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Activity Summary:  
 
Vietnam National University has not existing partnership with Global Studies, but have several programs 
conducted in English. So with great excitement I set out to explore one of its English-language programs in the 
Faculty of Linguistics and Cultures of English Speaking 
Countries in the University of Languages and International 
Studies. I was assisted by the Head of the Division of Country 
Studies, Dr. Phung Ha Thanh, who arrange three classes to 
observe. In one of the classes, I was able to lead a 30-minute 
discussion in the course Topics in American Studies. To 
summarize, the experience opened a dynamic window into the 
higher education system in Vietnam, but also into liberal arts 
teaching in other parts of Asia. Each class consists of a 2 hour, 
30 minute block.  
 
My schedule operated according to the following timeline: 
 
Tuesday, 21st of March: Tuesday consisted of a campus tour by Dr. Phung Ha Thanh, who pointed out the three 
locations where I would be attending classes. Later, we sat down for dinner and discussed the unique strengths 
of both of our universities, but mostly it was a chance to get insight into teaching at VNU. Dr. Phung Ha Thanh 
mentioned Vietnam’s high performance on PISA scores (8th in the world in science). 
 
Wednesday 22nd of March: Topics in American Studies (Session 1): In this course I was able to observe class 
presentations and a discussion on the film Born on the 4th of July. I was also able to complete the assigned 
readings beforehand, which debate the role of Bob Kerry in the establishment of Fulbright University in 
Vietnam. This was a meaningful conversation, not only because students demonstrated their mastery of English 
in critically engaging a variety of classroom materials, but also because participation was widely-distributed 
across the class.  
 
Friday 24th of March: Topics in American Studies (Session 2): Whereas the prior class consisted of Translation 
and Interpretation students, this class consisted of Education majors and was led by Dr. Hoang Hai An. While I 
was told that the first session would be more proactive than the second, I didn’t notice a difference. However, 
during the second session, I was able to lead their discussion of Born on the 4th of July, in which I compared the 
film with the Vietnamese artist, Dinh Q. Lê, whose work I’ve integrated into my own Visual Politics course at 
AIU. I think the students enjoyed this. My general observation was that they are far more active in classroom 
participation than our matriculating students at AIU. 
 
Friday 24th of March: Southeast Asia Society: this class was led by Dr. Haiha Nguyen, but consisted almost 
entirely of class presentation. The main group presented about ASEAN integration in Southeast Asia, 



 
highlighted areas such as work visas, tourism, and trade, while stopping intermittently to quiz students on 
material discussed in the presentation. Later, the instructor evaluated the presenters and proceeded toward 
the “security” dispute in the South China Sea. I really liked how she divided the class into five groups and asked 
them to role-play the different countries involved. Strangely, three groups wanted to be China and had to settle 
their own dispute through rock-paper-scissors. I really enjoyed this final portion of the class, especially when 
the U.S. group proclaimed “We are neutral. We are here for maintaining the peace and security of the world.” 
The classroom erupted in laughter.  
 
Vietnam National University has a vibrant campus, with student activities taking place from morning until the 
evening and lots of gathering places dispersed throughout the campus.   

What I have learned and how I want to use the knowledge / skills in my future teaching at AIU: 
 
I learned most from Dr. Phung Ha Thanh, because she has a unique approach to teaching. We both have a 
favorite book in common, which is Jacques Rancière’s The Ignorant Schoolmaster. The book is a critical 
rejoinder to structuralist approaches to the sociology of education at a time when France was exerting more 
bureaucratic control over the expectations of teaching and learning. Rancière believed that “equality” should 
be the starting point in the relationship between student and teacher, such that the teacher must be available 
without being overpowering. Dr. Phung Ha Thanh does this by providing a structure of the course, while 
leavening openings in the kinds of assignments students submit as a response—for example, a student may 
submit a final project as an argumentative essay, or as a critically-engaged series of poems. Equality is thus a 
form of recognition as to what “counts” as a final project. Students seem to be excited about the parameters 
of her course, and these expectations drive dialogue in the classroom. I am thinking about how to make this 
work within my own syllabi.  

 


