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Abstract
This study investigates how upper secondary English teachers in Vietnam respond to emerging ESL-oriented expectations within the country’s evolving English language education context. Although recent educational directions increasingly emphasize communicative and use-oriented English teaching, limited research has explored how teachers interpret such expectations before they become fully institutionalized. The study examines how teachers perceive ESL-oriented expectations and how these perceptions shape their professional identity and agency. A qualitative research design was employed, using semi-structured interviews with eight female secondary English teachers working in urban public schools in Vietnam. The data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis. The findings indicate that teachers associate ESL-oriented expectations primarily with communicative teaching and authentic language use, while simultaneously experiencing uncertainty due to limited implementation guidance. Participants anticipated shifting from knowledge transmitters to facilitators of communication and learning, yet also foresaw tensions related to exam-oriented systems, large class sizes, and uneven student proficiency. Although teachers anticipated adapting professionally, their agency appeared strongly mediated by institutional and contextual constraints. The study contributes to research on teacher identity and agency by showing how professional meaning-making emerges not only through emerging ESL-oriented educational change, but also through teachers’ interpretations of anticipated policy expectations. Given the context-specific nature of the study, the findings should be understood as reflecting the experiences of female English teachers working in urban public secondary schools rather than Vietnamese teachers more broadly.
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1. Introduction
English language education has undergone significant transformation in many contexts, particularly through increasing emphasis on communicative and use-oriented approaches to English learning. In Vietnam, this shift is reflected in ongoing efforts to move beyond an exam-oriented EFL model toward approaches that emphasize real-life language use and communication. However, such changes are often articulated as broad orientations rather than fully specified and systematically implemented policies, leaving teachers to interpret and respond to evolving expectations in their own ways.
In this study, the term ESL-oriented does not suggest that Vietnam is becoming a traditional ESL society in which English functions as a dominant societal language. Rather, it refers to emerging expectations for English to serve increasingly as a medium for communication, participation, and learning within educational contexts. The term therefore captures a pedagogical and functional orientation toward English use rather than a complete sociolinguistic transition.
Within this context, research on language teacher identity provides a useful lens for understanding how teachers engage with change. Teacher identity has been widely conceptualized as dynamic, socially constructed, and context-dependent (Beijaard et al., 2004; Varghese et al., 2005). Rather than being fixed, identity is continuously negotiated through teachers’ interactions with institutional discourses, professional experiences, and sociocultural expectations. From this perspective, changes in educational orientations - such as a shift toward communicative or ESL-oriented approaches - are likely to reshape how teachers understand their roles and responsibilities.
While teacher identity helps explain how teachers understand their professional roles, the concept of teacher agency provides insight into how they respond to educational change in practice. From an ecological perspective, agency is not an inherent capacity but an achievement emerging from the interaction between individuals and their contexts (Priestley et al., 2015; Biesta & Tedder, 2007). Teachers are therefore not passive implementers of policy, but active agents who interpret, adapt, and negotiate pedagogical expectations within the constraints and affordances of their working environments. Understanding teachers’ anticipatory responses to educational reform is important because teachers’ interpretations often shape how policy directions are eventually enacted in practice. Examining teachers’ perceptions at this emerging stage therefore provides insight not only into possible implementation challenges, but also into how educational change is interpreted and imagined before formal institutionalization occurs.
At the same time, a substantial body of research has documented tensions between policy expectations and classroom realities. Teachers’ beliefs, prior experiences, and contextual conditions often shape how educational reforms are interpreted and enacted, leading to discrepancies between intended policy goals and actual classroom practices (Borg, 2006). From a policy enactment perspective, educational change is not implemented uniformly but interpreted and negotiated differently across local contexts (Ball et al., 2012). Such tensions become particularly visible in contexts where teachers are expected to adopt new professional roles without sufficient structural support, institutional alignment, or clear implementation guidance.
In Vietnam, recent studies have highlighted similar challenges, including large class sizes, exam-oriented assessment systems, and uneven student proficiency levels, all of which complicate the implementation of communicative approaches (Do, 2022; Vu & Burns, 2014). While these studies provide valuable insights into the difficulties of reform implementation, they have largely focused on enacted practices rather than on how teachers perceive and respond to emerging expectations before such expectations become clearly institutionalized.
This points to an important gap in the literature. While teacher identity and agency have been extensively studied, less attention has been paid to how these constructs are shaped in contexts where policy directions remain evolving and not yet fully institutionalized. In such contexts, teachers are not responding to clearly defined requirements, but to anticipated and interpreted expectations, which may influence how they understand their roles and prepare for change.
Addressing this gap, the present study examines how English teachers in a Vietnamese educational context perceive, interpret, and respond to emerging ESL-oriented expectations. By focusing on teachers’ perceptions, anticipated challenges, and projected responses, the study seeks to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of educational change as a process shaped not only through implementation, but also through interpretation and anticipation.
To address these issues, the study investigates how English teachers perceive and respond to emerging ESL-oriented expectations, with particular attention to professional identity, anticipated challenges, and professional agency. With this aim, the study addresses the following research questions
RQ1. How do English teachers in Vietnam perceive their changing roles in response to emerging ESL-oriented expectations?
RQ2. What tensions and challenges do they anticipate in responding to ESL-oriented expectations?
RQ3. How do they anticipate exercising professional agency in negotiating policy expectations and classroom realities?
While previous studies have primarily examined teachers’ experiences after communicative reforms have been implemented, considerably less attention has been paid to how teachers interpret and make professional meaning from anticipated ESL-oriented expectations before such reforms become fully institutionalized. This study addresses this earlier stage of educational change.
2. Literature Review
2.1. Vietnam’s shift toward an ESL-oriented educational context 
English language education in Vietnam has undergone substantial transformation in recent years as the government increasingly positions English as a strategic resource for international integration, economic development, and educational modernization. This shift is reflected in recent policy documents such as Kết luận số 91-KL/TW (Bộ Chính trị, 2024) and Quyết định số 2371/QĐ-TTg (Thủ tướng Chính phủ, 2025), which articulate the national vision of gradually bringing English into schools as a second language. These policy directions indicate a movement away from a traditional exam-oriented EFL model toward a more communicative and use-oriented approach to English education.
Within a conventional EFL framework, English is generally treated as a discrete academic subject emphasizing grammar, vocabulary, and examination performance. By contrast, an ESL-oriented perspective tends to position English more functionally, emphasizing communication, participation, and practical language use within educational and social contexts. However, Vietnam cannot yet be considered a fully developed ESL society in the traditional sense. Rather, the country appears to be moving toward an ESL-oriented educational context, where English is increasingly expected to function as a communicative and educational resource within schooling.
Recent scholarships suggest that this transition involves more than curriculum reform alone. Ngo (2023), for example, argues that English in Vietnam is increasingly associated with employability, mobility, and globalization, yet the implementation of communicative teaching remains uneven across educational contexts. This indicates that policy aspirations alone are insufficient to transform classroom practice unless accompanied by pedagogical, institutional, and professional change.
Educational reform does not occur uniformly across contexts. Policy enactment perspectives emphasize that schools and teachers actively interpret and negotiate policy within local institutional realities rather than mechanically implementing official directives (Ball et al., 2012; Braun et al., 2011). This is particularly relevant in Vietnam, where differences in resources, assessment systems, and institutional conditions may shape how ESL-oriented expectations are understood and enacted.
Such changes inevitably place English teachers at the center of educational transition. As English becomes increasingly positioned as a resource for communication and participation rather than solely as an object of study, teachers may be expected to assume new pedagogical and professional roles. Understanding how teachers perceive and respond to these emerging expectations therefore becomes an important area of inquiry.
2.2. Teacher identity and the redefinition of professional roles
The concept of teacher identity has become increasingly important in research on educational reform because it helps explain how teachers understand themselves and their professional roles within changing institutional contexts. Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) conceptualize teacher identity as a dynamic and complex construct shaped by personal experience, professional interpretation, and contextual influences rather than fixed individual characteristics. From this perspective, educational change often requires teachers not only to adopt new practices but also to renegotiate their professional sense of self.
Research in language teacher identity has similarly emphasized the socially situated and continuously evolving nature of identity construction. Barkhuizen (2016, 2017) argues that language teacher identity is constructed and reconstructed through interaction with institutional discourses, policy expectations, classroom experiences, and sociocultural contexts. Language teachers are therefore not passive recipients of reform; rather, they actively interpret and negotiate what it means to teach language within specific educational environments.
In contexts of educational transition, identity is often future-oriented. Ruohotie-Lyhty (2018) suggests that teachers construct imagined professional selves in response to anticipated expectations and projected professional demands, while Zembylas (2003) highlights the emotional dimensions accompanying identity reconstruction during periods of change. These perspectives are particularly relevant in Vietnam’s emerging ESL-oriented context, where teachers may increasingly be expected to move beyond traditional knowledge-transmission roles and adopt more communicative and facilitative professional identities.
In the present study, teacher identity serves as a lens for examining how teachers perceive and reconstruct who they are becoming in response to emerging ESL-oriented expectations.
2.3. Professional agency and educational change
Professional agency provides insight into how teachers respond to educational change within the opportunities and constraints of their professional contexts. Priestley, Biesta, and Robinson (2015) conceptualize teacher agency from an ecological perspective, arguing that agency is not an inherent individual trait but an achievement emerging from the interaction between teachers’ prior experiences, present working conditions, and future aspirations.
From this perspective, teachers’ responses to reform are shaped not only by their motivation or beliefs, but also by contextual conditions such as curriculum demands, institutional culture, assessment systems, professional support, and available resources. Agency is therefore relational and contextually mediated rather than purely individual.
Existing studies in Vietnam have also documented tensions associated with English-related educational reforms, including language proficiency concerns, pedagogical pressures, unequal learning conditions, and contextual constraints (Do, 2022; Vu & Burns, 2014; Vo et al., 2022). These studies suggest that teachers’ responses to communicative and English-related expectations are strongly shaped by institutional realities and local teaching conditions. More recently, Dang (2024) highlights the role of transformative agency among Vietnamese teachers, showing that teachers actively reinterpret and negotiate reform expectations within sociocultural and institutional constraints. 
Taken together, these studies suggest that teachers’ responses to ESL-oriented expectations are likely to involve ongoing negotiation between emerging professional demands and existing structural realities. However, limited research has explored how teachers imagine responding to such expectations before they become fully institutionalized. In the present study, professional agency provides a lens for examining teachers’ projected actions, adaptation strategies, and responses to anticipated educational change.
2.4. Theoretical framework
The literature reviewed above highlights three complementary perspectives relevant to understanding teachers’ responses to emerging ESL-oriented expectations. Teacher identity explains how teachers perceive and reconstruct their professional roles. Professional agency explains how teachers imagine responding to educational change within contextual opportunities and constraints. Policy enactment contributes a broader perspective by explaining how reform expectations are interpreted, negotiated, and translated differently across local educational contexts.
This study is grounded in a socio-constructivist perspective of teacher identity, an ecological perspective of professional agency (Priestley et al., 2015), and the concept of policy enactment (Ball et al., 2012; Braun et al., 2011). Together, these perspectives conceptualize teachers’ responses to ESL-oriented expectations as a dynamic interaction among evolving professional identity, contextually mediated professional agency, and institutional conditions shaping educational change.
This integrated framework provides the conceptual basis for examining how teachers make sense of emerging ESL-oriented expectations and project their professional responses in contexts where reform directions remain evolving and not yet fully institutionalized.
The framework also informed the design of the interview protocol and the analytical process. Teacher identity guided questions related to perceived role changes, professional responsibilities, and imagined future selves. Professional agency informed questions concerning projected actions, adaptation strategies, and the negotiation of contextual constraints. Policy enactment informed questions exploring how teachers interpreted emerging and sometimes unclear reform expectations. During analysis, these concepts served as sensitizing lenses for coding and theme development, while still allowing new themes to emerge inductively from the data.
3. Methodology
3.1. Research design
This study adopts a qualitative research design to explore how upper secondary English teachers in Vietnam perceive and respond to emerging ESL-oriented expectations. A qualitative approach was considered appropriate because the study focuses on teachers’ interpretations, perceptions, and projected responses to educational change within their specific professional contexts.
The study is informed by a socio-constructivist perspective, which views teacher identity and agency as socially constructed and context-dependent. Since ESL-oriented expectations in Vietnam have not yet been fully institutionalized, the study focuses on how teachers interpret and anticipate these emerging expectations rather than on actual policy implementation.
More specifically, the study may be characterized as an interpretive qualitative interview study informed by teacher identity research, ecological perspectives on professional agency, and policy enactment theory.
3.2. Research participants and participant coding
The participants included eight female English teachers working in urban public upper secondary schools. Participants ranged in age from 27 to 49 years old and had between 6 and 25 years of teaching experience. All participants held bachelor’s degrees in English Language Teacher Education, and five had completed master’s degrees in TESOL. Purposive sampling was employed to recruit information-rich participants who were likely to provide meaningful insights into emerging ESL-oriented expectations. Participants were selected because they were experienced English teachers working in public upper secondary schools where communicative teaching reforms and English language policy developments were increasingly relevant. Variation in age, teaching experience, and academic qualifications was also considered during recruitment to capture a range of professional perspectives.
The participants worked within the context of Vietnam’s 2018 General Education English Curriculum, which officially emphasizes communicative competence and the integrated development of four language skills. However, English teaching and learning at the secondary level remain strongly influenced by examination-oriented assessment systems. Although current textbooks include communicative and four-skill activities, classroom instruction often focuses on language knowledge and test-oriented content related to school examinations, high school graduation examinations, and university entrance assessments. Major examinations continue to rely heavily on multiple-choice formats, while listening, speaking, and extended writing are rarely formally assessed. At the upper secondary level, English is generally taught approximately three periods per week under the national curriculum. As a result, participants worked within educational contexts characterized by tensions between communicative curriculum goals and exam-oriented classroom realities.
To ensure confidentiality, pseudonymized participant codes were used throughout transcription, coding, and reporting. Each participant was assigned a numerical code (e.g., T1, T2, T3), in which T refers to Teacher.
Although the sample provided rich professional perspectives, it represents a relatively specific group of participants. All teachers were female and worked in urban public upper secondary schools. Consequently, the findings should be interpreted within this particular educational context and may not fully reflect the experiences of male teachers, teachers working in rural or disadvantaged areas, private-school teachers, or teachers operating under different institutional conditions. The purpose of the study, however, was not statistical generalization but in-depth exploration of teachers’ professional meaning-making in a specific educational setting.
3.3. Data collection
Data were collected through semi-structured individual interviews conducted over approximately three weeks in March 2026. Each interview lasted between 40 and 60 minutes and was conducted primarily in Vietnamese to allow participants to express their ideas comfortably and in depth.
The interview questions were developed based on the study’s research questions and theoretical framework, particularly the concepts of teacher identity, professional agency, and policy enactment. Because ESL-oriented expectations remain emerging rather than fully implemented, many questions were framed using future-oriented language to explore teachers’ anticipations, imagined roles, and projected responses.
The interview protocol focused on three main areas aligned with the research questions: (1) teachers’ perceptions of changing professional roles under emerging ESL-oriented expectations; (2) anticipated tensions and challenges related to classroom realities and institutional conditions; and (3) teachers’ projected professional agency in responding to evolving educational expectations. Prior to data collection, the interview protocol was reviewed by two colleagues with expertise in English language education and qualitative research. Minor revisions were made to improve question clarity, sequencing, and alignment with the research questions and theoretical framework. Sample interview questions are provided in Appendix A.
Although the interview questions were organized around these broad areas, participants were also encouraged to elaborate on related experiences, emotions, concerns, and professional expectations that emerged during the interviews. All interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent and later transcribed for analysis.
3.4. Data analysis
The data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke (2006, 2021). Interview transcripts were read multiple times to achieve familiarity with the data before initial codes were generated.
The coding process combined deductive and inductive approaches. Initial coding categories were informed by the study’s research questions and theoretical framework, particularly the concepts of teacher identity, professional agency, and policy enactment. At the same time, additional patterns related to uncertainty, ambiguity, emotional pressure, and imagined professional roles emerged inductively during the analysis.
Related codes were subsequently grouped into broader themes representing shared patterns across participants’ responses. The final themes focused on teachers’ perceived role changes under emerging ESL-oriented expectations; anticipated tensions between educational expectations and contextual realities; and projected professional agency in responding to emerging educational change.
The analysis adopted an interpretive rather than purely descriptive orientation, focusing not only on what teachers said but also on how they constructed meaning around anticipated educational change, uncertainty, and professional transformation.
To enhance the trustworthiness of the analysis, the researchers engaged in repeated transcript reading, iterative coding, and ongoing analytical discussions throughout the study. Reflexive notes were maintained to document emerging interpretations, coding decisions, and potential researcher assumptions. Themes were reviewed repeatedly against the complete dataset to ensure coherence, consistency, and adequate representation of participants’ perspectives. Consistent with reflexive thematic analysis, the emphasis was placed on analytic transparency and reflexivity rather than inter-rater reliability (Braun & Clarke, 2021).
3.5. Ethical considerations
All participants were informed about the purpose of the study before the interviews were conducted. Participation was voluntary, and participants had the right to withdraw from the study at any time. To protect confidentiality, all names and identifying information were anonymized during transcription and reporting.
 						 4. Results
4.1. Perceived role changes under emerging ESL-oriented expectations
Six of the eight participants associated emerging ESL-oriented expectations with a stronger emphasis on communicative competence and authentic language use within educational settings. Teachers perceived that future expectations would extend beyond traditional exam-oriented instruction, requiring them to support students’ ability to communicate effectively both inside and outside the classroom. As one participant explained:
“Chắc chắn sẽ dạy cho sinh viên giao tiếp nhiều hơn… làm sao cho học sinh, sinh viên có thể giao tiếp được trong phạm vi nhà trường…” (T3)
Three participants (T5, T7, T8) also anticipated broader professional responsibilities extending beyond language teaching itself. They described English teachers as potentially becoming a central force in supporting communication across the school environment, including assisting colleagues from other subject areas in using English more confidently.
These perceptions suggest that teachers anticipated ESL-oriented expectations as requiring a shift from knowledge transmission toward more facilitative, communicative, and supportive professional roles. Participants envisioned themselves not only as instructors, but also as facilitators, encouragers, consultants, and creators of English-speaking environments:
“Có lẽ không chỉ là một người giảng bài, mà có thể đóng nhiều vai facilitator, encourager, cooperator…” (T1)
“Tôi nghĩ mình sẽ là một cooperator cùng tham gia các hoạt động ngôn ngữ với các em” (T2)
In addition, teachers associated these changing roles with increased interpersonal, emotional, and professional demands. Participants like T1, T4, T6, and T7 described the future English teacher as needing to become more flexible, communicative, active, and professionally responsible. Such responses indicate an emerging reconstruction of teacher identity shaped by anticipated expectations regarding communication-oriented teaching and authentic language use.
However, despite this general understanding, three participants (T4, T7, and T8)  consistently expressed uncertainty regarding how such expectations would eventually be implemented in practice. T4, for example,  described current directions as “mơ hồ” (unclear) and difficult to predict:
“Tôi thấy khá mơ hồ… nhưng chắc sẽ khó khăn.” (T4)
This perceived ambiguity appeared to shape how teachers imagined their future professional roles. While most participants viewed communicative expectations positively, a few teachers (T1, T3 and T4) also expressed skepticism regarding the feasibility of such expectations within Vietnam’s highly exam-oriented educational system. In addition, some participants expressed anxiety about whether they would be capable of fulfilling these expanding professional responsibilities:
“Nhiều responsibilities hơn nên lo lắng không biết có làm tròn không.” (T2)
These findings suggest that teachers are actively constructing future-oriented professional identities based not on clearly institutionalized policy requirements, but on their interpretations of evolving and anticipated educational expectations.
4.2. Anticipated tensions between ESL-oriented expectations and contextual realities
Nearly all participants (seven of the eight teachers)  anticipated significant challenges in aligning ESL-oriented expectations with existing classroom and institutional conditions. A key concern was the mismatch between communicative teaching approaches and structural constraints such as large class sizes, exam-oriented systems, and uneven student proficiency levels:
“Lớp hiện tại rất đông không phù hợp để dạy giao tiếp… thi cử còn nặng nề… đặc biệt ở các lớp cuối cấp.” (T5)
Teachers also pointed to broader systemic issues, including disparities across regions and limitations in teachers’ own language proficiency:
“Một số giáo viên chưa đạt chuẩn để giao tiếp bằng tiếng Anh lưu loát… trình độ học sinh cũng còn thấp và chênh lệch giữa các vùng miền.” (T7)
These anticipated tensions reflect a perceived gap between policy aspirations and classroom realities. Teachers expressed concern that without structural changes, the expected shift toward ESL-oriented teaching may be difficult to achieve:
“Không có môi trường giao tiếp bên ngoài lớp học… thi cử chưa thay đổi thì chưa đạt kỳ vọng được.” (T8)
In addition, economic and institutional factors were also identified as potential barriers:
“Lương giáo viên quá thấp nữa.” (T2)
Such responses indicate that teachers are not only aware of pedagogical challenges but also critically evaluating the feasibility of reform within existing systemic conditions.
Moreover, several participants (T2, T5, T7, and T8) anticipated significant pressure associated with these changes:
“Chắc chắn là áp lực rồi… không chỉ về cách dạy mà còn nâng cao khả năng tiếng Anh nữa.” (T8)
This highlights that the anticipated transition involves not only instructional adjustments but also substantial demands for professional development, often without clear support structures.
4.3. Professional agency under emerging expectations
Participants projected a forward-looking sense of professional agency, expressing intentions to adapt their teaching practices in response to anticipated ESL-oriented expectations. A key strategy identified was self-directed professional development, particularly in improving their own English proficiency:
“Tôi nghĩ đầu tiên mình phải tự nâng cao năng lực tiếng Anh của mình…” (T1)
In addition, some other teachers envisioned creating more opportunities for authentic language use within school settings, such as increasing communicative activities and fostering English-speaking environments:
“Có thể tạo sân chơi cho các em nhiều hơn… nếu sân trường là một môi trường bắt buộc giao tiếp bằng tiếng Anh… thì sẽ từ từ improve mọi thứ.” (T3)
These responses suggest that teachers anticipated taking proactive steps to align their practices with anticipated expectations, particularly in terms of pedagogy and learning environment.
However, this sense of agency was not entirely autonomous. Most participants (six of the eight teachers) emphasized the need for formal training and theoretical grounding, particularly in areas such as second language acquisition:
“Chúng tôi cần được đào tạo về second language acquisition… đầu tiên cần thay đổi trọng tâm bài học sang hướng giao tiếp.” (T6)
This suggests that while teachers anticipated being open to change, their capacity to act is closely tied to access to professional development and institutional support.
Moreover, teachers’ projected agency appeared to be significantly constrained by systemic factors, particularly the persistence of exam-oriented assessment systems. One participant highlighted a reluctance to implement changes without clear alignment at the policy level:
“Tôi sẽ chờ hướng dẫn cụ thể… nếu tôi thay đổi cách dạy, sợ rằng khi thi cử các em không đạt yêu cầu…” (T5)
This reflects a form of projected and conditional agency, in which teachers’ willingness to innovate is mediated by external structures such as curriculum and assessment. Rather than anticipating independent pedagogical change, participants projected themselves as responding to top-down guidance and system-wide reform initiatives.
5. Discussion 
This study set out to examine how English teachers in a Vietnamese educational context perceive and respond to emerging ESL-oriented expectations, with a particular focus on teacher identity and professional agency. The findings reveal a complex and dynamic process in which teachers actively interpret, anticipate, and negotiate their roles under conditions where expectations remain evolving rather than fully defined.
5.1. Teacher identity as anticipatory and negotiated
The findings suggest that teachers’ professional identities are dynamic, future-oriented, and continuously negotiated in response to emerging ESL-oriented expectations. Consistent with Beauchamp and Thomas’s (2009) view of teacher identity as socially constructed and evolving, participants in this study did not describe their roles as fixed or stable. Instead, they imagined themselves adopting more facilitative, communicative, and relational roles within increasingly communication-oriented educational environments.
These findings also support Barkhuizen’s (2017) argument that language teacher identity is shaped through interaction with institutional and sociocultural discourses. However, unlike many previous studies focusing on enacted reform, the present study demonstrates that identity reconstruction may begin even before educational expectations become fully institutionalized. Teachers were not responding to clearly operationalized policy requirements, but rather to evolving and interpreted expectations regarding future educational change.
In line with Ruohotie-Lyhty’s (2018) notion of imagined professional selves, teachers projected themselves into future-oriented identities associated with communication, flexibility, emotional engagement, and expanded professional responsibility. Their responses suggest that teacher identity is shaped not only by present classroom realities but also by teachers’ interpretations of anticipated professional demands.
At the same time, this process of identity negotiation was accompanied by considerable uncertainty and emotional tension. Participants consistently described ESL-oriented expectations as unclear and difficult to predict, yet they still attempted to construct meaningful understandings of their future roles. Consistent with Zembylas (2003), concerns about competence, preparedness, and expanding responsibilities highlight the emotional dimensions of professional identity during periods of educational change.
Taken together, these findings suggest that professional identity reconstruction may begin before reform implementation occurs, as teachers actively construct meanings around anticipated rather than enacted educational expectations. 
5.2. Anticipated tensions and policy ambiguity
The findings indicate that teachers anticipate significant tensions between emerging ESL-oriented expectations and existing classroom realities. Consistent with previous research on policy- practice gaps (Borg, 2006), participants identified multiple structural constraints that may hinder the realization of communicative and use-oriented teaching approaches, including large class sizes, exam-oriented assessment systems, uneven student proficiency, limited English-speaking environments, and regional disparities. These findings also align with previous studies highlighting contextual barriers affecting English language education reform in Vietnam (Do, 2022; Vu & Burns, 2014; Vo et al., 2022).
Importantly, these tensions were largely anticipatory rather than based on direct implementation experience. Nevertheless, they already shaped how teachers interpreted emerging expectations and imagined their future practices. This suggests that the effects of educational reform may emerge not only through implementation, but also through anticipation and interpretation.
The findings also support Ball et al.’s (2012) policy enactment perspective, which argues that educational reform is interpreted and negotiated differently across local contexts rather than mechanically implemented. Even in the absence of clearly operationalized policy directives, teachers in this study were already constructing localized meanings around ESL-oriented expectations based on their professional experiences and contextual realities.
It is important to note, however, that these interpretations emerged from experienced teachers working in urban public secondary schools. Therefore, the findings should be interpreted within this particular context, as teachers in other educational settings may experience ESL-oriented expectations differently.
Overall, the findings suggest that anticipated reform may generate forms of uncertainty and tension long before institutional implementation occurs, highlighting the importance of examining educational change as an interpretive and anticipatory process rather than solely an implementation-driven phenomenon.
5.3. Professional agency under emerging reform expectations
The findings further suggest that teachers projected a forward-looking and contextually mediated form of professional agency in responding to emerging ESL-oriented expectations. Participants anticipated improving their English proficiency, incorporating more communicative activities, and creating environments that encourage authentic language use within schools. These responses indicate that teachers were actively imagining and preparing for possible future professional demands rather than passively awaiting policy implementation. 
Such findings resonate with the ecological perspective on teacher agency proposed by Priestley et al. (2015), which conceptualizes agency as emerging from the interaction between individual capacities and contextual conditions. Participants’ projected responses were shaped not only by motivation and professional commitment, but also by institutional structures, assessment systems, workload, and access to professional support.
At the same time, participants’ projected agency appeared conditional rather than fully autonomous. Teachers consistently emphasized the need for clearer policy guidance, professional development opportunities, and systemic alignment before implementing substantial pedagogical change. Several participants expressed hesitation about independently adopting communicative approaches if assessment systems remained exam-oriented. This reflects a form of constrained agency in which teachers’ willingness to innovate is mediated by broader structural realities.
The findings also align with Dang’s (2024) discussion of transformative agency in Vietnam, which highlights teachers’ active attempts to reinterpret and negotiate educational expectations within sociocultural and institutional constraints. However, unlike teachers responding to enacted reforms, participants in the present study were responding primarily to anticipated and evolving expectations. This suggests that professional agency may begin to emerge before educational reforms become fully institutionalized.
Together, these findings suggest that teachers’ projected responses to ESL-oriented expectations involve both identity reconstruction and contextually mediated forms of professional agency, highlighting the importance of examining educational change before formal implementation occurs.

6. Conclusion
This study examined how English teachers in a Vietnamese educational context perceive and respond to emerging ESL-oriented expectations, with particular attention to teacher identity, anticipated tensions, and professional agency. The findings revealed that teachers generally associated ESL-oriented expectations with communicative language use, authentic interaction, and expanded professional responsibilities beyond traditional exam-oriented teaching. In response to these anticipated expectations, participants projected more facilitative, relational, and communication-oriented professional identities, suggesting that teacher identity reconstruction may begin even before reforms become fully institutionalized.
At the same time, the study found that teachers anticipated significant tensions between emerging expectations and existing educational realities, including exam-oriented assessment systems, large class sizes, uneven student proficiency, and limited institutional support. Despite these challenges, participants expressed a forward-looking sense of professional agency through their willingness to improve their own professional competence and adapt their teaching practices. However, such agency appeared strongly mediated by structural and contextual conditions, particularly policy coherence and systemic alignment.
Overall, the study suggests that educational change should be understood not only as a process of policy implementation, but also as a process of interpretation, anticipation, and professional meaning-making. The findings also imply that supporting teachers in emerging reform contexts may require not only individual professional development, but also clearer policy guidance, greater alignment between assessment systems and communicative teaching goals, and stronger institutional support for teachers navigating educational change.
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Appendix A. Sample Interview Questions
1. How do you understand the emerging shift toward a more ESL-oriented approach to English education in Vietnam? 
2. How do you think your role as an English teacher may change under these emerging expectations? 
3. What challenges or tensions do you anticipate when responding to such expectations? 
4. What actions might you take to adapt to these changes? 
5. What forms of support would help you respond effectively to emerging ESL-oriented expectations?

