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ABSTRACT

This paper aims to offer insights into academic and research challenges confronting Vietnam-
ese students. This paper also indicates need analysis for designing a blended-learning set of
materials for improvement of academic writing skill. Using a mixed-method approach, a survey
of of 1,026 respondents was conducted with students and 10 in-depth semi-structured inter-
views were carried out with teachers to obtain a through understanding of the issue investi-
gated. Findings reveal that there is an urgent need for a set of writing skill materials in
a blended-learning format. The research also unveils writing difficulties being faced by students
of English when it comes to academic and research writing. Major challenges centred around
vocabulary, grammar, structure and lack of writing practice materials. Future research concern-
ing the examination of the effectiveness of the blended learning practice materials for enhance-
ment of writing skills is also mentioned in this paper.
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PE®EPAT

B cTtatbe paccMoOTpeHbl akagemMumyeckue u uccrepoBaTenbckme npobnembl, ¢ KOTOPbIMU
CTankMBalTCA BbETHAMCKME CTYAEHTbl NMPU WU3YHYEHUW aHrMINCKOro s3bika. ABTOPOM pac-
cMaTpuBaeTcs Takxe BOMpPoc pa3paboTkm MeTOoAMYEeCKMX MaTepuanoB OJis CMeLlaHHOro
00y4yeHuns B LENAX y/y4dlleHNs HaBbIKOB akageMM4eckoro nMcbmMa CTYAEHTOB Ha aHrIMNCKOM
a3bike. [na npoBeaeHnsa nccnenoBanms 6ol nposeneH onpoc 1026 pecnoHAeHTOB (CTYAeH-
TOB), a TakxXe 6b110 B3ATO 10 rnyOUHHbBIX NONYCTPYKTYPUPOBAHHbLIX MHTEPBbLIO C Npenoaasa-
TensaMn Ons rnojy4eHuss BCECTOPOHHEro NMOHMMAaHUSa uccnenyemMblx BONPOCOB. Pe3ynbTaThl
rnokasblBalOT, YTO CYLLECTBYeT ocTpass nNoTpebHOCTb B GOPMUPOBAHUN HOBLIX MaTepuanos
[N COBEpPLIEHCTBOBAHUS HaBblKOB NMCbMAa Yy CTYAEHTOB B popMaTe CMELIaHHOro obydyeHus.
MccnepoBaHue TakxXxe packpbiBaeT TPYAHOCTM, C KOTOPbIMW CTafkMBalTCS BbETHAMCKMeE
CTYAEHThI, U3dydatlwme aHrMnMncknii a3bik, Korga aeno noxoauT A0 akageMuyeckoro m uc-
cnepoBaTenbckoro nucbmMma. OCHOBHble NMPO6neMbl CBSI3aHbl CO CNIOBapHbIM 3anacom, rpam-
MaTUKOW, CTPYKTYPOMN M OTCYTCTBMEM METOAMYECKMX WU MPUKIaAHbIX MaTepuanos Aas co-
BEPLUEHCTBOBAHUS NPakTUKN NUCbMa.

KnioyeBble ciioBa: BbeTHaMCKne CTYAEHTbl, CMeLUaHHOe 06y'4eHv1e, HaBbIKM MMCbMa Ha aHrNUN-
CKOM 43blke, MeTogn4eckme Mmatepuanbl ong OGy‘-IeHMFI

Ansa untupoBaHua: Hro B. XK. ®dopmmpoBaHMe mMaTtepuanoB AJiS CMELIaHHOro obyyeHus
BbETHAMCKMX CTYAEHTOB akageMN4eCKOMY aHIINACKOMY A3bIKYy B LLeNSX YayyLEeHUs NX HaBbIKOB
nucbma // YnpasneHdyeckoe koHcynbTupoBaHme. 2023. N2 6. C. 118-129.
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1. Introduction

In many parts of the world, university students aspire to have excellent writing skills in
English. However, in the countries where English is used and considered as a foreign
language, academic writing is seen as a challenge for students [18]. A lot of research-
ers describe writing as a very difficult task, not an easy one for many of us to note our
thoughts on paper [34]. Especially, academic English writing skill is an important skill
to learn, and is considered one of the most difficult skills when learning foreign language;
therefore, to master this skill, there are more requirements than the other three skills
(reading, speaking and listening) [35]. Academic writing is also considered a challenge
for students due to the differences in writing structure and style between English and
other languages [21]. Students are required to make great efforts to be able to recog-
nize and manage these differences while they are writing [15].

Currently, Vietnamese students still have difficulties in learning English due to lack of
appropriate materials, lack of proper approach, and poor academic writing skills [16,
20], or lack of source texts, lack of vocabulary to use when writing [19]. In addition, in
the teaching process, most of the lecturers use English textbooks of foreign publishers
to support teaching of academic English writing. However, these textbooks often lack
a combination of theory and practice, and do not meet diverse needs of students [10].
Along with that, the strong development of information technology brings many con-
veniences to life, including education. The use of information technology in building
a system of English learning materials can help solve some challenges faced by students
in learning English [11; 27; 33].

Moreover, the world of technology is changing at a rapid pace, and now our young
generation is equipped with all kinds of Internet-connected devices, creating necessary
conditions for teachers to change their form of teaching easily. In other words, blended
learning seems to be more relevant to the current era and to the targeted students than
the traditional course settings. Therefore, the gradual shift to new technology-based
approaches is an inevitable trend in education. Blended learning gives teachers an op-
portunity to take advantage of the technologies that are available in and out of classroom
in order to make teaching and learning more effective and flexible [5; 31]. Blended
learning approach in academic written English courses is a new method in language
education that helps students gain a more comprehensive approach to language, there-
by improving their language skills [6; 8].

From the aforementioned background, this study aims to build a system of English
learning materials in the form of blended learning approach in academic English writing
courses for Vietnamese students. The research objective is to improve academic English
writing skills of Vietnamese students through the use of this system of learning materi-
als, helping students approach theory and practice at the same time. This study can
contribute to improving the quality of teaching and learning of academic writing English
in Vietnam, and simultaneously meet the needs of students for a comprehensive and
diverse system of learning materials.

The research results will help teachers and students have more effective learning meth-
ods and materials in improving academic English skills, and academic English writing skills.

2. Literature review

2.1. Academic English writing

Academic English writing studies methods and strategies for learning and using English
in an academic context, especially in writing academic documents such as scientific
papers, theses, essays, etc. The typical author of this theory is John M. Swales who
proposed the concept of “genre analysis” to study the structure and features of various
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types of academic texts [29; 30]. In addition, Ken Hyland in “Disciplinary Discourses:
Social Interactions in Academic Writing” explored the use of language with the forms
and techniques of academic writing [7; 13], while Brian Paltridge in his studies mentioned
the methods of teaching academic writing, providing teaching aids [22; 23]. And Chris-
tine B. Feak provided basic skills and tasks in writing theses and other research papers
in her research [28; 29].

2.2. English learning materials

English learning materials are materials for learning English and ways that can be de-
veloped and used effectively in the process of learning English. The main author of this
theory is Brian Tomlinson whose research of “Materials Development in Language Teach-
ing” shows that development of materials in language teaching aims to help readers
apply current theoretical principles, and research results to the practice of developing
and exploiting materials in classroom [32]. Or the author Neil Harwood, in the book
“English language teaching materials: Theory and practice” emphasizes that the use of
materials is very important in teaching modern English, but materials need to be se-
lected and designed to suit the needs and levels of students [9].

The authors Jo McDonough, Christopher Shaw, and Hitomi Masuhara in the book
“Materials and methods in ELT: A Teacher’s guide” also provide how to develop English
learning materials, how to design teaching activities based on materials, how to evalu-
ate English learning materials. In addition, this book also provides teachers with meth-
ods to use materials in classroom for effective teaching [17]. In addition, there are also
other authors such as Tom Hutchinson, Alan Waters [12], Jack C. Richards, Theodore
S. Rodgers [26] who also have a lot of remarkable studies on building and development
of effective English learning materials for lecturers and students.

2.3. Blended learning

Blended learning is a learning method that combines traditional and online learning
through the use of information and communications technologies (ICT). In the book
“Adding some TEC- VARIETY: 100+ activities for motivating and retaining learners online”,
the two authors mention blended learning methods, including traditional and online
learning, to help students complete tasks and improve their learning performance [2].
The research by author Derek Bruff uses feedback systems in classroom to create a more
positive and enjoyable learning environment for students [3].

Blended learning is said to provide a wide variety of learning opportunities to suit
students’ different learning styles, according to another study by Michael Prince [25].
Blended learning strikes a harmonious balance between accessing online knowledge
and traditional teaching [1]. Blended learning is increasingly used in higher education
because it has advantages of both traditional and online teaching methods [24].

Blended learning shifts the focus from teaching to learning, thus allowing students
to be more involved in the learning process and more passionate, thereby improving
their persistence and commitment [14]. Poon concludes that blended learning has the
potential to be developed into the leading teaching method for the future as one of the
top ten educational trends that will emerge in the 21t century [24].

3. Research methods

This study combines both qualitative and quantitative research methods. Quantitative
research is carried out in two phases: (1) preliminary survey, and (2) formal question-
naire survey. Preliminary quantitative research is carried out to preliminarily assess the
scale reliability, and eliminate inappropriate observed variables, so the authors will build
a complete scale. The second one was used for data collection and analysis.
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Qualitative research is used to help discover English learning materials under the
blended learning approach; identify the factors affecting Vietnamese students’ research
writing skills in English, in order to adjust the scales of each factor to suit the Viet-
namese context. 10 in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with English
teachers.

For quantitative data, descriptive analysis was employed using SPSS software. For
qualitative data, thematic approach was used using Nvivo.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Statistics of research samples

The complete questionnaire is included in the official quantitative survey in Hanoi, from
September 2022 to November 2022. The study population is all students studying at
universities that use English in teaching. To increase the research reliability, in this study,
the authors plan to collect samples with a size of 1,500 elements (N= ,500), and the
results obtained are 1,228 elements (questionnaires). After screening and removing
invalid questionnaires, the authors use 1,026 valid questionnaires for use in formal
analytical processing. Sampling method is the convenience sampling method through
sending questionnaires directly to students.

Among the respondents, 320 people (30.9%) are first-year students, 341 people
(32.9%) are second-year students, 299 people (22.1%) are third-year students, and
137 people (13.2%) are fourth-year students. In addition, the respondents to the ques-
tionnaire include 189 males (18.2%), 837 females (80.7%). Among them, 232 people
(22.7%) have A level, 435 people (42.2%) have B level, 263 people (25.7%) have
C level, and 96 people (9.5%) have English level above level C [4].

4.2. Research results on the current situation of demand
for learning materials on research writing skills in English
in the form of blended learning

4.2.1. Students’ perception of learning materials on research writing

skills in English in the form of blended learning

Table 1 shows that the majority of students agree that materials can be used on
personal computers, with diversity in form and large scope of use, easy updating
and sharing. However, different perceptions are also reflected in different opinions
and no idea.

Table 1

Students’ perception of learning materials on research writing skills in English
in the form of blended learning

Totall . .
Content dis;gre};, Dlszll)/gree, No O;dea, A%;ee, Totalloy
0% o o o agree, %

Materials can be used on 3.6 3.4 14.5 63.3 15.1
computers, shared and interactive
in space and time
Materials are diverse in form and 3.5 1.2 9.2 62.6 23.6
have a large scope of use
Multi-source, easy to update, easy 2.9 1.1 8.3 59.1 28.7
to share to the learning community
A complete course with 4 parts: 2.9 2.0 13.6 60.9 20.6
course; study guide; content;
references.
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OKOHYaHue Tabn. 1

Totally . .
. Disagree, | No idea, | Agree, Totally
Content dlsat)/%ree, % % %, agree, %
A “packaged” specific educational 2.9 2.7 21 56.2 17.2

software used to create a course
part or a course

Materials that can be used for both 2.8 1.1 13.1 54.5 28.4
face-to-face and online learning

Among the respondents, 78.4% agree, 15.1% totally agree that learning materials
can be used on computers, with high sharing and interaction; 86.2% agree, 23.6%
strongly agree to the diversity and large scope of use of course. Besides, students
also agree with a complete course (agree: 87.8%, totally agree: 28.7%) showing flex-
ibility and connectivity in sharing knowledge and educational materials. Similarly, the
majority of respondents agree (82.9%) and strongly agree (28.4%) with the ability to
use materials for both face-to-face and online learning. In addition, 73.4% agree and
17.2% strongly agree with the definition of the course as a packaged educational
software.

4.2.2. Responsiveness of learning materials on research writing skills

in English

According to Table 2, regarding that content is not rich and does not meet the needs
of use: The number of respondents who agree and totally agree accounts for the high-
est percentage (35.8% and 30.9%, respectively), and the number of respondents with
no idea is 15.5%. For the content about updating and meeting learner autonomy: The
percentage of respondents who strongly agree and agree is high (7.7% and 24.9%,
respectively); however, those who have no idea account for 32.2%. Regarding online
materials’ diversity and meeting the needs: The percentage of respondents who agree

Table 2
Responsiveness of learning materials on research writing skills in English
Totally . .
Content disagree, Disagree, | No idea, Agree, % Totally
% % % agree, %

Content is not rich, does not 30.9 35.8 15.5 9.6 8.2
meet the needs of use
Materials are not up-to-date, have 7.7 24.9 32.2 20.5 14.8
not kept up with the requirements
of meeting learner autonomy
Online materials are now diverse 7.7 23.8 39.3 20.6 8.5
and rich, meet the needs of lear-
ners
Online materials are now diverse 10.3 26.9 36.3 21.7 4.8
and rich, but many of the contents
are not reliable enough to use
Online materials are easy to 7.6 22.2 37.4 23.9 8.9
update and share, convenient for
students to exploit and use
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and have no idea is high (23.8% and 39.3%), showing a part of respondents agree that
materials meet the needs of learners.

Although the percentage of respondents who totally disagree (8.5%) is low, the per-
centage of respondents who disagree is 20.6%. Regarding that online materials are easy
to update and share: The percentage of respondents who agree and have no idea is
high (22.2% and 37.4%, respectively), indicating that a part of respondents agree with
the view that online materials are easy to update and share. However, the percentage
of respondents who disagree (23.9%) and totally disagree (8.9%) shows that some
respondents disagree with this view.

The analytical data shows that although there are some disagreements, the percent-
age of respondents who agree have no idea is high in terms of content, updating, di-
versity and ease of updating of online materials. Despite some disagreements, there is
a significant amount of agreement with positive aspect of online materials in meeting
the needs of use and interaction with learners.

4.2.3. Responsiveness of content components of learning materials

on research writing skills in English in the form of blended learning

Table 3 shows diverse opinions about learning materials. The highest percentage of
agreement is recorded in the following items: “Materials provide students with informa-
tion about learning activities and tasks” (agree: 59.3%), and “Lecture-support materials
with audio files” (agree: 40.9%). However, there is also a high percentage of disagree-
ment in the items such as “Materials provide students with information about learning
activities and tasks” (disagree: 38.3%), and “Lecture-support materials with videos”
(disagree: 42.9%).

Table 3
Responsiveness of content components of learning materials
on research writing skills in English in the form of blended learning
Totally . .
Content disa;;goree, Dlse(xl/free, No olA)dea’ Agree, % aggz:’llg’/o
Materials provide students with 2.4 2 26.1 59.3 10.1
information about learning
activities and tasks
Self-study guides 2.3 3.7 30.4 53.1 10.4
Diversification of multimedia 2.6 3.7 35.5 45 13.2
electronic lectures
The multiple choice question 2.5 6.1 40 41.7 9.6
bank with direct feedback and
explanations.
Lecture-support materials with 2.4 5.5 42.9 38.3 10.8
texts
Lecture-support materials with 2.7 5.1 40.6 40.9 10.6
audio files
Lecture-support materials with 2.4 5 36.2 42.9 13.5
videos
Materials that provide online 2.6 4.8 33.7 44.9 13.9
learning materials
Materials on discussion 2.4 3.9 33.7 45.3 14.6
situations
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Remarkably, the percentage of no idea is also quite high in a lot of items, such as
“The multiple choice question bank with direct feedback and explanations” (no idea:
42.9%) and “Lecture-support materials with audio files” (no idea: 42.9%). This indicates
that the number of surveyed students has not clearly expressed their views on these
aspects. The percentage of disagreement is also worth noting, as in the following items:
“Lecture-support materials with audio files” (not reliable enough: 13.5%) and “Materials
on discussion situations” (not reliable enough: 14.6%).

Thus, the data in Table 3 shows the difference in views on learning materials, which
indicates that the study of learning materials system is an urgent need that needs to
be improved to better meet the diverse needs of students.

4.2.4. Responsiveness of the types of materials in English

for research writing skills

The data in Table 4 shows the responsiveness of the current types of materials for stu-
dents. The highest percentage of strong agreement is found in the items of “Refer-
ences” (18.2%) and “Online Lectures” (17.7%). However, there is also a high percentage
of disagreement in the items such as “Game applications for exercises” (16.2%) and
“Simulation lectures and exercises” (17.0%). Notably, the percentage of no idea is also
quite high in many items including “Online Lectures” (17.3%) and “References” (18.5%).
The data thus reflects the diversity of types of learning materials. To better meet the
diverse needs, it is necessary to continue to research and improve a variety of types of
materials to ensure satisfaction and effectiveness of learners.

Table 4
Responsiveness of the types of materials in English
for research writing skills
Content d'fsoa;;:ll'?;, Dis%/free, No oiA)dea, Agree, % ag:z:’llg;]
Multimedia curriculum 2.5 2.0 24.6 59.2 11.7
Game applications for exercises 2.3 3.0 22.4 56.0 16.2
Simulation lectures and exercises 2.2 2.4 20.3 58.1 17.0
Online lectures 2.0 2.2 17.3 60.6 17.7
References 2.0 2.0 18.5 59.1 18.2

4.2.5. Degree of difficulty of students when writing research

in English

Table 5 shows the aspects related to writing skills. The highest percentage of strong
agreement is found in the items such as “Not setting long-term goals when learning
writing skills” (23.5%) and “Influence of mother tongue on English writing ability” (18.1%).
However, there is also a high percentage of disagreement on “The time for students to
be taught writing skills is very limited” (10.2%) and “Teachers lack creativity in lesson
design” (18.3%). Especially, the rate of no idea is also quite high in the items such as
“Lack of vocabulary when writing” (25.4%) and “Learners are limited writing skills due
to little reading” (25.2%).

This shows that a lot of respondents have not clearly expressed their views on these
aspects. Thus, to better meet these diverse needs, it is necessary to continue to research
and improve teaching process, learning materials, as well as encourage learners to
practice and develop their writing skills.
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Table 5
Degree of difficulty of students when writing research in English

Totally . .
. Disagree, | No idea, o Totally
Content dlsz:)/%ree, o % Agree, % agree, %

Difficulty in organizing ideas 2.8 3.2 16.1 64.2 13.6
in logical writing
Difficulty in applying 2.7 4.8 22.4 60.3 9.7
grammatical structure to
papers
Lack of vocabulary when 3.1 4.2 25.4 55.3 12
writing
Not setting long-term goals 2.3 4.8 14.8 54.6 23.5
when learning writing skills
Lack of self-training when 3.5 3.4 22.1 55.5 15.5
learning writing skills
Learning and teaching 2.4 5.3 20.1 55.4 16.9
materials are not diverse
The time for students to be 2.6 8.2 32.7 46.3 10.2
taught writing skills is very
limited
Learners are limited writing 2.2 5 25.2 53.3 14.2
skills due to little reading
Influence of mother tongue 2.2 2.8 20.1 56.7 18.1
on English writing ability
Teachers lack creativity in 2.5 4.2 22.3 52.6 18.3
lesson design

4.2.6. Necessity of building a system of learning materials

in English for research writing skills

The data in Table 6 show that the highest percentage of strong agreement is re-
corded in the items: “Develop confidence to form writing motivation for students”
(23.0%) and “Learning materials are suitable and meet the actual teaching require-
ments” (18.8%). However, the percentage of disagreement and strong disagreement
is not too high in the items such as “Learning materials that meet technical require-
ments need to be upgraded and updated” (1.9% disagreement, 1.3% strong disagree-
ment) and “Develop regularly-updated, interactive, and easy-to-share learning mate-
rials” (2.0% disagreement, 1.4% strong disagreement). The percentage of respondents
with no idea is quite high in the following items: “Learning materials are suitable and
meet the needs of learners” (31.7%) and “Form a culture of information sharing”
(32.5%). This shows that a part of respondents have not had clear views on these
aspects.

Thus, the data reflects the diversity of students’ opinions on building and development
of learning materials for writing skills. To better meet these diverse needs, it is neces-
sary to continue to study and improve the process of building learning materials, at the
same time encourage information sharing, and develop confidence and writing motiva-
tion for students.
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Table 6

Necessity of building a system of learning materials in English
for research writing skills

Totall . .
Content disoagre};, Dls%/gree, No (;dea, Ago;'ee, Totalloy
% o o o agree, %

Build resources of learning 2.2 3.1 31.7 51.4 11.5
materials in English for writing
skills in the form of blended
learning
Develop regularly-updated, 1.4 2.0 30.7 50.4 15.5

interactive, and easy-to-share
learning materials

Learning materials that meet 1.9 1.3 34.9 46.1 15.8

technical requirements need to be
upgraded and updated

Learning materials are suitable and 1.5 1.3 31.2 47.2 18.8
meet the actual teaching

requirements

Learning materials are suitable and 2.8 2.2 31.7 46.4 16.7
meet the needs of learners

Improve students’ information 1.3 4.0 30.2 46.8 17.7
capacity

Form a culture of information 1.4 2.1 32.5 46.8 17.2
sharing

Develop confidence to form writing 1.7 2.6 26.5 46.1 23.0

motivation for students

4.2.7. Results from in-depth semi-structured interviews

Most oustanding findings from interviews showed that Vietnamese higher education
students were faced with a series of challenges in terms of vocabulary, grammar, writ-
ing structure, and lack of specialised materials for practice. Specifically, interviewees
unveiled the challenges as follows:

In regard to vocabulary, many students had difficulty in identifying the right context:

‘The most challenging difficulty that students face is concerned with vocabulary re-
straint. They failed to put the right words into the right context’ (ID3)

‘Students find it hard to come up with the righ words and to have good word choice
for their writing’ (ID5)

Concerning grammar, students had challenges in using the right tenses:

‘Students do not know how to use the right tenses in English. For example, many
students use present tense to describe what already happened, say the research pro-
cess’ (ID9)

With regard to structure, issue of coherence and cohesion was of prime importance:

‘Students do not have a good understanding of how to make use of coherence and
cohesion in writing’

In terms of learning materials, there was a big concern for how to have enough and
updated writing materials for practice:

‘l have lots of difficulties in teaching academic writing. Lack of practice materials is
a challenge to us’ (ID8)
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‘Reading materials for academic and research writing is limited’ (ID6)
‘Having lots of difficulties in writing up a good literature review’ (ID4)

4.3. Discussion

From the survey results, it can be seen that there are some common discussions on
the assessed aspects, such as the need to develop diverse learning materials. Although
there is a high rate of choice about the need to build rich and diverse resources of
learning materials to support the learning process, there are still some different points
of view. The analytical data show that there is an agreement that rich and diverse re-
sources of learning materials need to be built to support the learning process. This
shows the awareness of the importance of having diverse resources to meet the learn-
ing needs of students.

Some respondents disagree or have no clear opinion on development of learning
materials in English, ensuring technical requirements and matching actual needs of
learners. This may reflect the difficulty in accessing and using English materials, as well
as the variety of technical requirements and suitability to the reality and needs of each
learner. There are some opinions that show the difficulty in applying appropriate gram-
matical structure and vocabulary when writing. This may require special training and
support to improve this skill.

The aforementioned results indicate that building and improving learning materials,
meeting the diverse needs and requirements of learners, play an important role in im-
proving writing skills. The matters such as study time, information capacity, grammatical
structure, vocabulary and instruction are also given to be considered and addressed in
the process of improving writing skills. The findings from both questionnaire survey and
interviews reveal the fact that there is an urgent for producing learning materials that
can foster academic writing and research skills of students.

5. Conclusion

As discussed above, Vietnamese higher education students have met with many aca-
demic writing and research writing challenges. The difficulties they faced are diverse
and can be common to other learners in the learning community of practice. The need
for having a good set of writing practice materials has become urgent for betterment
of students’ writing skills. One of the manageable approach, in this case, is to make
the best use of blended-learning materials that can support students in both face-to-
face and online learning environments. Findings from this study can serve as foundations
for future research investigating the effectiveness of blended learning materials for writ-
ing consolidation and improvement.
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