = 82)
	Item
	Mean
	SD

	I enjoyed participating in communicative tasks.
	3.84
	0.73

	ESL-oriented activities increased my classroom engagement.
	3.81
	0.69

	I was willing to communicate with classmates in English.
	3.55
	0.71

	I felt more confident speaking English.
	3.39
	0.77

	The communicative tasks were useful for real-life communication.
	3.96
	0.61


Among the five questionnaire items, students rated the usefulness of communicative tasks highest (M = 3.96, SD = 0.61), showing that they saw clear practical value. In contrast, speaking confidence was the lowest (M = 3.39, SD = 0.77), suggesting that emotional barriers still existed. This means students liked communicative activities, but they were still not fully confident when speaking English. Overall, students had positive views of the ESL-oriented approach, but still felt some hesitation in oral communication.
4.2.2. Qualitative results
Theme 1: Initial anxiety and low confidence	
Codes:
· nervousness when speaking 
· fear of mistakes 
· avoidance of speaking tasks 
Representative quotes:
“I feel nervous when I have to speak English in front of others.” (Student feedback)
“Many students remained silent during early speaking activities.” (Observation, Week 2)
Qualitative data from classroom observations and student feedback showed that anxiety and fear of making mistakes were the main problems at the beginning of the implementation. This helps explain the low score for speaking confidence (M = 3.41). At the same time, students still viewed ESL-oriented teaching positively, especially in terms of task usefulness and classroom engagement. This shows that positive attitudes existed, but were still affected by emotional barriers. Overall, both quantitative and qualitative results consistently indicate that students were generally positive about ESL-oriented teaching, even though affective challenges remained.
4.3. Teacher Adaptation During the Transition (RQ2)
This section reports how the teacher adapted instruction from EFL to ESL-oriented teaching based on qualitative data.
Theme 2: Scaffolding as a key adaptive strategy
Codes:
· providing model sentences 
· vocabulary support 
· step-by-step instructions 
· guided practice 
Representative quotes:
“After providing sample expressions, students participated more actively.” (Observation, Week 6)
“Clear scaffolding helped students understand the task better.” (Reflective journal)
Teacher scaffolding played a crucial role in supporting students’ transition to communicative learning. It reduced cognitive difficulty and increased participation.
Theme 3: Task-based restructuring of classroom activities
Codes:
· role-play tasks 
· group discussions 
· real-life communication tasks 
· peer interaction 
Representative quotes:
“Students worked in groups to solve real-life communication tasks.” (Observation, Week 7)
The teacher gradually moved from form-focused teaching to task-based learning, following ESL-oriented principles. This change was mainly seen in how the teacher used scaffolding and redesigned classroom activities to be more communicative and task-based. Overall, the shift happened step by step, not suddenly. Scaffolding and task redesign were the two main ways the teacher adapted instruction.
4.4. Challenges and Opportunities in Implementation (RQ3)
4.4.1. Qualitative evidence
This section presents both difficulties and positive outcomes during the transition.
Theme 4: Affective and behavioral challenges
Codes:
· fear of mistakes 
· low participation 
· dependence on teacher 
· silence in group work 
Representative quotes:
“Some students waited for the teacher instead of continuing the task independently.” (Observation, Week 4)
“I am afraid of speaking incorrectly.” (Student feedback)
Affective barriers and prior learning habits limited student participation, especially in the early stages of implementation.
Theme 5: Uneven participation in group work
Codes:
· dominant students 
· passive group members 
· language switching to Vietnamese 
Representative quotes:
“Only one or two students actively led the discussion in each group.” (Observation, Week 5)
Participation inequality was observed in group tasks, particularly in larger classes where teacher monitoring was limited.
Theme 6: Pedagogical opportunities and improvement
Codes:
· increased engagement over time 
· more voluntary participation 
· improved interaction 
· growing confidence 
Representative quotes:
“More students started participating in discussions in later weeks.” (Observation, Week 8)
“I feel more confident speaking with my group now.” (Student feedback)
Despite initial challenges, ESL-oriented teaching gradually improved student engagement and interaction. Structured tasks and scaffolding contributed to increased willingness to communicate.
4.4.2. Quantitative evidence of improvement
Table 3
Pre-Post Comparison of Student Engagement
	Variable
	Pre Mean (SD)
	Post Mean (SD)
	t
	p
	Cohen’s d

	Willingness to speak
	2.95 (.70)
	3.78 (.72)
	6.42
	<.001
	0.71

	Active participation
	3.01 (.68)
	3.85 (.70)
	6.87
	<.001
	0.76

	Speaking confidence
	2.88 (.72)
	3.62 (.74)
	5.98
	<.001
	0.66


Paired-samples t-tests revealed statistically significant improvements across all three indicators. 
· Willingness to speak: t(81) = 6.42, p < .001 
· Participation: t(81) = 6.87, p < .001 
· Speaking confidence: t(81) = 5.98, p < .001 
The biggest improvement was in active participation (d = 0.76), followed by willingness to speak (d = 0.71) and speaking confidence (d = 0.66). According to Cohen (1988), these are moderate to large effects, showing that the ESL-oriented teaching had a positive impact on students’ communication.
The transition involved both challenges (affective barriers, uneven participation) and opportunities (increased engagement and improved communicative behavior over time). Taken together, evidence from the present study suggests that although the transition created considerable challenges, appropriate pedagogical support enabled measurable improvements in classroom engagement and willingness to communicate.
4.5. Overall Summary of Findings
The results show that ESL-oriented teaching was perceived positively by students but initially constrained by affective factors such as anxiety and low confidence. Teacher adaptation, particularly through scaffolding and task-based redesign, played a central role in facilitating classroom participation. Although challenges persisted, quantitative and qualitative evidence both indicate a gradual improvement in engagement and communicative interaction.
		5. Discussion
5.1. Transition as a Gradual and Non-Linear Process
The findings show that the shift from EFL to ESL-oriented teaching happens slowly, not right away. At the start, many students were not very willing to join communicative tasks because they were used to teacher-centered and grammar-focused learning. This suggests that changing activities alone is not enough to change how students behave in class. As Richards (2008) notes, communicative teaching requires students to take a more active role in using English for real communication. Burns and Richards (2021) also point out that how CLT is applied depends a lot on classroom context, not just teaching methods. Therefore, students’ initial hesitation should be viewed as a natural stage of adaptation rather than a sign of unsuccessful implementation. This interpretation is consistent with previous studies showing that communicative reforms require sustained pedagogical and learner adjustment rather than immediate behavioral change (Lam et al., 2021). However, unlike earlier research, which has mainly examined reform at the policy or institutional level, the present study provides classroom-level evidence of how teacher adaptation and learner participation evolved during a 12-week implementation.
From the perspective of the conceptual framework, this gradual transition primarily reflects micro-level adaptation, where learners progressively adjusted to communicative classroom practices rather than responding immediately to pedagogical change. At the same time, the findings suggest that these learner responses were shaped by meso-level teacher mediation through continuous instructional adjustment, illustrating the dynamic relationship proposed in Figure 1.
5.2. Affective Barriers and the Legacy of EFL Instruction
Affective factors, especially anxiety and fear of making mistakes, were the main barriers to student participation. They affected how willing students were to speak in different classroom tasks. This shows that communicative ability is not only about language skills but also about feelings and confidence. In learning environments that focus strongly on correctness, students often see speaking English as risky rather than helpful. Previous studies also report speaking anxiety as a common problem in communicative classrooms (Woodrow, 2006; Nghia & Quang, 2021). The present study confirms these findings but further demonstrates that such affective barriers gradually diminished when communicative tasks were supported by scaffolding and a low-anxiety classroom environment. This highlights the importance of considering affective support as an integral component of ESL-oriented pedagogy rather than a supplementary classroom practice.
These findings further reinforce the micro-level dimension of the conceptual framework by demonstrating that learners’ communicative participation is influenced not only by linguistic competence but also by affective conditions created through classroom interaction.
5.3. Learner Dependency and Challenges to Autonomy
Another issue from the findings is that students still depended a lot on teacher guidance. Even during task-based activities, many students expected clear instructions, sample answers, and quick correction from the teacher. This matches Willis (1996), who notes that students new to TBLT often find it hard when they have less teacher control and more responsibility for learning. The results also show that students in this study had not yet fully developed the autonomy needed for ESL-oriented learning. Similar findings are reported in Vietnamese higher education, where students still rely heavily on teachers even in communicative classes (Nguyen & Pham, 2025). Unlike previous studies that mainly describe learner dependency as a contextual challenge, this study illustrates how structured scaffolding can gradually encourage greater learner autonomy during classroom interaction.
Within the conceptual framework, learner dependency represents a micro-level challenge that requires sustained meso-level pedagogical support. Teacher scaffolding functioned as the mediating mechanism through which greater learner autonomy gradually emerged.
5.4. Contextual Constraints: Large Classes and Interactional Inequality
The study also underscores the impact of contextual constraints, particularly large class size and mixed proficiency levels. Uneven participation, with more proficient students dominating discussions, was a recurring issue. This finding is consistent with Ellis (2003), who acknowledges that managing interaction in large classes poses significant challenges for TBLT implementation. Similarly, Nunan (2004) notes that class size can limit opportunities for meaningful interaction and individualized feedback. In Vietnam, Pham (2025) also identifies large-class teaching as a major barrier to implementing student-centered approaches. The present study adds nuance to this perspective by showing that, while large classes constrain interaction, they do not necessarily prevent the development of communicative competence if appropriate strategies are employed.
These contextual constraints illustrate how macro-level educational conditions, such as institutional realities associated with the implementation of national language policy, continue to shape classroom practice. However, consistent with the proposed framework, their influence was mediated through teachers’ instructional decisions rather than determining learning outcomes directly.
5.5. Teacher Agency and the Role of Reflective Practice
A key contribution of this study is the role of teacher agency in the transition process. Through ongoing reflection and adjustment, the teacher could respond to classroom challenges and change teaching strategies when needed. This supports the idea of reflective teaching, where teachers are seen as active decision-makers, not just people who follow policy. As Nunan (2004) notes, teaching innovation depends on how teachers adapt theory to fit their own classrooms. This idea is also supported by Tao and Gao (2021) and Ngo (2024), who argue that reform depends on teachers’ professional judgment in practice. Unlike earlier studies that focus mainly on theory, this study provides classroom evidence showing how reflection, scaffolding, and small teaching adjustments helped support the shift toward ESL-oriented teaching.
Among the three dimensions of the conceptual framework, the findings provide the strongest support for the central mediating role of meso-level teacher agency. Rather than functioning as passive recipients of policy, teachers actively interpreted reform goals, adapted instructional practices, and responded to emerging classroom needs. This mediating role explains how macro-level policy aspirations were translated into observable micro-level learner engagement.
5.6. The Effectiveness of Scaffolding and Real-World Tasks
Despite initial challenges, observed classroom practices reveal that scaffolding, structured interaction, and authentic communicative tasks were effective in promoting student engagement and willingness to communicate. This supports Willis’s (1996) task-based framework, which highlights the role of pre-task support in facilitating successful task performance, and is consistent with Ellis (2003) and Nunan (2004), who emphasize the value of authentic language use. Similarly, Nghia and Quang (2021) found that Vietnamese learners were more motivated when classroom activities reflected real-life communication. The present study extends these findings by providing both qualitative evidence and significant paired-samples t-test results showing that these pedagogical strategies contributed to measurable improvements in students’ classroom participation and speaking confidence over time.
Viewed through the conceptual framework, scaffolding represents the instructional mechanism through which teacher agency connects policy intentions with learner participation, thereby linking the meso and micro levels of implementation.
5.7. Implications for ESL-Oriented Teaching in Vietnam
The findings have implications across all three levels of the conceptual framework. At the macro level, national ESL policy should be accompanied by curriculum alignment, assessment reform, and sustained institutional support to facilitate meaningful classroom implementation. At the meso level, teacher professional development should strengthen teachers’ capacity to exercise agency through reflective practice, scaffolding, and adaptive pedagogical decision-making. At the micro level, classroom instruction should prioritize learner engagement, affective support, and authentic communicative opportunities to promote students’ willingness to communicate and communicative competence. Taken together, these findings support the conceptual framework by demonstrating that successful ESL-oriented teaching depends on the dynamic interaction among policy intentions, teacher agency, and learner participation rather than on any single dimension in isolation.
6. Conclusion
6.1. Summary of Key Findings
This study investigated the transition from EFL-oriented to ESL-oriented teaching in a Vietnamese university context using a mixed-methods case study design. The findings reveal that this transition is complex, gradual, and strongly shaped by both learner-related affective factors and contextual constraints.
At the student level (RQ1), many learners were not confident at first. They were afraid of making mistakes and not very willing to speak in communicative tasks. However, questionnaire results still showed that students had fairly positive views of ESL-oriented teaching, especially its usefulness.
At the teacher level (RQ2), change mainly came through scaffolding and redesigning tasks to be more communicative. These adjustments helped connect traditional teaching with ESL-oriented practices.
At the implementation level (RQ3), the study found both difficulties and benefits. Problems included anxiety, dependence on the teacher, and unequal participation in large classes. At the same time, both quantitative and qualitative data showed that students gradually became more engaged and more confident in speaking over the 12-week period.
6.2. Theoretical Contributions
This study contributes to ESL-oriented teaching research in three ways. First, it extends TBLT and CLT theories (Ellis, 2003; Nunan, 2004; Willis, 1996) by showing that tasks and interaction alone are not enough. Students still need clear scaffolding that matches their level and makes tasks easier to follow. Second, it shows that student participation depends not only on language ability but also on feelings like anxiety and confidence. This means affective factors should be included in models of communicative teaching. Third, it highlights teacher agency in real practice. Teachers do not just follow policy, but adjust and adapt it to fit their classroom context in Vietnamese universities.
6.3. Pedagogical and Policy Implications
Several implications can be drawn from the findings. First, the move to ESL-oriented teaching should be seen as a slow process. It needs time and support for both teachers and students. Quick changes are unlikely to work well if students’ habits and classroom culture do not change at the same time. Second, affective factors like anxiety and fear of making mistakes need to be addressed directly. A safe and supportive classroom environment is important to help students feel more willing to speak. Third, scaffolding and clear task design are very important, especially in large classes where students may find it hard to work independently. Finally, teacher reflection and agency are key in making this change work. Teachers need space to adjust and adapt teaching in real classroom conditions. From a policy view, ESL reform should go beyond changing the curriculum. It should also include ongoing teacher training, practical classroom support, and assessment that values communication. Institutional support for reflective teaching is also necessary to help teachers apply reforms effectively in different contexts.
6.4. Limitations of the Study
Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations. First, it was conducted with a relatively small sample of students from a single institution, which may limit the generalizability of the findings. Second, the study relied partly on self-reported data, which may be subject to bias. Third, the duration of the implementation was relatively short, and therefore the long-term impact of ESL-oriented teaching practices was not fully explored.
6.5. Recommendations for Future Research
Future research could expand this study by looking at ESL-oriented teaching in different universities and teaching contexts. Long-term studies are also needed to see how students’ speaking skills and learning behaviors change over time. In addition, future work could explore how digital tools and AI can support ESL-oriented teaching, especially in large classes.
6.6. Final Remarks
In conclusion, this study shows that the shift from EFL to ESL-oriented teaching is both difficult and changeful. At first, students face problems such as anxiety, low confidence, and dependence on the teacher. However, these issues can improve over time with scaffolding, task-based activities, and reflective teaching.
The findings suggest that successful change does not depend only on new teaching methods, but also on how teachers act, how students adapt, and the classroom context. ESL-oriented teaching should therefore be seen not as a final goal, but as an ongoing process of change in classroom practice.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework of ESL-oriented teaching implementation in a Vietnamesse university classroom.




