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Accepted 31 Mar 2020 ment. Teachers are always recognized as key players in the education sys-

tem, and therefore professional development of these teachers is crucial if
the quality of education is to be enhanced. At a center for foreign languages

Keywords in Vietnam, professional development activities are always encouraged.

Annually, teachers of every level are required to attend certain workshops
Effectiveness, performance, and structured training and learning sessions, and their participation in
professional development, these activities are necessary for their performance evaluation related to
quality teaching contracts and pay for performance. The current study has been

undertaken with 51 teachers of English at the Center for Foreign Lan-
guages in Can Tho University, Vietham. An online survey was adminis-
tered to assess the teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of the profes-
sional development activities and of the influence of these activites on qual-
ity of education. After three years of implementation, these programs of
professional development have gained initial positive results. There is an
increasing number of teachers who have gained necessary language com-
petency and teaching qualifications. Through practical and effective activ-
ities such as implementing a new set of curriculum materials, professional
discussions, attending workshops or seminars, teachers have taken up op-
portunities for further academic growth and consequently could enhance
the quality of education. From the current practices, there are important
implications. When educational leaders and managers need to enhance the
institutional quality, they should provide appropriate teachers’ profes-
sional development programs.

Cited as: Hung, L.N.Q.H., 2020. Teachers’ professional development as a tool to enhance institutional quality:
Current practices at a center for foreign languages. Can Tho University Journal of Science. 12(1):
30-36.

1 INTRODUCTION important components of any educational system. A
World Bank paper commented that ‘a high quality
and well-motivated teaching staff and a supportive
professional culture are essential in building excel-
lence’ (World Bank, 1994). Few would argue

Quality of education has become one of the central
issues in the recent educational reforms in the world,
and the success of any education system depends on
the quality of teachers. Teachers are one of the most
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against the view that motivated staff are a central re-
source for the success of an organization, and thus
attention needs to be given to teachers’ professional
development (Blackwell and Blackmore, 2003).
Professional development is deemed as an essential
component of the work environment, including the
activities and programs either formal or informal
that help teachers learn about responsibilities, de-
velop required skills and competencies necessary to
accomplish both individual and institutional goals
and purposes (Marcelo, 2009).

The Center for Foreign Languages, Can Tho Uni-
versity (hereafter referred to as the Center or CFL)
is committed to optimizing opportunities to improve
teachers’ knowledge and skills at all levels in the
workplace. The development of academic staff is a
joint responsibility shared by the individual staff
member and the academic administrator of the Cen-
ter. Every year, all teachers are required to sign a
teaching contract which articulates their job descrip-
tion and responsibility at their level. Individual
teachers are primarily responsible for developing
and following their own professional development
plans together with the Center’s workload. Each ac-
ademic staff member is to ensure that the portfolio
of activities they have selected can respond to their
learning and development needs effectively and ef-
ficiently. These practices of professional develop-
ment are expected to improve both individual
teacher’s growth and the Center’s performance
quality. Professional development of teachers gen-
erally is a broad and diverse field of knowledge.
While most studies on teachers’ professional devel-
opment have been centered in institutional settings,
primarily in public universities, it appears that few
studies have been done in Vietnamese context, es-
pecially in the context of English language centers.
The aim of this small-scale study is to examine cur-
rent practices of professional development with a
group of teachers at the Center with the aim to iden-
tify the most common and effective activities for
professional development and the influence of these
activities on the Center’s quality management.

2 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Teachers’ professional development and its
purposes

Professional development refers to many types of
educational experiences related to an individual’s
work. The professional development of teachers is
regarded as an individual and collective process that
should be accomplished in the workplace of the
teacher, that is, the school (Marcelo, 2009). In many
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countries, the role and function of schools are
changing and so are expected of teachers. Teachers
of the 21% century are asked to teach in increasingly
multicultural classrooms, to place greater emphasis
on integrating students with special learning needs
in their classrooms, to make more effective use of
information and communication technologies for
teaching, and to create students with soft skills (Jan,
2017). From OECD’s perspective (2009), profes-
sional development is defined as “activities that de-
velop an individual’s skills, knowledge, expertise
and other characteristics as a teacher”. No matter
how good pre-service training for teachers is, it can-
not be expected to prepare teachers for all the chal-
lenges they will face throughout their careers. Insti-
tutions therefore need to provide teachers with op-
portunities for in-service professional development
in order to maintain a high standard of teaching.

According to OECD (2009), the development of
teachers can serve a number of objectives including
updating individual’s knowledge of a subject in
light of recent advances in the area and updating in-
dividual’s skills, attitudes and approaches in terms
of the development of new teaching techniques and
new educational research. Professional develop-
ment activites also enable individuals to apply
changes made to curricula or other aspects of teach-
ing practice and exchanging information and exper-
tise among teachers. More importantly, weaker
teachers are expected to become more effective,
thanks to their developing and appling new strate-
gies concerning the curriculum and other aspects of
teaching practice.

2.2 Activities of professional development

Professional development refers to a wide range of
activities that are intended to improve teacher prac-
tice. Teachers’ professional development may be
different in various contexts, and these programs
differ from one university to another and often con-
tain formal and informal programs. Formal pro-
grams include conferences, workshops, seminars,
short-term training programs, and informal pro-
grams may include discussions among colleagues,
self-directed learning, and non-formal education.
The followings are eight common activities for aca-
demic staff development as suggested in a handbook
for continuing professional development prepared
by English Agenda, British Council (2012).

— Workshops or training activities: These
activities are a good way to stimulate teachers’
teaching with new classroom ideas and reflection on
practice.
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— Conferences or seminars: Attending these
activities, teachers can meet and talk with other
teachers and learn from sessions given by experts,
and more importantly, when teachers are
experienced and confident, giving a presentation is
a way to share teachers’ experience with colleagues
and is a good professional development activity.

— Qualification programs: Studying for a
qualification is a very effective professional
development activity. There is always something
more to learn at different stage of the teachers’
profession.

— Network: Networking with other teachers is one
of the most stimulating ways to discuss common
issues and share experiences. Attending meetings
and social events in educational settings is a great
way to connect with people in the field.

— Material development: Involvement with
teaching materials is a relevant way of developing.
Selecting or implementing a new set of curriculum
materials can be a powerful form of professional
development. Teachers can also start to develop
their own materials to meet the needs of their own
learners and their own teaching styles.

— Research: Small-scale classroom action research
can help teachers find out more about classroom
processes and so develop their professional
knowledge and skills.

— Mentoring: Learning from a more experienced
colleague is an invaluable way to gain insight into
teaching. Similarly, with an experienced teacher, it
is a good developmental activity to mentor a less
experienced colleague.

— Observations: Being observed and getting
feedback from a trusted colleague can give teachers
a fresh perspective and help teachers identify areas
teachers may develop. Beside in-class observations,
‘ghost observation’ is also effective when a teacher
is not confident about someone sitting in the class.
Then teachers can talk with colleagues about the
lesson they are going to teach. The colleagues do not
observe the lessons, but they can discuss the lessons
and the areas of development.

2.3 Teachers’ professional development and
institutional quality

Teacher is one of the most important elements in ed-
ucation. The quality of education is largely deter-
mined by the teacher’s quality (Gore et al., 2017).
Institutional quality has been described as “the suc-
cess with which an institution provides educational
environments which enable students effectively to
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achieve worthwhile learning goals including appro-
priate academic standards (Gordon and Partington,
1993 cited in Rowley, 1996). In raising the educa-
tion standards and quality, efforts towards enhanc-
ing teacher professionalism for ensuring quality of
the teacher and teaching quality become the im-
portant issue in the education policy production
(Jusuf, 2005). To improve the quality and the com-
petence of the teachers, there should be some con-
crete activities. Activities of professional develop-
ment such as mentoring, attending workshops and
seminars, training, and participating in action re-
search are certainly very important to enhance both
teachers’ teaching performance and their quality ed-
ucation (Nagoba and Mantri, 2015).

3 THE STUDY

3.1 The CFL and its policy of professional
development

The Center was established in 1991, under the man-
agement of Can Tho University and has been
providing courses of English, French, Chinese, Jap-
anese, Korean and Vietnamese to the community for
the past consecutive 28 years. The number of teach-
ers has almost doubled in the early decade of the 21
century when the need of foreign language teaching
and learning has rapidly increased. The challenge
for this fast growth is that the Center has to guaran-
tee both the quantity and the quality of the staff. The
Center recognizes its greatest asset to achieve its
strategic objectives is the academic staff and that
any effort towards improving their contribution is of
great importance.

The Center is committed to providing an environ-
ment that is conductive to effective performance and
promotes development opportunities for all staff.
Every academic staff member is expected to ac-
tively engage in professional development activities
that will enhance their capabilities not only for sat-
isfactory performance in their current role but also
for future advancement.

At the start of every academic year, the academic
administrators propose and discuss teaching plans
with teachers, which inform teaching skills, types of
class as well as other extracurricular activities.
Teachers are also required to propose their specific
professional development plan which sets out indi-
vidual learning goals on a short-term or long-term
basis, and give clear steps for achieving them.
Teachers and administrators should share similar
perspectives about effective staff development pro-
grams.
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The current study has been undertaken with all
teachers of English at the Center of Foreign Lan-
guages in Can Tho University. These teachers are
contract teachers, who teach mostly in English clas-
ses in the evenings and at weekends.

3.2 Methods of the study

In this study, the descriptive survey design was em-
ployed, in which questionnaires are distributed to all
the teachers in the particular language center. The
survey method is appropriate as it entails the devel-
opment of a questionnaire based on the literature re-
view of teachers’ professional development.

3.3 The questionnaire

The teaching staff were invited to respond to a ques-
tionnaire. They were asked to select “yes’ or ‘no’ for
whether or not they participate in the eight common
activities of professional development. Also, they
reported the extent of impact of these activities on
their professional development. There are four lev-
els of influence from ‘no impact’, ‘small impact’,
‘moderate impact’ and ‘large impact’.

Vol. 12, No. 1 (2020): 30-36

3.4 The participants

The surveys were handed out to all teachers of the
Center. There were 51 out of 74 (68.9%) respond-
ents completing the survey, indicating the eight
most typical professional development activities
they attended during the last 12 months. Most teach-
ers are young in their career and they are within the
age range of 25 to 50 years.

4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

The detailed analysis of the survey is presented in
Table 1. The results and discussions have been or-
ganized into eight sections of the common activities
of teachers’ professional development and their in-
fluence on teachers. Generally, over 50 percent of
the teachers in this study indicated that they partici-
pated in a certain activity of professional develop-
ment for the past year. The most common acvitity
was attending training courses or workshops and the
least common activity was participating in research.

Table 1: Types of professional development activity and its influence

Participation (%)

Impact (%)

Activities Noim-  Small Moderate Large
Yes No . . .

pact impact impact impact
Attending courses/workshops (e.g. on
subject matter or methods and/or other 100 - - 3.9 49.0 47.1
education-related topics)
Attending observations (being observed
and getting fgedback from a trusted (_:ol- 86.3 13.7 ) 23 56.8 409
league can give you a fresh perspective
on your teaching)
l\_/lentormg (learning from a more expe- 843 15.7 23 16 419 512
rienced colleague.
Developing teaching materials 78.4 21.6 - 2.5 475 50
Attending education conferences or
seminars (where teac_hers and/or re- 745 25 5 ) 105 579 316
searchers present their research results
and discuss educational problems
Participating in a network of teachers
formed specifically for the professional 64.7 35.3 3.0 9.1 51.5 36.4
development of teachers
Attending a qualification program (e.g. 549 451 71 36 46.4 429
degree program)
Participating in individual or collabora-
tive research on a topic of interest to 52.9 47.1 111 - 48.2 40.7

you professionally
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4.1 About attending courses and workshops

Of the eight listed activities of professional develop-
ment, all 51 teachers indicated “Attending
courses/workshops (e.g. on subject matter or meth-
ods and/or other education-related topics)” as the
most common activity they attended (see Table 1).
It is no surprising that workshops and formal train-
ing courses are very effective. The Center organizes
monthly workshops, and the presenters are col-
leagues who can share teaching techniques or dis-
cuss common problems or issues in their teaching.
In addition, the Center encourages and provides fi-
nancial supports to the staff members to attend for-
mal workshops organized by VUS TESOL, Vi-
etTESOL, SEAMEO RETRAC (Southeast Asian
Ministers of Education Organization Regional
Training Center) or by popular publishers such as
Cambridge University Press, Oxford University
Press, Macmillan Education, or Dai Truong Phat
Education.

4.2 Attending observations

As shown in Table 1, about the activity of “Attend-
ing observations (being observed and getting feed-
back from a trusted colleague can give you a fresh
perspective on your teaching), over 86 percent of
teachers in this study indicated that this activity had
significant influence on their performance. Being
observed in the classroom can rattle any teacher’s
nerves, but class observation can yield its greatest
benefits when used as a means of sharing instruc-
tional techniques and ideologies between and
among teachers. For the past three years, the Center
has applied peer observation called “Good demon-
stration lesson” in which each teacher can plan a les-
son and teach the lesson to a group of colleagues.
Effective teaching strategies or techniques, new
ideas or problem-solving experiences can be pre-
sented and discussed.

4.3 Mentoring

Mentoring is also a practical and useful activity that
over 84 percent of the teachers participated in for the
past year. It is also important to note that the highest
percentage of the teachers (51.2%) reported that this
activity had large impact on their performance. It is
possible that about a third of academic staff are
young teachers, who really need induction or pro-
fessional orientation in their early career. These in-
duction activities enable the new academics to have
an introduction to the policies, people, practices and
system of the Center. Mentoring is important, not
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only because of the knowledge and skills the aca-
demic staff member can learn from mentors, but also
because mentoring can provide professional social-
ization and personal support to facilitate individual
success (Mizell, 2010). At the Center, experienced
or specialist teachers are a source of knowledge for
novice teachers or teachers wishing to specialize in
a new subject matter.

4.4 Developing teaching materials

One common activity received much attention and
quite high level of participation is developing teach-
ing materials. As indicated in Table 1, nearly 80 per-
cent of the participants participated in this activity
and agreed that it had much effect on their profes-
sional development. Teaching materials generally
refer to a number of teacher resources. Ideally, the
teaching materials will be tailored to the content to
support student learning and increase student suc-
cess. It is certain that teachers can learn and develop
teaching skills through their creating or modifying
teaching materials. At the Center, teachers are en-
couraged to develop teaching materials such as
worksheets, game activities or test items. The teach-
ers’ contributions are recognized in annual teacher
evaluations.

4.5 Attending education conference or
seminars

Attending conferences or seminars is also a popular
activity. Thirty-eight (74.5%) of the participants in-
dicated the positive impact of these activities on
their professional development. By attending pro-
fessional conferences, teachers can learn from oth-
ers and improve their own skills and knowledge
about the field. Teachers can meet new friends, gain
new knowledge and become more successful in
their career. The Center has the evaluation policy to
encourage its staff members to participate in confer-
ences or seminars.

4.6 Participating in a network of teachers

A good network of colleagues is very important for
teachers’ professional development. As shown in
Table 1, about 64.7 percent of teachers participated
in certain groups of professional development. Like
in any other profession, networking is a good oppor-
tunity to build new relationships. For the past few
years, the “CFL community” is an effective group
of teachers who can exchange teaching ideas as well
as problems. Recently, the Center also creates a
group on Zalo and Facebook to update teaching
schedules, share workload, introduce innovative
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teaching practices, or simply have fun with each
other.

4.7 Attending a qualification program

Over half of the participants followed a qualification
program, especially a master program for the past
years. As a criterion of annual teacher evaluation,
the Center has a policy to encourage teachers to up-
grade their knowledge, at least with a master degree.
For the past three years, the number of master hold-
ers has increased. If in 2015, 66 percent of teachers
are bachelor degree holders and only 34 percent of
them have graduate degrees, then currently 69.5 per-
cent of teachers have master degrees.

4.8 Participating in individual or collaborative
research

Research-led teaching or research-oriented teaching
approach has gained increasing attention and be-
come a global trend in education. Recently, the Cen-
ter has a policy to encourage its staff to undertake
action research or case study related to their teach-
ing. As shown in Table 1, although 27 (52.9%) out
of 51 teachers have undertaken mini-research, al-
most half of teachers have not participated in any
research. Those who conduct research generally are
young teachers who have to complete their graduate
programs.

5 CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS
5.1 Conclusions

Professional development is a valuable tool for
helping academic staff advance in their careers and
feel more energized when they come to work every
day. Education is an ever growing, ever changing
field, and professional development should be insti-
tutional priority. Effective professional develop-
ment programs allow teachers to learn new method-
ology, teaching techniques, and problem-solving
skills. The results of the current study showed that
workshops are the best strategy for professional de-
velopment. Classroom observations and mentoring
are also reported to have most positive effects on the
academic staff’s professional development. Re-
search, as expected, is the activity in which teachers
are the least confident. These results can be used for
policy planning and making regarding staff devel-
opment to enhance the institutional quality. An ef-
fective professional development program should
establish and follow well-established standards to
guide the design, evaluation, and funding of staff de-
velopment. To be effective, academic staff’s profes-
sional development requires thoughtful planning
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followed by careful implementation with feedback
to ensure that the program responds to the staff’s de-
velopmental needs. Also, academic administrators
can improve the quality of professional develop-
ment by engaging the staff members in planning,
implementation and evaluation of professional de-
velopment programs. From the findings, there are
some important suggestions for both academic lead-
ers and teachers.

5.2 Suggestions
5.2.1 For academic leaders

The commitment for staff development should start
at the top. Academic leaders should serve as facili-
tators for successful professional development by
keeping a persistent focus on continuous staff im-
provement. The leaders are expected to encourage
and support all staff to take advantage of profes-
sional development. The leaders should create a cul-
ture of reflection and evaluation of teaching practice
by encouraging academic staff to engage in peer
support/observation of teaching and use methods of
evaluation from a variety of sources such as student,
peer, self to review and enhance their practice as rel-
evant to their job.

Professional development should not be viewed as
simply orientating new staff. Academic leaders
should be aware of the medium-term career path-
ways of their staff to ensure that appropriate oppor-
tunities for professional development are provided.
The leaders should regularly conduct needs analysis
such as using information from staff surveys to iden-
tify areas of professional development. Data from
these sources can help ensure that professional de-
velopment programs are not relevant to work con-
text and supports the areas of knowledge and skills.

The leaders should also identify and develop an ac-
ademic team as mentors who are qualified to support
teachers’ learning in their areas of expertise. Learn-
ing from a more experienced colleague is an invalu-
able way to gain insight into an effective teaching.
The leaders should provide sufficient financial sup-
ports to increase to increase opportunities for pro-
fessional learning and collaboration. Professional
development should be flexible and administrators
should appropriately update expectations and re-
quirements. The leaders also should consider perfor-
mance monitoring as one of the main management
processes which is used as a way to ensure that eve-
ryone in the institution conduct their duties to the
best of their abilities.



Can Tho University Journal of Science

At the Center’s context, professional development
should be regular and mandatory. It is important to
recognize that professional development takes time
and commitment, and institutional leaders must be
willing to ensure that staff members should have
both the time and financial support they need to par-
ticipate in their own learning.

5.2.2 For teachers

Professional development is often most beneficial
when it uses a ‘bottom-up’ approach. Teachers
should be responsible for identifying and suggesting
learning opportunities to their managers based on
their current job description and career aspirations.
Every teacher may face unique classroom chal-
lenges, and teachers should have a choice about
what or how they learn.

Academic staff members should be engaged in con-
tinuous learning to enhance their performance in
their current roles. Teaching is a lifelong learning
process, and the world is always changing, along
with the curriculum and educational technology. An
effective, successful teacher should be a continuous
learner.

Teachers are expected to undertake a range of op-
portunities to enable them to update their knowledge
and skills. In this modern, digital age, teachers need
to be flexible and be able to adapt to changing situ-
ations. New technologies are developed every day
that can change the way students learn, and the way
teachers teach. Being able to adapt is a skill that very
modern teacher must have.

The Center for Foreign Languages, Can Tho Uni-
versity is committed to providing staff members
with the opportunity to develop capabilities and to
participate in career development activities to assist
teachers in meeting new demands in the time of
knowledge extension and information sharing. The
teaching profession and its development are funda-
mental and crucial to guaranteeing quality in teach-
ers’ performance and the Center’s quality. A quality
education system must be underpinned by quality
teachers. An organized and efficient professional
development program with supportive apparatuses
will significantly assist an educational institution to
retain the most valued teaching staff, not only the
novice teachers but also those who have a lot of ex-
perience with the institution. If an institution is ca-
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pable to support all the staff in meeting their require-
ments then both, the staff members and the institu-
tion will get the long-term benefits.

REFERENCES

Blackwell, R. and Blackmore, P., 2003. Toward strategic
staff development. Buckingham: Society for Re-
search into Higher Education and Open University
Press, 258 pages.

English Agenda, 2012. Going forward: Continuing pro-
fessional development for English language teachers
in the UK, accessed on 5 August 2019. Available
from https://englishagenda.britishcoun-
cil.org/sites/default/files/file-
field_paths/b413_cpd_for_teachers_v2.pdf.

Gore, J., Lloyd, A., Smith, M., Bowe, J., Ellis, H., 2017.
Effects of professional development on the quality of
teaching: Results from a randomized controlled trial
of quality teaching rounds. Teaching and Teacher
Education. 68: 99-113.

Jan, H., 2017. Teacher of 21% century: Characteristics
and development. Research on Humanities and So-
cial Sciences. 7(9): 50-54.

Jusuf, H., 2005. Improving teachers’ aquality, a keyword
for improving educational facing global challenges.
The Turkish Online Journal of Educational Technol-
ogy. 4(1): 33-37.

Marcelo, C., 2009. Professional development of teach-
ers: Past and future. Educational Sciences Journal.
8(1): 5-20.

Mizell, H., 2010. Why professional development mat-
ters, accessed on 22 August 2019. Available from
https://learningforward.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2017/08/professional-development-mat-
ters.pdf.

Nagoba, B. S., and Mantri, S. B., 2015. Role of teachers
in quality enhancement in higher education. Journal
of Krishna Institute of Medical Sciences University.
4(1): 177-182.

OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment), 2009. Creating Effective Teaching and
Learning Environments: First Results from TALIS,
accessed on 10 August 2019. Available from
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/creatingeffec-
tiveteachingandlearningenvironmentsfirstre-
sultsfromtalis.htm.

Rowley, J., 1996. Motivation and academic staff in
higher education. Quality assurance in Education.
4(3): 11-16.

World Bank, 1994. Higher Education: The lessons of ex-
perience, accessed on 31 July 2019. Available from
http://documents.worldbank.org/cu-
rated/en/303461468328502540/Higher-education-
the-lessons-of-experience.


https://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/filefield_paths/b413_cpd_for_teachers_v2.pdf
https://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/filefield_paths/b413_cpd_for_teachers_v2.pdf
https://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/filefield_paths/b413_cpd_for_teachers_v2.pdf
https://learningforward.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/professional-development-matters.pdf
https://learningforward.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/professional-development-matters.pdf
https://learningforward.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/professional-development-matters.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/creatingeffectiveteachingandlearningenvironmentsfirstresultsfromtalis.htm
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/creatingeffectiveteachingandlearningenvironmentsfirstresultsfromtalis.htm
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/creatingeffectiveteachingandlearningenvironmentsfirstresultsfromtalis.htm
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/303461468328502540/Higher-education-the-lessons-of-experience
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/303461468328502540/Higher-education-the-lessons-of-experience
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/303461468328502540/Higher-education-the-lessons-of-experience

