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Abstract. This paper examines how English for Specific Purposes 
lecturers changed their teaching strategies that align with their beliefs 
about active learning at a Vietnamese university. There is a growing 
interest in making changes in tertiary instructional practices to involve 
students in active learning in response to increasing international 
contexts. Significant reforms of higher education in Vietnam have called 
for the quality of education, particularly foreign language teaching and 
learning. Thus, it requires teachers to change not only thinking about new 
instructional ways but also role shift in improving student learning. 
However, there is a paucity of research into how science lecturers 
perceive their practice changes as improving student learning in 
interactive and dynamic ways. This paper draws on data collected as part 
of a qualitative action research study including interviews, classroom 
observations, and planning meetings over three-semester periods. The 
focus of this study is on the data which examined how five lecturers 
perceived and implemented active learning strategies. The findings 
indicate lecturers’ positive beliefs about the change process and their 
growing awareness of the need for role changes in their practices, thereby 
associating change with their agency in the change process. Pedagogical 
implications for policymakers and ESP lecturers are also considered. 
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1. Introduction 
Much research has been done about the role active learning plays in higher 
education over the last few decades as it is viewed as student engagement, 
participation in, and responsibility for their learning process (e.g., Bonwell & 
Eison, 1991; Freeman et al., 2014; Mintzes & Walter, 2020). From the constructivist 
student-centered approach to date there has been an increased emerging need for 
active learning in tertiary education in Vietnam and this trend influences how 
teachers change their beliefs and instructional practices (Prince, 2004). Yet, 
teaching at universities is mostly grounded on lecture mode (Nguyen, 2014), thus, 
the current shift from traditional lecture views towards a student-centered active 
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learning approach is a real challenge for lecturers and students (Nguyen, 
Haworth, & Hansen, 2019). Also, there appears to be little research into science 
teachers’ agency about the active learning process in English for Specific Purposes 
classes to enhance student learning within the context in Vietnam. This paper 
therefore presents a new lens of active learning in the teacher change process that 
science lecturers perceived the need for change and then implemented their new 
strategies in their ESP classes.  

To effect changes in instructional practices and to promote student active learning 
in response to increasing international contexts, the Vietnamese Government has 
called for role changes of lecturers. This guiding principle necessitates lecturers’ 
innovative teaching strategies to enhance student learning, including their greater 
responsibility and participation in their learning process. In particular, the 
National Foreign Language Project 2020 have called for the quality of teaching 
and learning foreign languages, including English at all levels of education to 
meet the needs of students (Ministry of Education and Training, 2008). These 
strategic policies present a real challenge for lecturers since teaching practices at 
Vietnam higher education institutions have been lecture-based (Pham, 2010). 
Integrating more active learning strategies, therefore, involves substantial 
changes in the beliefs, roles, and decision-making of lecturers. Understanding 
such challenges, therefore, suggests that lecturers in ESP classes perceived 
themselves as agents of change in their teaching practices in line with new 
government policies.  

This paper provides insights from a study that examined lecturer agency about 
the change process that aligns with their beliefs in ESP classes to enhance student 
learning. The research question that guided the study reported in this paper was: 
‘How do ESP lecturers change their teaching strategies in line with their beliefs 
about active learning?’  

 
2. The literature 
 
2.1. Active Learning 
Research into active learning has indicated its role as an alternative to traditional-
based approach (e.g., Armbruster, Patel, Johnson, & Weiss, 2009; Watters, 2014). 
Specifically, active learning strategies exert a strong impact on student learning 
(Prince, 2004). There are several perspectives on active learning in the literature. 
In this paper, two key features of active learning are discussed. Firstly, active 
learning refers to the notion of what students are engaging in doing activities and 
thinking about what they are doing (Bonwell & Eison, 1991). Their view entails 
the vital role of higher-order thinking processes (e.g. analysis, synthesis and 
evaluation) as highlighted in Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy. Once students are 
engaged as active participants in the learning process, their learning attitudes and 
skills may occur as a result (Smith, Sheppard, Johnson, & Johnson, 2005). This 
constructivist view suggests that students are likely to take greater responsibility 
for and involvement in learning.  

Secondly, active learning is that it “provides opportunities for students to talk and 
listen, read, write, and reflect as they approach course content through problem-
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solving exercises, information small groups, simulation, case studies, role-
playing, and other activities, all of which require students to apply what they are 
learning” (Meyers & Jones, 1993, p. xi). In this definition, active learning is 
particularly associated with the integration of skills mediated by the lecturer to 
help students learn. Thus, active learning places a strong emphasis on the role of 
the lecturer (Arthurs & Kreager, 2017; Auster & Wylie, 2006; Keyser, 2000) and 
importantly, the implementation of new strategies such as problem-solving, 
technology advanced tasks, or evidence-based instruction (Strubbe, Stang, 
Holland, Sherman, & Code, 2019). From these perspectives, active learning is 
viewed, for this study, as an interactive process in which students construct and 
utilize knowledge in critical and meaningful ways.  
 
2.2. Lecturer agency 

The notion of agency refers to the exercise of control over one’s behavior (Bandura, 
1997; Holland, Lachicotte Jr., Skinner, & Cain, 1998); the power to act purposefully 
and reflectively (Inden, 2000); the power to make decisions that bring positive 
change (Moore, 2008); or the capacity to understand personal goals towards 
actions (Edwards, 2009). Bandura (1997) and Holland and his colleagues (1998) 
further describe agency as a causative interaction of self-efficacy beliefs influencing 
change (Water & Gerson, 2007). From these perspectives, effective teaching is 
likely to depend upon or is driven by the teacher or lecturer agency. There is a 
growing interest in teacher agency in response to the call for curriculum and 
instruction change initiated by the government; therefore, teachers are likely to 
act their roles as ‘agents of change’(Priestley, Biesta, & Robinson, 2015), ‘ecology’ 
(Biesta, Priestley, & Robinson, 2017),  or ‘agentic professionals’ (Simpson, Sang, 
Wood, Wang, & Ye, 2018). As its name suggests, teachers are believed to play an 
indispensable role within the social, political, and cultural-mediated contexts in 
which they work to effect changes (Willis, McGraw, & Graham, 2019). Such 
agentic beliefs are associated with lecturer commitment (Tao & Gao, 2017) and 
their passion for teaching. Lecturers, therefore, with a strong sense of agency can 
provide students with an effective learning environment, which contributes to 
their personal and social growth (Calvert, 2016; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2007; 
Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001). The present study reported in this 
paper examines how lecturers' sense of agency was modified over time. 
 
2.3. Lecturers’ beliefs, Self-efficacy 

Despite a growing concern of content-based instruction taught through English 
as a challenge to lecturers and students in Asia (Feryok, 2008, 2012; Nunan, 2003), 
few studies have examined lecturers’ beliefs about change concerning active 
learning strategies presented to students within the ESP teaching and learning 
context where lecturers language and science are Vietnamese (Nguyen, 2013). 
This study is about lecturers’ beliefs about the change process and their 
implementation of active learning strategies. 

Lecturers’ beliefs refer to the ways that lecturers think about their actions (Clark 
& Peterson, 1986; Dewey, 1933; Martin, Park, & Hand, 2019). Beliefs influence 
lecturers’ actions in specific classroom practices for the sake of enhancement of 
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student learning (Dewey, 1933; Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992), including that of 
science education (Boesdorfer, Del Carlo, & Wayson, 2019; Lumpe, Haney, & 
Czeniak, 2000; Martin et al., 2019). Boesdorfer and colleagues (2019) reveal that 
science teachers’ beliefs about student learning of science and their instructional 
practices are connected and that teachers’ practices are viewed as enactment of 
what teachers believe is best for student learning. However, since beliefs are likely 
to be hard to change (Pajares, 1992), lecturers may need support and involved in 
new instructional activities that result in a change in their beliefs, knowledge, and 
practices (Bakkenes, Vermunt, & Wubbels, 2010). In other words, belief change is 
likely to promote practice change (Clark & Peterson, 1986; Cronin-Jones, 1991).  

Self-efficacy plays an important part in understanding the impact of lecturers’ 
beliefs and their instructional practices (Bandura, 1977; Hoy & Miskel, 2001; 
Pajares, 1992). Bandura (1977) defines self-efficacy as “beliefs in one’s capacities 
to organize and execute the courses of action required to produce given 
attainments” (p. 3). In this definition, self-efficacy refers to a person’s judgment of 
his or her potential success in performing a given task, as noted in Hoy and Miskel 
(2001), Hansen (2004), and Kazempour (2008). Self-efficacy beliefs are thus 
integral to teaching concerning motivation and student learning. Such beliefs help 
lecturers to "determine how much effort people will expend and how long they 
will persist in the face of obstacles and aversive experiences" (Bandura, 1977, p. 
194). Other literature also supports the view that highlights the impact of self-
efficacy beliefs on lecturer practice (Hoy & Miskel, 2001; Pajares, 1996; Usher & 
Pajares, 2008). If lecturers have strong beliefs in their capabilities, then they are 
motivated to accomplish their tasks by developing instructional activities or active 
learning strategies that are important and relevant to their student learning in 
specific subjects or disciplines.  
 
2.4. English for Specific Purposes and teacher change 

Over the last four decades, English for Specific Purposes has gained its increasing 
recognition in English language teaching and learning in science education 
(Basturkmen, 2006; Dudley-Evans & St John, 1998; Khan, 2020) to meet the needs 
and interests of learners (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987; Ramirez, 2015) within 
multifaceted contexts of life, including education. The terms ‘learner-needs’ 
,‘goal-oriented’, and ‘process-oriented’ all denote the defining characteristics of 
English for Specific Purposes (Kırkgöz & Dikilitaş, 2018; Nunan, 2003). ESP 
instruction, therefore, entails lecturer knowledge of the interplay of complexities 
of student learning, course content, and instructional practices.  

English for Specific Purposes, as its name and above features suggests, demands 
that lecturers should make changes in practices to ensure student learning in 
effective ways. To keep up with ever-changing globalized world of academia and 
work, English for Specific Purposes lecturers in Vietnamese tertiary context are 
no exception in shifting roles and making innovative instructional decisions to 
move students forward.  

While science lecturers recognize English for Specific Purposes as a crucial part in 
their teaching practices, the challenges as teachers’ lack of teaching skills, 
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knowledge, and inadequate preparedness for the instruction are identified in the 
literature (e.g., Alsharif & Shukri, 2018). In Vietnam, students with mixed-levels 
of English proficiency challenged lecturers in science classes. A more recent study 
about teacher beliefs about active learning by Nguyen and his colleagues (2019) 
has identified big class size, unqualified subject-specific lecturers; inactive 
students, and resources as key issues while experiencing change (Nguyen et al., 
2019). Therefore, there is a pressing need for lecturers to tailor their instruction 
and syllabi, which in turn, drives them to change.  

 
3. The Study 

3.1. Design and participants 

This paper reports on an aspect of a wider study that used qualitative action 
research undertaken at a university in the Mekong Delta, Vietnam to explore how 
lecturers in science classes implemented changes in line with beliefs about active 
learning and their role change. The criteria for selecting the lecturers focused on 
their similar tenure, professional and research knowledge, and English 
proficiency. However, these five science lecturers who were not trained with 
English for Specific Purposes teaching experienced new teaching strategies while 
endeavoring to improve their teaching practices through enhancing students’ 
active learning.  These lecturers were working in five different colleges at 
university voluntarily participated in the study. At the time of the study, years of 
teaching experience of the lecturers varied from 14 to 32, with an average of 21.8 
years. In this research the researcher played a facilitative role, working alongside 
the lecturers to develop active learning activities and reflect on their change 
practices. Pseudonyms are used to protect lecturers’ identities.  

3.2. Instruments 

Over the three-semester periods, data gathered through semi-structured 
interviews, observations, and planning meetings were electronically recorded. 
The first investigative tool focused on an in-depth examination of lecturers’ beliefs 
about active learning and changes in their teaching practices. Extracts from 
observation and planning meetings were identified as the role change of lecturers 
and their decision-making process in line with their beliefs in the change process. 

As action research focuses on bringing about changes and improving practice 
(Burns, 2010; Elliott, 1991; McNiff & Whitehead, 2010), the present study 
qualitatively recorded ways that both the researcher and participating lecturers 
collaboratively planned, acted, observed, reflected, and made action plans for 
changes. These opportunities allowed the lecturers in this study to understand the 
benefits of change, increase their capacity for change, and enhance their learning 
and professional growth. 

The lecturers were first interviewed at the beginning and at the end of the action 
research process where they expressed their beliefs about active learning, the 
impact of beliefs on their role changes in science teaching over time. Each 
interview lasted approximately one hour. The lecturers were then observed in 
each class once a week from four to six times over the three-semester period. Each 
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fifty-minute observation of lecturers’ lessons were video-recorded, transcribed, 
and translated into English. Observation categories of the five-stage lesson plan 
allowed lecturers to reflect on the effects of their role change in practice, and for 
the researcher to encourage further thinking and action plan through the key 
incidents in lecturers’ practices. Following the class observation, planning 
meetings were set with each lecturer to revisit the action, reflect on or evaluate the 
change effects, and then develop new active learning strategies for subsequent 
classes. Follow-up interviews were finally conducted with the lecturers at the end 
of each semester of the study.  

3.1. Data analysis 

Interview data were analyzed using the thematic analysis (Boyatzis, 1998). This 
type of analysis helped identify categories and themes, as noted by Craig (2009) 
with reviewing data as ‘units of meaning’, as noted by Stringer (2008). These 
themes along with observation scenarios and planning meeting notes examined 
changes in lecturers’ beliefs, roles and practices over time.  
 

4. Findings 

This section presents the findings from the qualitative action research examining 
how science lecturers experienced the change process in English for Specific 
Purposes classes. Analysis of data is organized into three themes identified as 
lecturers’ beliefs about implementing active learning, awareness of role change, 
and their agency in the change process over time.  

4.1. Lecturers’ beliefs about implementing active learning 

The first theme identified from interview data was that all of the participating 
lecturers believed active learning was related to student-centeredness and this 
trend was found to grow stronger in the implementation of change over time. For 
example, Tung said: 

“I think active learning was useful although I had to do many things and 
spent hours preparing new lesson plans and problem-solving. In previous 
classes, I had not considered the answers to questions raised by students 
because they were passive (Tung, follow-up interview)” 

These comments indicate the increased involvement of both the participating 
lecturer and his students in the co-construction of new knowledge.  
 
Another lecturer revealed that the implementation of active learning was 
necessary because this awareness indicated their students’ responsibility for 
learning sciences. In a planning meeting, this lecturer further noted that active 
learning could allow students to contribute their ideas to what was presented to 
them (Bach, planning meeting notes).  
 
Initially, Tham believed that promoting active learning meant being student-
centered. She contended that 
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“Active learning is focused on the role of the students, particularly how 
to help them build up new knowledge from previous experience and how 
to connect that knowledge” 

 
Thus, Tham’s view recognized the importance of high-order thinking that 
required students to utilize what they learned and expanded such learned 
knowledge for their new learning experience. 

 
At the end of her action project, Tham confirmed her beliefs about active learning 
that fitted into her teaching. She said: 

“Through students’ attitudes, I realize that they like this course. They 
express more ideas, speak more in English, and participate in more 
activities in a friendly and collaborative way. They can make 
presentations in class well whereas previously they were not told to do so 
(Tham, follow-up interview).” 

These above views suggest that these lecturers were more aware of students who 
were independent of their lecturers in learning new knowledge through 
interactions and implementation of technological resources. Their instructional 
change was therefore closely related to their motivation to promote student 
autonomy. 

At the onset of the study, Bach associated change with the role of the students in 
their learning process. He said it was a real issue as active learning depends on 
student involvement and their accountability for their learning outcomes (Bach, 
initial interview). While participating in the change process, Bach acknowledged 
that active learning had fitted into his teaching and had been a positive experience 
up to this time: 

“Active learning is needed because it has fitted my role. Previously, I 
lectured and my students listened. They only knew the literal 
interpretation by translating texts and were passive. They forgot many 
things. Now, I have my students do many activities; therefore, they can 
use words with various meanings to fit in the context of their discipline 
(Bach, follow-up interview).” 

 
The theme of viewing students as active participants in their learning process 
happened again along with other interviewees about vocabulary teaching in 
context as a means of relating prior to new knowledge. Such changes in lecturers’ 
beliefs indicated that the higher-order thinking he utilized could help students to 
learn more actively. Thus, students could learn, internalize their learning, and 
apply new knowledge.  

For most lecturers, as change progressed, active learning had fitted into their 
teaching as a result of students’ increased participation in activities planned as 
part of the study. One lecturer stated: 
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“I do think active learning has been part of my lesson plans and would be 
sustained if more time was provided. Biology terms are the most 
complicated ones in this paper. Well, it is therefore through discussions 
with peers, students are expected to learn more (Tam, follow-up 
interview).” 

Overall, despite some varying degrees of positive beliefs about active learning in 
the change process, their belief change to some extent could influence how they 
attempted alternative ways to get students involved in taking charge of their 
learning in English for Specific Purposes classes. 

4.2. Awareness of the role change 
 
The second theme was that the participating teachers were aware of their roles in 
the change process as they viewed themselves as facilitators of active learning. 
They indicated that they only provided students with basic knowledge and 
require them to find further information. The following extracts illustrate their 
views. 

“I think now I act as a facilitator rather than a controller. Otherwise, 
students are still passive. I try to help them with ideas and keywords and 
make them think about what they want to study and to discuss” (Tung, 
follow-up interview) 

It can be found that Tung shifted his roles in moving students beyond traditional 
ways of learning assigned tasks at different stages of his lessons and that by doing 
so, students as active participants of developing subject-specific knowledge could 
involve in learning and thinking about the tasks presented to them instead of 
being asked to do. At the end of the action plan, Tung positively reflected on his 
role change: 

“I kept asking what students know and want, such as ‘What else can you 
say about this?’ rather than having them listen to me all the time as I did 
previously. In pairs or groups, they learned from interacting with others.” 

These comments suggest that Tung had changed his views on the lecturer-student 
relationship, which allowed students to take more active roles. By taking a 
facilitative role, he engaged students in a dialogue that entailed thought-
provoking and shared ideas. 

In line with beliefs about active learning as noted earlier, Bach indicated a shift 
between his roles as a knowledge provider, a lecturer, and a facilitator:  

“The teacher has to master the vocabulary. Therefore, in the first lesson, I 
play the role of a guide. When students present ideas or opinions, I provide 
them with translating new terms. While students work in groups, I 
facilitate their tasks.” 

This reflects how Bach conceptualized active English for Specific Purposes 
teaching as engaging his students in an interactive learning process.  
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Initially, Tham noted that by interweaving her roles, she was able to help move 
students beyond the passive learning they were used to. She said: 

“I am a controller of in-class activities. In the role of an instructor, I 
assign them exercises and then correct their mistakes to help them know 
where they are. Besides, I act as a facilitator in leading group discussions.” 

Recognizing the need for a role shift from a controller to a facilitator during 
teaching, Tham further said that she wanted to help less able students in 
practicing English skills. Thus, by taking a facilitative role, Tham provided her 
students with an opportunity to speak more English since they were seen as 
owners of new knowledge in their learning process. 

After she participated in the study, Tham revealed an increased awareness of her 
role change: 

“I provide students with the knowledge and the way to approach that 
knowledge. However, I focus more on teaching them how to learn, 
depending upon the stages of the lesson. I have different roles such as 
being an observer, a facilitator, or an assessor. I think the role of a 
facilitator or a guide dominates.” 

These comments suggest that by taking a facilitative role, Tham perceived her 
students as active learners who were becoming more responsible for constructing 
their knowledge. 

Two lecturers noted that towards the end of their participation in the study, they 
recognized the importance of the weaving of three roles in delivering their 
lessons. These role changes include a provider, a guide, and a facilitator at 
different stages of his lessons, as noted in the following two extracts: 

“First, I take the role of a knowledge provider. Second, [I am] a guide who 
shows students how to find references, and a controller throughout 
activities. When students take advanced papers, they will be more 
autonomous and I will act as a facilitator.” (My, planning meeting 
notes) 

“I teach students vocabulary and content knowledge. During the group 
discussion and exercises, I position myself as a facilitator. When students 
do not know what to do next for a given task, I play the role of a guide.  
Towards the end of the course, well, I talk less but my students talk more 
during the lesson” (Tam, planning meeting notes) 

These reflections suggest that the lecturers played more supportive roles as time 
progressed as they focused upon the active roles of the students as autonomous 
learners instead of seeing them as passive recipients of knowledge. They also saw 
that the lecturer-student relationships were established to contribute to more 
active learning of students in their classes. 
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4.3. Self-efficacy and agency driving change 
 
Self-efficacy 
The participating lecturers expressed varying degrees of self-efficacy, which is a 
key component of personal beliefs about making changes. 

They expressed a strong sense of self-efficacy about the change process. While 
Tung and Bach believed that the need for change was part of their work or 
responsibility, two other lecturers (Tham and My) expressed their sense of self-
efficacy to make changes in pedagogical practices, particularly teaching strategies. 
One good example that reflects personal efficacy is the case of Bach who said, 

“Lecturers have to find their ways to teach their papers. As a teacher, 
academic advisor, or supervisor, I know what to do for my students in 
learning this paper” (Bach, follow-up interview)  

This quote suggests that Bach’s sense of self-efficacy was based upon his teaching 
competence and roles rather than external or contextual influences by the 
university and college. Also, he became aware of not only general teaching 
efficacy but also English for Specific Purposes teaching efficacy that could drive 
him to make changes in his teaching practices. 

With further regard to the self-efficacy beliefs of lecturers, Tham’s case is an 
interesting example. She expressed her self-efficacy beliefs about her planning of 
new teaching strategies,  

“I strive to engage my students in practicing as many exercises as possible 
to acquire sufficient English and find their ways to learn” (Tham, 
follow-up interview) 

Tham’s assertion reflected her dedication to change in active learning practice as 
she viewed students taking responsibility for their learning process. Such beliefs 
may influence the choices of the strategies she could make, which were relevant 
to the needs of her students. 

In contrast, Tam's view on self-efficacy expressed how change related to 
personal and professional pride, before she implemented the change process. 
She said, 

“I want my students to get through what I present to them. It would be 
my shame if my students did not understand my lesson” (Tam, follow-
up interview). 

Her response perhaps came as much from her expectations of herself as a teacher 
as from her teaching philosophy. 
 
Agency drives change 

All lecturers believed that they were agents of change in the implementation 
process of change in English for Specific Purposes science classes. 
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Evidence of responsibility and roles about change can be seen in the case of Tam 
who said, 

“If I do not make any changes in my ways, students will not learn much. 
I always want to help them to learn better and to be a role model” (Tam, 
follow-up interview). 

In Tam’s case, she held a strong sense of agency about student learning. What she 
expected students to see her as a role model seemed to reflect not only the 
construction of identity about student learning outcomes but also her identity 
about moral values she could perceive.  

Tham also revealed that she had a strong sense of agency about his professional 
identity. She said,   

“If I do not make any changes in teaching, I will be left behind and cannot 
improve my teaching” (Tham, follow-up interview).  

Tham viewed herself as a person who was ready to change. Her teaching 
philosophy of being an agent of change, as a science lecturer perhaps came from 
the strong link between the teaching goals set for her and her strong sense of 
professional identity, which could bring about change in her classroom practices. 
Inherent in Tham's view concerning her role as being an agent of change was also 
the commitment she had to drive changes that allowed students opportunities to 
learn. 

My’s strong sense of agency demonstrated that his commitment and 
determination to make changes in his teaching profession was related to his role 
as an agent of change. He said,  

“If the University does not provide any support, I will still make 
changes.”  

In My’s words, he believed change was more likely to come from the lecturer 
himself rather than being contingent upon the institution. Unlike other lecturers 
in the present study, he believed change was a major part of his professional goals 
and closely linked with his identity as a science lecturer. He said,  

“Change is expected to perfect my desired goals - bringing students to a 
higher level. Moreover, seeing students enjoy working with their 
businesses is an intellectual capital for me” (My, follow-up interview).  

His personal goals for student learning and their future work drove him to change 
while implementing new instructional practices. 
 
Aligned with the beliefs about active learning noted earlier, the science lecturers 
were observed while implementing more active and interactive activities in their 
English for Specific Purposes classes, as evidenced in the following extracts of 
observation notes. 
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Initially, Tung focused on teaching reading and speaking activities as two integral 
parts of his change process. He had students seat in groups of five and complete 
the reading task for ten minutes. In guiding students to interact with other peers, 
he and the researcher provided them some prompts, moved around the class to 
check if they needed help (Tung, observation notes). In a planning meeting, Tung 
shared that he now understood reading for main ideas was essential because 
students needed an exact content knowledge (planning meeting). Near the end of 
the study, Tung utilized interactive ways such as panel discussion, brainstorming, 
and concept mapping to allow his students to take more active roles, as shown 
below. 

“Each group member [student] first presented one section on ‘Bacteria 
growth phases’. Students were asked to brainstorm some ideas related to 
each of the five phases (from lag to death phases). Then, they were given 
some new words and their meanings for clarity. Later, students were 
asked to link ideas and to develop the logic of the topic” (Tung, 
observation notes) 

One can see that Tung shifted his role to a facilitator while encouraging students 
to speak more English. During the planning meeting, he said these new strategies 
could expose students to a deeper thinking about the lesson.  
 
Likewise, at the beginning of the project, Bach stated that reading and translation 
were key to his teaching. He contended that these two skills in chemistry were 
needed to assist students in understanding technical terms (Bach, planning 
meeting), as presented in the observation notes: 

“Students were asked to read online a short text on chemistry for two 
minutes and then to translate into Vietnamese. In groups of four, they list 
the major points or ideas and then each group leader/ representative 
presents their completed task.” (Bach, observation notes #1) 

Bach further provided his students with an opportunity to take greater 
responsibility for their learning through watching short video clips of the ‘Human 
body and life process’.  

“The teacher had students watch a video clip, ‘Biology: Seven life 
processes’. The time for the task is four minutes. Students were asked to 
complete the blanks provided on the blackboard. The teacher replayed the 
recording two times.  Then, he asked students to read out loud the answer 
for each slot of the blanks to answer the questions mentioned on the 
board.” (Bach, observation notes #2) 

 

Similar to Back, Tham used reading and translation strategies in her class. 
However, as change occurred, she put students into interactive group work 
activities through brainstorming and concept mapping as she thought these two 
strategies provoked student thinking, as noted below.  
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“The teacher asked students to brainstorm what factors affect the 
development and growth of trees. Students were then asked to connect 
ideas using maps. The teacher finally had students discussed with their 
peers and report the final work” (Tham, observation notes # 4) 

Through reflections, Tham acknowledged the benefits of collaborative 
undertaking with the researcher 

“This co-working research is useful because it allows me to change a lot 
and forward my professional growth. Action means improvement and 
commitment to inquiring into classroom practice. I think I will continue 
new ways to make students learn better” (Tham, planning meeting) 

From Tham’s joint decision-making, it can be concluded that she understood the 
effects of changes in practice were in close connection with professional growth. 

As part of implementing active learning, Tung used a questioning technique, 
matching, and reflective writing. These activities aimed to provide students with 
more opportunities to take more active roles in their learning (planning meeting). 
Observation notes below illustrated how Tung initiated the changes. 

“Students were asked to tell what they knew about the cell (definition, 
functions and history) before watching slides of ‘Parts of the cell’. In pairs, 
students were asked to observe the diagram, answer true-false questions, 
read the passage, and translate these segments into Vietnamese. 
Pronunciation of new words was included” (Tung, observation notes 
#2) 

Thus, Tung believed that the use of questioning accompanying video clips helped 
students learn. This practice indicates that he integrated all English language skills 
into the lesson to enhance students’ speaking opportunities and familiarize them 
with critical thinking. He went on to explain that when students worked in pairs, 
they tended to feel more relaxed and to interact with other students (planning 
meeting). 

Throughout the study, Tung was more aware of the usefulness of the role of the 
students as active learners while positioning himself as a facilitator, as illustrated 
in the following episode 

“Tung had students do the matching exercise on two cell categories 
(prokaryotic and eukaryotic). He pointed to three students who were 
completed the task and checked their answers. Students then presented 
their work. Then, Tung explained cell parts illustrated by a picture” 
(Tung, observation notes #3).  

The observed changes in Tung’s strategies indicated that he considered students 
to be the center of the learning process. In particular, he asked students to write a 
short passage about the topic just presented and indicated he would continue to 
use journal writing as a lesson closure. He shared that this strategy not only 
enabled students to think about what they learned and improve writing skills as 
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well but also allowed him to reflect on the effects of his new actions on student 
learning (planning meeting). 
 
Tung also expressed his positive views on the change process about active 
learning:  

“It is a good opportunity for me not only to learn more about the methods 
to teach this paper but also to gain other perspectives about teaching. After 
sharing experiences with you, I learned to make the syllabus available to 
students from the very beginning of the class because I can save time for 
other class activities; and the syllabus offers students a whole picture of 
what is going on within the whole year.” (Tung, follow-up interview) 

Throughout the interactions, Tung learned more about other aspects of teaching 
practice, thereby nurturing his personal and professional growth. 
 
Tam showed how she developed her teaching strategies over the semester of her 
participation through the use of video clips, pictures, and reflective writing to 
engage students in taking more active roles. Her changes are described in the 
following scenarios. 

“Tam had students watch an online broadcast on tiger shrimp and fish 
base. Students observed, took notes, and identified key concepts from the 
picture of a fish. Time for the listening and observing task was three 
minutes. Students were asked to jot down the names of thirteen parts of a 
fish. Then Tam had them free practice.” (Tam, observation notes #3) 

“Before ending her class, Tam asked students to write reflections on ‘fish 
morphology.’ Time for this task was ten minutes.” (Tam, observation 
notes #4) 

The observed changes illustrated how Tam employed new active learning 
strategies in the change process to enhance students’ listening and writing, 
promote lecturer-student interactions, and particularly her new understanding of 
the value of collaborative involvement. 
 

5. Discussion 

The present study contributes to the lecturer agency about active learning 
literature in language and teaching of English as a foreign language, particularly 
involving lecturers in integrating English skills with subject content as a result of 
working alongside with the researcher. In understanding the need to place 
students in the center of their learning, the science lecturers change to view 
themselves as facilitators rather than traditional lecturers. Teacher change in this 
study was found to be a dynamic and collaborative process in that the stages of 
developing, implementing, reflecting, and then planning further actions occurred 
cyclically. 

Over the semester periods, the implementation of active learning strategies 
reflected the intricacies of lecturers’ strong beliefs bout change and increased 
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awareness of change about their role shifts. In particular, it is interesting to note 
that in the collaborative change process, the lecturers’ beliefs about active learning 
were consistent with the ways they changed their practices. Their beliefs support 
the literature that indicates the value of recognizing the active roles for students 
in their learning process (Bonwell & Eison, 1991; Mintzes & Walter, 2020). The 
insights that these lecturers had were developed through interviews, 
observations, and planning meetings. Despite slight variations within their views 
on active learning, they came to understand the need to shift their teaching roles 
from lecturers to facilitators of student learning or act interwoven roles at different 
stages of their lessons in the change process, thereby encouraging students to 
voice their ideas, select and construct new knowledge. This awareness is 
consistent with the literature on learning space design in higher education 
(Harrop & Turpin, 2013; Savin-Baden, 2008), indicating that informal learning 
spaces allow students to have greater engagement in active learning. 

The varying degrees of lecturers’ self-efficacy were found to drive lecturers to 
make changes in their English for Specific Purposes teaching practices. While 
some lecturers perceived the need for change as part of their work and 
responsibility, others expressed their self-efficacy to make changes in pedagogical 
practices, particularly planning new strategies. Such beliefs were articulated in 
line with changed practices as they viewed themselves as agents of change, 
reflecting their strong commitment of the lecturers. It may be that their sense of 
self in enhancing student learning was intertwined with their beliefs about 
meeting the needs of students. This finding is important because their beliefs 
about active learning were more likely to be driven by their personal and 
professional identities. Agency and identity are closely connected (Beauchamp & 
Thomas, 2009; Holland et al., 1998; Tao & Gao, 2017; Wenger, 1998); therefore, 
once lecturers’ beliefs changed, they were likely to reconceptualize or change roles 
and embark on experimenting with agentic teaching practices to promote student 
learning. 
 

6. Conclusions 

This study examined lecturers’ beliefs and agency about how active learning was 
utilized in English for Specific Purposes classes at a university. The findings of 
this study contribute to agency literature about science teaching at a tertiary non-
western context, particularly in Vietnam, in several ways. This study enhances 
understanding of the meaning of teacher change and its close connection with the 
process of learning and professional growth. The lecturers’ reflections on the 
change process provided insights into the impact of lecturers’ beliefs on their 
decision-making processes. The potential to implement new approaches has 
expanded the theory of change in science teaching. 

This research illustrates how action and change can occur in Science classes in 
Vietnam, thereby promoting further investigation into how lecturers’ beliefs 
about change influence their agency. In other words, lecturers of different 
disciplines could consider ways to reflect on their practices and enhance their 
beliefs about the capacity for change over time. As a result of such benefits, more 
lecturers may move forward by participating in qualitative action research 
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projects or initiatives on a large scale. Awareness of the nature of the lecturer 
agency about active learning raises some implications for policymakers and ESP 
lecturers. Policymakers should consider providing lecturers with high demands 
for change and better resources to ensure change occurs and becomes part of 
lecturers’ personal and professional growth. As belief change could heighten their 
self-efficacy through active learning strategies, lecturers should be encouraged to 
research into improving their practice by observing how other academic 
colleagues teach their papers. Thus, these beliefs together with their roles could 
influence and inform their future actions. The lecturers can discover the worth of 
collaborating with others through conducting action research into how active 
learning strategies that change their existing practices.  
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