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Abstract 

Vietnam is one of the world’s fastest-growing economies, and English profi-
ciency has been acknowledged as crucial to Vietnam’s development, lead-
ing to the implementation of the National Foreign Languages 2020 project. 
However, despite the emphasis placed on the professional development 
of teachers in Vietnam, the effectiveness of centralized and school-level 
professional development programmes has been questioned. Parallel to 
these formal structures, groups created on social media platforms have 
gained popularity among educators in Vietnam. The educators who engage 
with and create these communities demonstrate autonomy and agency 
over their own development. Previous research has highlighted the posi-
tive impact of social media-based communities of practice on teachers’ 
professional growth, but little is known about their specific effect in Vietnam 
or in emerging economies more broadly, nor has the inter-generational con-
versation facilitated by such communities been previously explored. This 
study takes one step in furthering our understanding within this important 
context by examining the role of autonomously created social media com-
munities for professional development among Vietnamese ESOL teachers. 
It revealed that teachers valued these virtual communities for enhancing 
knowledge, networking, job opportunities, research ideas, and mental 
health support, and also that membership positively shaped their profes-
sional identity. These findings suggest that social media can effectively 
support teachers’ development, and while such communities could pose 
a challenge for mainstream, formally created communities, policymakers 
should encourage their use for professional development. As one of the 
world’s fastest-growing economies, research into the Vietnamese context 
also has deeper relevance as a window into global change.
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communities of practice, social media, teachers’ professional knowledge, teachers’ 
professional identities, Vietnamese teachers of English.  
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Social media, professional understanding and professional identities amongst 
Vietnamese ESOL teachers
Abstract: Vietnam is one of the world’s fastest-growing economies, and English proficiency has been acknowl-
edged as crucial to Vietnam’s development, leading to the implementation of the National Foreign Languages 
2020 project. However, despite the emphasis placed on the professional development of teachers in Vietnam, 
the effectiveness of centralized and school-level professional development programmes has been questioned. 
Parallel to these formal structures, groups created on social media platforms have gained popularity among 
educators in Vietnam. The educators who engage with and create these communities demonstrate autonomy 
and agency over their own development. Previous research has highlighted the positive impact of social media-
based communities of practice on teachers’ professional growth, but little is known about their specific effect 
in Vietnam or in emerging economies more broadly, nor has the inter-generational conversation facilitated by 
such communities been previously explored. This study takes one step in furthering our understanding within 
this important context by examining the role of autonomously created social media communities for professional 
development among Vietnamese ESOL teachers. It revealed that teachers valued these virtual communities 
for enhancing knowledge, networking, job opportunities, research ideas, and mental health support, and also 
that membership positively shaped their professional identity. These findings suggest that social media can ef-
fectively support teachers’ development, and while such communities could pose a challenge for mainstream, 
formally created communities, policymakers should encourage their use for professional development. As one 
of the world’s fastest-growing economies, research into the Vietnamese context also has deeper relevance as a 
window into global change.

Keywords: communities of practices, social media, teachers’ professional knowledge, teachers’ professional 
identities, Vietnamese teachers of English,  

Introduction

This study examines how Vietnamese teachers of English to Speakers of Other 
Languages (ESOL) use social media to enhance their professional knowledge and 
professional identities. This research is significant given Vietnam’s status as one of 
the world’s fastest developing economies and its emphasis on English proficiency as 
a socioeconomic and political driver (Le & Chen, 2018; Nguyen & Hamid, 2021). This 
has been reflected in reformist national programmes such as the National Foreign 
Languages 2020 Project for the period 2008 – 2020 (VGP, 2008), later extended to 
Project 2025 (VGP, 2017). 

The terms TESOL and ESOL are used throughout this article, as they are used 
throughout government, university and school generated documents in Vietnam. The 
acronym VCoP (virtual community of pracrice) is also used.

While substantial resources, 80% of the government’s total teacher education 
budget, have been consistently invested, for successive years in centralized teacher 
training in Vietnam (Le, 2019), these initiatives often adopt a top-down approach that 
may not effectively meet teachers’ specific needs (González et al., 2002; Nguyen 
et al., 2020). Meanwhile, research has suggested that Vietnamese teachers are ex-
ceptionally engaged in self-created professional communities linked by social media 
that function in parallel to conventionally structured forms of continuous professional 
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development (CPD) (Mai et al., 2020; Diep, 2023; Le et al., 2024). Such research has 
also found that this form of agentic professional development particularly reflects the 
nature and context of teaching in Vietnam: Vietnamese teachers are highly educated, 
highly motivated, but don’t yet have an infrastructure which they perceive as fully 
fulfilling their development needs (Le et al., 2024). 

Professional development is a continuous process crucial for teachers’ growth, 
which enhances their knowledge, skills, and attitudes (Kedir & Gutema, 2022). It en-
ables teachers to acquire new skills, stay abreast of educational trends, and advance 
their career prospects (Shing et al., 2015; Nugroho, 2018), ultimately benefiting stu-
dent outcomes (Fletcher-Wood & Zuccollo, 2020; Tran et al., 2021), strengthening the 
whole education system (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Truong et al., 2021), and 
supporting teacher retention and academic standing (Le & Ho, 2022). It is therefore 
already a widely researched area. However, research has predominantly focused on 
the global north and, to some extent, on centrally created programmes. This article’s 
focus on an emerging economy from the global south, specifically Vietnam, and on 
autonomously and independently created groups, therefore responds to a significant 
gap in our understanding.

Research consistently indicates that effective professional development, of any 
type, should incorporate focused content, active participation, teamwork, demonstra-
tion of effective practices, mentoring, feedback, reflection, and sustained engage-
ment (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Successful programmes emphasise knowl-
edge acquisition, skills development, and behavioural change (Sims et al., 2021), 
while also recognising teachers’ multifaceted roles as employees, instructors, and 
lifelong learners (González et al., 2002). This includes attention to areas such as 
teaching methods, language competence, and reflective practice. In other words, 
professional development programmes should meet teachers’ expectations, which 
might vary based on their teaching experiences and educational backgrounds (Mekie 
& Gezahegn, 2023). 

Most professional development programmes for Vietnamese ESOL teachers are 
created and led at a government or institutional level (Nguyen et al., 2020; Nguyen et 
al., 2022). At the government level, one commonly used approach follows a ‘pyramid’ 
model, where selected teachers receive training from the Ministry of Education and 
Training and then train other teachers in their respective schools (Nguyen et al., 2020; 
Le et al., 2022). This strategy aims to create widespread impact across the teaching 
community (Vo, 2022). Institutions, meanwhile, often offer various activities such as 
classroom observations, lesson study and critical friend groups (O’Leary et al., 2023; 
Nguyen et al., 2022). 

However, the effectiveness of these methods for the real-world practice of indi-
vidual teachers has been questioned (González et al., 2002; Nguyen et al., 2020). 
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Challenges include limited time, personal constraints such as limited technological 
skills, and financial resources (Pham et al., 2023), and may be exacerbated by a 
disconnect between programme content and teachers’ actual needs (Guskey, 2002; 
Forrest, 2018; Nguyen et al., 2020). At school level, lesson study, where teachers 
collaboratively design, teach and refine a single lesson in their faculty, is a frequent 
institutional practice in Vietnam (Nguyen et al., 2022). However, the potential stress, 
that teachers may experience, when engaging in lesson study has been explored in 
a range of contexts (Kanellopoulou & Darra, 2019; Schipper et al., 2020); and this 
may be exacerbated in Confucian societies such as Vietnam, which have a cultural 
emphasis on the importance hierarchy (Minh et al., 2018; Nguyen et al., 2024).

Similarly, while critical friends groups, in which groups of teachers critically  re-
flect on their educational practices and make appropriate changes or revisions (Kuh, 
2016), can be valuable, they can also generate stress (Minh et al., 2018). These short-
comings suggest that established programmes, while they can and often do improve 
professional understanding, also often do not fully meet teachers’ diverse expecta-
tions (Cao et al., 2016; Pham, 2021). This has led to calls for teachers to take a more 
active role in their own professional learning (Hayes, 2019; Nguyen et al., 2020).

Virtual communities of practice

Virtual communities of practice (VCoPs) are online groups of individuals who share 
a common interest or problem and deepen their knowledge through ongoing interac-
tion (Wenger et al., 2002). Rooted in situated learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991) 
and Vygotsky’s cognitive learning theory (1978), VCoPs emphasize the importance 
of social interaction and collaboration (Handley et al., 2006). Effective communities 
of practice are characterized by a shared domain of interest, a community engaged 
in collective activities and mutual support, and a shared practice where members’ 
experiences form a collective repertoire (Wenger, 2011).

Existing research underscores the value of online communities for teacher devel-
opment globally (Macià & García, 2016; Bett & Makewa, 2020). Studies from Belgium 
(Muls et al., 2019), China (Xue et al., 2021), and North Macedonia (Underwood & 
Joshevska; 2019) have shown that online social media platforms can foster collabora-
tion, information sharing, and peer support. Community membership also potentially 
promotes teachers’ critical thinking skills (Brandt, 2006), and positively influences 
their professional identity formation (Duong & Duong, 2020; Kiss, 2020; Suarez & 
McGrath, 2022; Hong, 2024) and identity reconstruction (Toom, 2019). 

In his influential work on communities of practice, Wenger (1998) argued that com-
munities which effectively support learning also contribute to the positive construc-
tion of identity. In such communities, learners develop both their individual identity, 
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defined by Wenger as their sense of self as unique individuals shaped by personal 
traits, values, experiences, and self-concept, and their relational identity, understood 
as their sense of who they are through relationships with others and the social roles 
they inhabit (Wenger, 2011). Although Wenger was not writing about communities 
facilitated by social media specifically, other writers have found this same connection 
between professional communities and professional identity to exist online (Abedini 
et al., 2021).

Much of the existing research on professional development, through communities 
of practice, whether formally established or agentically formed, has been conducted 
within the context of the global north. Research in Vietnam, however, needs to be 
carefully contextualised, as Vietnamese society is shaped by Confucian cultural tradi-
tions that emphasise respect for hierarchy and societal roles (Truong & Underwood, 
2023; Nguyen et al., 2025). These values are reflected in everyday language use, 
where different forms of address are employed depending on age and relative se-
niority, including within institutional settings such as workplaces (Oanh, 2015). It is 
therefore reasonable to expect that such cultural norms may influence interactional 
patterns, participation, and power relations within communities of practice, shaping 
how professional learning is enacted in this context (Hoang et al., 2023). 

Despite the advantages and possibilities that virtual professional communities 
offer, challenges including: time constraints, technological proficiency, competitive 
environments (Abedini et al., 2021), and the underestimation of knowledge-sharing 
activities (Farahian & Parhamnia, 2022) can hinder their effectiveness. More broadly, 
participation in social media-based professional communities is shaped by additional 
tensions. Engagement may be uneven due to disparities in digital literacy, access, 
and institutional support (Yan et al. 2023), while the informal nature of these spaces 
can lead to superficial exchanges or the circulation of unverified practices (Kaufmann 
& Vallade, 2020). Power dynamics and self-presentation pressures may privilege cer-
tain voices, and algorithmic curation can reinforce echo chambers rather than critical 
dialogue (Chueca Del Cerro, 2024). 

In Vietnam, social media is emerging as a valuable tool for teachers’ learning (Le 
et al., 2024; Ngo & Nguyen, 2023), yet limited research has examined Vietnamese 
ESOL teachers’ experiences within these online communities.

Summary and research questions

In summary, this study aims to fill the research gap defined above by exploring 
the specific role that social media plays in the professional growth of ESOL teachers 
in Vietnam; specifically in enabling the autonomous, inter-generational, teacher-led 
creation of communities with the intention of professional development. Generational 
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diversity within this study is defined by years of teaching experience. This is an ap-
propriate way to contextualise this within a Vietnamese context in which Confucian 
norms mean that experience is highly regarded but can also lead to power distance 
within workplaces (Nguyen, et al., 2024). The study addresses two research ques-
tions: (1) What knowledge do Vietnamese ESOL teachers expect to share and to gain 
from TESOL community groups on social media? (2) What other gains are there from 
group membership?

By exploring these questions, the research highlights how virtual communities can 
supplement traditional training and support Vietnamese TESOL teachers in navigat-
ing professional challenges and refining their teaching identities. 

Although this study focuses solely on Vietnam, research into English language 
learning in the country has clear global relevance. Vietnam’s population is larger 
than that of any European country other than Russia, and its economy has consis-
tently grown faster than that of any European country (IMF, 2025). Its scale, combined 
with this rapid economic growth, therefore makes understanding Vietnam especially 
important for those seeking to understand education, or indeed any aspect of soci-
ety, in developing economies in the 2020s (Lim et al., 2025). However, beyond this, 
the Vietnamese Ministry of Education and Training has set out distinctly ambitious, 
long-term, and relatively well-funded goals for English language learning (Tran et al., 
2022). Therefore, just as Vietnamese education policy has the potential to influence 
education policy globally, developments in English language education in Vietnam 
can likewise provide insights with significance beyond the national context.

Methodology

This study adopted a case study approach, which allowed in-depth exploration 
of the phenomenon in a real-life context (Crowe et al., 2011; Yin, 2017). The study fo-
cused on a single social media-based community. This group has over 23,000 mem-
bers and is widely used by Vietnamese ESOL teachers for professional development. 
Its prevalence among Vietnamese educators made this group a suitable example of 
social networking for teacher professional growth (Mai et al., 2020). 

The focus on a single case study community enabled both feasibilty of access 
and later in depth analysis; it does though position this study as an ideas generating 
study, one that has the potential to contribute to further debate rather than a study 
capable of more secure generalizations (Robson & McCartan, 2024). From this po-
sitioning the decision to limit the sample size to sixty and to recruit through self-se-
lection and self-reporting are logically coherent, and further embed this study within 
the genre of voice-research, whether that be student or, as in this case, teacher voice 
(Gillett-Swan & Baroutsis 2024). 
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According to Yin (2017), case study research is appropriate when the boundar-
ies between a phenomenon and its context are not sharply defined. In this study, 
the phenomenon is ESOL teachers’ use of an informal professional community to 
enhance their professional understanding and identities, while the context is the so-
cial platform, where these interactions occur naturally. Previous research has shown 
that teachers’ professional learning and identity development happen organically in 
both face-to-face settings (Alkahtani, 2024) and online communities (Mai et al., 2020; 
Farahian & Parhamnia, 2022). Consequently, there are no sharply defined boundaries 
between the phenomenon and its context in this research. In other words, this study 
satisfies the conditions outlined by Yin (2017) for using a case study approach.

Questionnaires were used to gather both qualitative and quantitative data. Initial 
closed questions explored the expectations of members of this virtual professional 
community. This was followed by qualitative open-ended questions, examining the 
diverse perspectives of the participating ESOL teachers. Specifically, why the in-
formation gained in the group is beneficial for them, and why it helps them to en-
hance their professional knowledge and identities. The questionnaire was distributed 
through an online post in the studied group, whose members work in both private 
and state-owned institutions. In the post, a brief description of the research approach 
and purpose was provided. 60 participants completed the questionnaires within two 
weeks: 36 of whom were novice teachers who had less than five years of teaching 
experience, and 24 of whom were experienced teachers who had at least five years 
of teaching experience. 

Vietnam is a Confucian culture in which experience is highly valued (Truong & Un-
derwood, 2023; Nguyen et al., 2024). This means that seniority is closely associated 
with authority, professional validity and moral standing in educational settings. A teach-
ers’ experience, thus, indicates their hierarchical standing and influence within profes-
sional communities rather than merely describing a career stage. As a result, a division 
based on years of teaching experience is used as the analytical lens through which 
inter-generational perceptions are compared. It is also unusual in Vietnam to enter the 
teaching profession later in life. Therefore, as would be expected, all the novice teach-
ers involved in this study were younger than their more experienced colleagues.

This study followed the British Educational Research Association’s (BERA) Ethical 
Guidelines (2024). Participants were informed of their rights, including consent, trans-
parency, withdrawal, and data confidentiality. A bilingual consent form, approved by 
the group administrators, was provided online to ensure participants understood the 
research scope and implications. Data collection remained anonymous and data was 
securely stored, with survey duration minimised to respect participants’ time con-
straints. These ethical practices fostered a safe and respectful research environment. 
Ethical approval was granted by the University of Northampton.
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For the qualitative section of the questionnaire, a thematic analysis was employed, 
which enabled the researchers to identify, evaluate, and present the key themes from 
the data, and to explore and understand the shared meanings and experiences of 
the target population (Braun et al., 2019). The six steps of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 
thematic analysis were followed: (1) reading for initial patterns and familiarizing with 
the data by tabulating participants’ responses; (2) generating codes using colour-
coding; (3) searching for themes by grouping related codes into overarching patterns 
within a revised thematic table; (4) reviewing the themes for coherence and consis-
tency; (5) defining and naming the themes; and (6) the final stage of selection for 
inclusion in this written account.

Results

In the first part of this results section, four tables are presented which explore the 
following themes, which are, as follows: what motivates Vietnamese teachers, includ-
ing both novice and experienced teachers, to engage with professional communities; 
what forms of knowledge they value; and who they value gaining advice and knowl-
edge from.

Table 1 
participants’ expectations from social media-based groups.

Motivation  Novice Teachers (n=36)
Responses* 
(n= 60)

Experienced Teachers 
(n=24)
Responses*
(n=42)

Seeking advice  
from experienced educators

 35 (97%) 23 (96%)

Sharing knowledge  
with other educators

 15 (42%) 11 (46%)

Sharing personal experiences  9 (25%) 6 (25%)

Other  1 (3%) 2 (8%)

*note: the bracketed percentage indicates the percentage of participants selecting that option. 
However, participants could choose more than one response.

As Table 1 indicates, the primary motivation for both the novice and experienced 
participants engaging in virtual communities of practice (VCoPs) is to seek advice 
from other colleagues. However, there was also a desire to share their knowledge and 
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experience. The importance of participating in this two-way process was recognized 
almost equally, inter-generationally, by novice and experienced teachers.

Table 2 
TESOL professionals’ expectations of gains from membership of a virtual community of 
practice.

Type of Advice Novice Teachers
(n = 36)
Responses*
(n = 159)

Experienced Teachers
(n =24)
Responses*
(n = 87)

Teaching theories 20 (55%) 12 (50%)

Teaching experiences 35 (97%) 17 (71%)

Teaching strategies 29 (80%) 16 (67%)

Teaching materials 29 (80%) 18 (75%)

Career guidance 22 (61%) 5 (21%)

Professional development 
programmes

24 (67%) 18 (75%)

Other 0 (0%) 1 (4%)

*note: the bracketed percentage indicates the percentage of participants selecting that option. 
However, participants could choose more than one response.

The table above illustrates the types of knowledge the group members expected 
to gain through interacting as members. As it shows, both novice and experienced 
teachers prioritised gaining practical advice, particularly about teaching experiences 
and strategies. The most commonly chosen reason that novice teachers gave for 
joining this social media-based community was seeking advice about teaching expe-
riences; 35 (97%) of novice participants indicated this, while only 20 of them (55%) 
desired guidance on teaching theories. However, this still indicates that a relatively 
large number of the participants are interested in learning more about the deeper 
pedagogical underpinnings of their teaching practice. 

Novice teachers also expressed a greater desire for career guidance compared to 
experienced teachers, possibly reflecting their early career challenges. Conversely, 
experienced teachers exhibited a higher interest in information about professional 
development programmes
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Table 3 
the knowledge TESOL professionals want to share with other educators via virtual communities 
of practice.

Knowledge Type Novice Teachers        
(n = 36)
Responses*
(n = 83)

Experienced Teachers  
(n = 24)
Responses*
(n = 56)

Teaching theories 12 (33%) 6 (25%)

Teaching experience 24 (67%) 20 (83%)

Teaching strategies 11 (30%) 7 (29%)

Teaching materials 18 (50%) 10 (41%)

Career guidance 11 (30%) 5 (21%)

Professional development programmes 6 (17%) 7 (29%)

Other 1 (3%) 1 (4%)

*note: the bracketed percentage indicates the percentage of participants selecting that option. 
However, participants could choose more than one response.

The first two tables illustrate the knowledge that these group members expected 
to gain through membership. However, these groups are intended to facilitate interac-
tive processes in which members are expected to share knowledge as well as gain. 
This third table (above), therefore, illustrates the knowledge that members expected 
to share rather than to gain. Both groups (novice teachers and experienced teach-
ers) prioritised sharing teaching experiences, with 67% of novice (n=24) and 83% of 
experienced teachers (n=20) selecting this option. Notably, mirroring the knowledge 
that they expected to gain, novice teachers also showed less interest, than experi-
enced teachers, in sharing information about professional development programmes. 

Overall, these ESOL teachers, participating in autonomously created VCoPs, pri-
marily wished to provide practical advice for peers, with the findings highlighting a 
clear preference for this over theoretical insights. Notably and importantly many of 
the novice teachers perceived themselves as having valuable knowledge to share 
despite their relative inexperience.
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Table 4 
perceived value of the knowledge and experience shared by different types of members

Information Type Novice Teachers (n=36)
Responses*
(n=141)

Experienced Teachers 
(n=24)
Responses*
(n=92)

Knowledge shared by members 35 (97%) 22 (91%)

Experience shared by members 36 (100%) 23 (96%)

Knowledge shared by group admins 35 (97%) 24 (100%)

Experience shared by group admins 35 (97%) 23 (96%)

*note: the bracketed percentage indicates the percentage of participants selecting that option. 
However, participants could choose more than one response. 

In this final table the distinction between ‘admins’ and ‘members’ is significant be-
cause admins, within the group that all participants belong to, tend to be more deeply 
involved in the community and more experienced professionals. Most group admins 
possess over 10 years of teaching experience and at least a master’s degree in TE-
SOL. However, as the table illustrates, these participants appreciated information 
from both group members and admins, with only a slight preference for admin-shared 
content. One strength of these communities it seems is even the newest members are 
valued and affirmed.

Results from the open-ended questions

In this second part of this results section, the qualitative results are presented 
based on the themes that emerged during the coding of this data.   

Theme 1: Enhancing teaching practices and knowledge
As is illustrated in the tables above. The participants placed a strong empha-

sis on enhancing their teaching practice through community membership. Therefore 
expectedly, most participants highlighted enhancing teaching practices and shar-
ing knowledge as key reasons for joining social media-based communities within 
their qualitative answers too. Many mentioned aims like “motivating students”, ex-
ploring “gamification”, and addressing “teaching difficulties”. Some provided more 
detailed responses, noting that the community offered practical support and insights 
into teaching across different institutions. Notably, the novice teachers emphasized 
in their answers, their desire to learn from others, with statements such as: “I very 
much want to learn from other experienced teachers.” One participant described, as 
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important, gaining knowledge on “reasonable ways to collect tuition fees from stu-
dents”, indicating that these communities both facilitate knowledge sharing and help 
build resilience and coping strategies in a complex profession.

As regards technology-related knowledge, specifically in light of Project 2025, 
mandating the integration of technology into English teaching in Vietnam (VGP, 2017), 
these communities occupy an increasingly significant role. Participants valued tech-
nology-related advice, including “guidance for applying IT into teaching” and high-
lighted the importance of practical advice that could translate virtual interactions into 
real-life activities. One participant emphasized that: “there are some activities [that 
they had learned] that can bring virtual groups to real life”.

Interestingly, experienced teachers, within the community, expressed a desire to 
learn from their less experienced colleagues, challenging the expectation that learn-
ing would primarily be, generationally, one-directional. As one experienced teacher 
remarked, “Updates on new technologies, new applications from young teachers. 
These are the most valuable for me”.The readiness of experienced teachers to learn 
from younger colleagues, especially about technology, underscores the value of the 
collaborative learning fostered within these communities.

Theme 2: Professional growth and career development
The participants highly valued the group for its role in professional growth and ca-

reer development, particularly in facilitating “essential networking”, a finding that was 
also clearly present in the quantitative data. They described how these connections 
not only enable collaboration but also lead to “job opportunities”, helping teachers 
gain access to positions aligned with their skills and aspirations, potentially leading 
to better-paying or more suitable roles.

Beyond job opportunities, these connections also enable teachers to enhance 
their understanding of the profession. One participant stated, “The group helps me 
to connect with other English teachers across the country and learn more about the 
profession”. By engaging with colleagues from diverse educational settings, these 
teachers described gaining insights into different administrative systems, school cul-
tures, and development strategies across institutions, fostering a holistic view of ca-
reer development and adaptability. 

Participants also appreciated discussions beyond classroom strategies, including 
business insights such as “managing a language centre”, underscoring the multi-
faceted professional development opportunities the group offers. Additionally, the 
participants also described how the community also supports teachers’ education 
and research pursuits. An experienced teacher remarked that they had “gained some 
ideas for my research”. They went on to describe how by engaging in small-scale 
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research, they could refine decision-making skills and implement innovative teaching 
strategies, contributing to both academic and practical applications.

Overall, beyond enhancing teaching practices, the teachers valued the group for 
networking opportunities, career perspectives, job leads, and research ideas. These 
elements they perceived as supportive of the development of their professional iden-
tities and of progression throughout their teaching careers.

Theme 3: Personal support and community engagement
The two themes discussed earlier are instrumental and goal-focused. However, 

group membership had other less pragmatic reasons. This can be defined as; gain-
ing a sense of community and identity through group membership alone, without a 
need for further external instrumental gains. This aspect represented a significant 
finding of the study and extended insights beyond that which was revealed by the 
quantitative data

The participants described how, through community membership, teachers could 
“connect with other English teachers across the country.”. Participants appreciated 
group membership because it helped them broaden their perspectives. They also 
described how this broadening happens thanks to the “sharings of other peers” or 
“other group members”, “especially from experienced teachers”. They further ex-
plained how they tended to learn actively by reflecting on their experiences rather 
than by consuming knowledge passively. 

Through reflection, they could identify what information was beneficial and new 
for them. One participant noted: “the things I have gained from this group help me 
not only to enhance my professional skills but also to develop a broader perspec-
tive on life through the numerous stories shared by group members”. This highlights 
the value of peer sharing in fostering active learning and personal growth. Whilst an 
experienced teacher added, “Sometimes I don’t really need advice; I just read and 
learn from others’ sharings”. These comments reflect a shared purpose of enhancing 
knowledge and skills through interaction within the community.

Beyond professional development, participants valued the support the group of-
fered. Reading other people’s experiences helped normalize their personal struggles 
and fostered a sense of belonging. Supportive discussions, including about “experi-
ences with relieving stress from work, and tips on staying healthy while teaching” 
were particularly appreciated. This suggests that these teachers seek not only peda-
gogical support but also strategies for maintaining well-being. Generally, these teach-
ers, regardless of their level of experience, valued the group for both professional 
knowledge and personal support, which enhanced their well-being and, in turn, im-
proved their confidence in their professional identity.   
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Discussion

In answer to the research questions presented earlier: the participants in this study 
identified multiple expected gains from membership of virtual communities of prac-
tice (VCoPs). As regards knowledge: they expected to gain above all other forms: 
knowledge of teaching strategies, of others’ teaching experiences and of teaching 
materials. However, they also expected to gain through group membership a sense of 
community and a stronger identity as teachers. This was the case inter-generationally 
for both novice and experienced teachers.

Their desired practical gains align with previous research that has indicated that 
advice-seeking is a key activity in online professional learning communities (Mai et 
al., 2020; Ngo & Nguyen, 2023); however, for these participants, this came through 
particularly strongly. These Vietnamese ESOL teachers, facing pressures from evolv-
ing educational policies and societal expectations to ensure student success, per-
ceive advice from fellow teachers as crucial for overcoming challenges and maintain-
ing teaching quality. 

The participants specifically valued practical classroom knowledge that enhanced 
teaching practices. This does not mean though that they rejected the learning of 
pedagogical theory. It is simply that they prioritized it less. That it was also valued in-
dicates that these teachers are highly sophisticated thinkers about their professional 
craft, keen to understand it at multiple levels. These findings challenge previous por-
trayals of English teacher communities in high pressure education systems as con-
formist and constrained (Pham, 2018). Instead, these teachers demonstrated agency, 
reflection, and autonomy, within virtual communities of practice (VCoPs) that foster 
knowledge sharing and the development of strong, confident professional identities.

Participants particularly emphasized the value of both theoretical and practical in-
formation when it directly improved students’ academic performance. However, inter-
estingly and in direct contrast to other related research (Nugroho, 2018), the studied 
community did not provide opportunities for teachers to improve their English profi-
ciency, nor did the participants desire this. In this case, the goal of the community 
was to exchange teaching-related knowledge (rather than language competence). 
This may well reflect that these teachers already possess a high level of confidence 
in their level of English.  

Beyond these practical gains, the participants view autonomously created VCoPs 
as dynamic communities, catering to their diverse professional, life long, development 
needs, including the need for community affirmation of their professional identity. This 
has also been found in studies in a European context (Underwood & Joshevska, 
2019) that have suggested that such platforms fulfil a need for teacher growth and, 
at their best, foster a rich professional knowledge-sharing environment. For example, 
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the participants valued the support provided by the community to overcome stress; 
this finding corroborates earlier studies (Macià & García, 2016; Ngo & Nguyen, 2023) 
that emphasize the emotional support that VCoPs offer, particularly in high-pressure 
environments such as are usual in Vietnam. Another highly specific set of practical 
gains that the participants desired and gained from community membership related 
to career networking, 

An important finding from this study was that for all the forms of knowledge pro-
vided by these groups, the reality of what the community provided consistently ex-
ceeded participants’ initial expectations. This contrasts with research into traditional 
teacher development programmes, which world-wide have often been criticized for 
lacking relevance (Nguyen et al., 2020; González et al., 2002). In Vietnam, where 
“pyramid” model-driven training programmes dominate (Forrest, 2018; Guskey, 2002; 
Nguyen et al., 2020), VCoPs appear to deliver parallel practical and relevant informa-
tion for ESOL teachers that centralized teacher education cannot entirely fulfil. 

However, another important finding from this study, which contrasts with other re-
search, was that the experienced teachers involved were also interested in learning, 
through these communities, about other formally created opportunities for develop-
ment. These teachers in Vietnam are not rejectionist but see autonomously created 
online communities as part of a larger continuous professional development (CPD) 
landscape, which includes centralized, formally structured training as well. This has 
not been found in comparable studies in other countries and perhaps attests to the 
relatively higher quality of centralized training in Vietnam. 

In summary, this study found that membership of VCoPs benefits Vietnamese 
ESOL teachers by fostering professional understanding and shaping their profes-
sional identities. The community provided four key affordances. First, contextual and 
cultural affordances that involved sharing experiences from diverse teaching set-
tings. Second, critical reflective skills were developed as teachers engaged in reflec-
tive dialogue within the community. Third, collegial collaboration and professional 
relationships were strengthened through connections and networking, enabling mem-
bers to interact and reinforce their identity as teachers. Finally, the supportive environ-
ment within the community offered both intellectual and emotional assistance, helping 
teachers navigate the pressures of Confucian social expectations and educational 
policies. All these have been found within communities in separate studies in other 
contexts (Toom, 2019; Suarez & McGrath; Pham, 2012; Hong, 2024), but the pres-
ence of all indicates the distinctly positive value placed upon the community by the 
participants in this study. 
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Conclusion

This study examined how Vietnamese TESOL teachers use a large, teacher-
created social media-based platform as a professional learning community to en-
hance their knowledge and shape their professional identities. It found that, for these 
teachers, regardless of age and experience, virtual communities of practice offer 
significant professional benefits, including: practical teaching advice, networking, job 
opportunities, research insights, mental health support and community affirmation. 
Participation fosters a supportive learning environment where teachers receive both 
intellectual and emotional support, reinforcing their awareness of their roles, respon-
sibilities, values and value as English educators in Vietnam.

Within the context of research in the global north, these findings would be con-
sistent with previous studies. However, the positivity expressed by these teachers 
regarding the online community they chose to join is particularly noteworthy, in a 
Vietnamese context. This study challenges prior research suggesting that autonomy 
and creativity are more difficult for teachers to develop independently in developing 
economies; as well as studies indicating that hierarchical structures in Confucian so-
cieties limit teachers’ ability to contribute to professional conversations. The teachers 
in this study, whether experienced or novice, clearly demonstrated confidence, cre-
ativity, reflection, and agency. Moreover, the findings highlight the potential benefits 
of enabling expert professionals to participate in autonomously created communities.

Given these findings, school leaders and policymakers, in Vietnam, and possi-
bly in other contexts internationally too, should value and support social media as 
a tool for continuous professional development. Integrating online communities into 
teacher training programmes and providing guidelines for responsible engagement 
could enhance their effectiveness. For example, school leaders could create and use 
an online-based community simultaneously with lesson study; a popular institution-
led approach to teachers’ professional development.  Educational authorities could 
develop guidelines to help teachers maximize the benefits of these platforms while 
maintaining professional boundaries and ensuring the accuracy of shared informa-
tion. ESOL organisations should also promote peer-to-peer learning via social media, 
which could be incorporated into existing top-down continuous professional develop-
ment frameworks, ensuring both novice and experienced teachers benefit. Emphasiz-
ing digital literacy in teacher training would equip educators to use these platforms 
effectively and responsibly. 

ESOL teachers could be encouraged to actively create and participate in online-
based learning communities within their faculties, their educational settings or even 
outside their temporary settings. By leveraging social media’s potential, we can cul-
tivate a more dynamic, well-supported teaching community and enhance the quality 



Revista Lusófona de Educação

Ngo & Underwood: Social media, professional understanding and professional  
identities amongst Vietnamese ESOL teachers

77

of English language education in Vietnam, and this is quite possibly the case in other 
countries, too. This does not obviate the important role that formal, centralized teach-
er education has. However, it is important that leaders and participants in teacher 
professional development of all kinds recognize and acknowledge the importance of 
a diverse range of opportunities and communities.
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