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Abstract: Foreign language learning is intricately linked to learners’
perceptions of the target culture and its people. However, a positive
attitudinal shift is not an automatic outcome of language acquisition but
is influenced by instructional materials, pedagogical approaches, and
classroom experiences. This qualitative case study explores how
language instruction integrated with culturally engaging activities is
associated with students' attitudes toward Vietnamese language, people,
and culture. The study followed three white native English-speaking
students enrolled in a Vietnamese language course at a small, private
university in the US, employing classroom observations, reflective
essays, and interviews to examine students’ self-reported attitudinal
changes. Through structured hands-on activities combining Vietnamese
language learning with cultural exploration, the students reported
refining their perceptions, challenging initial stereotypes of the
Vietnamese culture and people, and developing a deeper appreciation
for cultural diversity. Such findings highlight the role of culturally
responsive teaching in fostering cross-cultural awareness and
encouraging a broader curiosity for global perspectives. Further
research should focus on pedagogy and curriculum that could enhance
students’ intercultural competence with a larger number of participants
across diverse language learning contexts.
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The integration of culture in language education plays a critical role in shaping students’
perceptions of the target culture and fostering intercultural competence (Belli, 2018; Heusinkveld,
1997b; Vu & Dinh, 2021). While language learning provides access to different linguistic
structures, true cultural understanding requires a deeper engagement with the social and historical
context of the language (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013). Also, learning another language is not just
about acquiring linguistic skills; it involves understanding the perspectives and values embedded
within the language (Chi & Vu, 2023; Tran et al., 2024). Research suggests that merely learning a
language does not automatically lead to a positive attitude toward the target culture (Bateman,
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2002; Starkey & Osler, 2001; Wright, 1999). Instead, structured cultural immersion and appropriate
pedagogical strategies are essential to fostering intercultural competence (Vu & Dinh, 2021). Given
this, we seek to understand whether guided cultural learning can help students move beyond
stereotypes, engage with new perspectives, and develop critical thinking about cultural diversity.

To valorize cultural diversity, multilingualism, and multiculturalism, integrating cultures in
(language) education has been increasingly promoted. Research has documented language learners’
improved cross-cultural competence when exposed to cultural diversity and instructed to appreciate
multiculturalism, mostly focusing on Vietnamese learners acquiring English language and the
cultures of English-speaking countries (Chi & Vu, 2022, 2023; Vu & Dinh, 2021). Little research
has undertaken a shift to explore how native English speakers come to appreciate Vietnamese
cultures through learning the Vietnamese language as an additional language (Tran et al., 2024).
This study, concerning Vietnamese cultures being perceived by American students, considers the
long-lasting perception of the hierarchy between Asian-Western, developing-developed countries.
Particularly, how may learning Vietnamese be associated with beneficial effects on American
students’ attitudes when they have grown up in a “superpower” culture and unlikely been exposed
to a “subaltern” developing world context, such as the Vietnamese language and people (Smit et
al., 2023)? What role does their background play in building their cultural awareness? Do students
develop positive attitudes toward the target culture and other cultures if they are instructed to think
and look beyond stereotypes and “outside the box?” This study thus delves into experiences of
English-speaking students in the US who learned Vietnamese language and disclosed their journey
of becoming more appreciative of cultural diversity, particularly Vietnamese culture, and the
critical reflection of their own multicultural awareness development process.

Literature review

Foreign language teachers have long acknowledged the importance of teaching culture in a
language classroom (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013; Thanasoulas, 2001; Tran et al., 2024; Vu & Dinh,
2021), claiming that this can change learners’ attitudes toward the target language and culture.
Research shows that merely learning language does not help students build intercultural
competence or favorable attitudes toward the target culture (Bateman, 2002; Chi & Vu, 2023;
Robinson, 1978; Starkey & Osler, 2001; Wright, 1999). Instead, teachers need to take a close look
at integrating the target culture into language lessons and applying appropriate strategies to support
students’ cultural understanding, which is a continuous, highly personal process (Liddicoat &
Scarino, 2013; Oxford, 1995; Thanasoulas, 2001; Vu & Dinh, 2021; Grewe, 2025).

What is culture?

Culture has been one of the most debatable concepts to define. Many anthropologists agree
that culture is a set of behaviors and beliefs shared and learned by a group of people. Culture can
be generally understood as ... complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, arts, law, custom,
and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of a society” (Kottak, 1994,
p.39). It, therefore, has a very broad meaning and might include everything in life. It may be divided
into (1) formal or high culture - the appreciation of literature, art, and music, and (2) deep culture
- the process of understanding the patterns of belief and behavior needed to function appropriately
in society. Culture may also be seen with different scopes and stability, ranging from Large Culture
that emphasizes international/regional/national/ethnic cultural values and Small Culture of a
narrower scope such as cultural values and beliefs of individuals or cohesive social groups
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(Holliday, 1999, 2016). Such definitions of culture further complicate how culture could be
understood. Notably, the recognition of Small Culture also reminds that cultural values and beliefs
are not stable as an individual continuously gain further life experiences that will (re)shape his or
her cultural beliefs (Holliday, 2016). This situation can also happen to a larger scope of a social
group with members bringing new cultural values and reshaping the existing cultural values of the
group. Hence, Holliday (2016) considers that Small Culture is “on the go” to emphasize its possible
constant changes (Islam et al., 2026).

Why culture integration matters in language education: Attitudes and intercultural learning

Culture has become a core component of language education, aimed at developing learners’
intercultural competence, including attitudes toward the target language and culture. Robinson
(1978) states in her critique of the “magic-carpet-ride-to-another-culture” syndrome that language
acquisition alone provides little evidence of fostering favorable attitudes toward the target culture.
Instead, integrating culture into language classrooms may help learners acquire intercultural
competence. Students’ attitudes are shaped more strongly by classroom practices, teachers, and
materials than by the mere act of learning a language (Starkey & Osler, 2001; Wright, 1999). These
findings underscore the importance of structured cultural integration as a means of developing
intercultural competence (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013).

In this review, we focus on attitudes rather than broader intercultural competence, although
these constructs are related. Attitudes refer to learners’ evaluative orientations toward the target
culture and its people, such as appreciation, openness, comfort, and stereotype-related judgments,
whereas intercultural competence encompasses wider capacities for engaging across cultural
difference, including cultural understanding and interpretive skills such as curiosity, empathy, and
suspension of judgment (Oxford, 1995; Seelye, 1993; Thanasoulas, 2001). This distinction guides
our synthesis of prior studies and informs how we interpret the outcomes examined in the present
study.

Research has documented how targeted cultural exposure can shape learner attitudes.
Hernandez et al. (2021), for example, found that students who were exposed to the cultural
dimensions of English language developed more favorable attitudes than those focusing only on
linguistic elements. Similarly, teachers and students viewed cultural integration as crucial in
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classroom, emphasizing the need for well-defined cultural
instructions to foster positive perceptions of the target culture (Dabou et al., 2021). Pre-service
teachers of English language were also found to significantly improve their attitudes and cultural
awareness when directly exposed to the target culture through media, classroom materials, and
interactive experiences (Belli, 2018; Baharuddin & Dalle, 2017).

Other studies reaffirm the value of integrating culture in language classes, showing
meaningful cultural engagement can foster openness and intercultural growth. For example,
Vietnamese EFL students reported greater appreciation of other cultures when they interacted with
their multicultural peers and learned about peers’ cultural values, despite some initial
misunderstandings because of cultural differences and misinterpretation (Chi & Vu, 2023). Beyond
peer interaction, structured ethnographic interviewing has also been shown to promote openness
toward culture learning. Particularly, Spanish students gained new insights into Spanish-speaking
communities and reflected on their own culture, enriching understanding of both the target culture
and their home culture (Bateman, 2002). A stronger intercultural awareness also assists cultural
adaptation, appreciation, and socialization in multicultural contexts, leading to the need to develop
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learners’ intercultural awareness (Tran et al., 2024). All together, these studies suggest that
integrating cultural learning into language instructions can support not only linguistic development
but also deeper intercultural competence.

Despite extensive scholarship on integrating culture in language teaching, most existing
research has focused on widely taught languages and EFL contexts, with significant attention to
Vietnamese learners studying EFL. In contrast, Vietnamese as an additional language remains
relatively under-represented in classroom-based research, particularly in relation to native English
speakers learning Vietnamese language and culture. This matters because learners’ prior global
narratives and limited everyday contact with Vietnamese-speaking communities in many course
settings may shape both the formation and the refinement of cultural attitudes. Therefore, it is
necessary for context-rich accounts showing how culturally integrated Vietnamese language
instruction is experienced by English-speaking students and how such experiences relate to attitude
change, stereotype recalibration, and emerging intercultural learning.

How cultural learning unfolds: Interaction, reflection, and risks

Because of various definitions of culture, language teachers often encounter challenges in
selecting the cultural aspects to introduce to their students. An important thing is to define what
cultural elements are to be selected and integrated into language lessons so that they will help
learners understand, enjoy the target language, and function effectively in the target culture
(Fantini, 1997; Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013; Thanasoulas, 2001). Teaching goals should also be
flexible and responsive to learners because cultural understanding is a highly personal process “that
can reach different levels in different individuals” (Oxford, 1995, p.27). It therefore requires
teachers to understand both the target culture and learners’ own culture to walk students through
stages of cultural learning and intercultural competence.

Cultural learning is a slow, developmental, continuous, and highly personal process that
depends on learners’ abilities and intentions, instructional learning context, and the teachers’
guiding role (Brooks, 1997; Fantini, 1997; Oxford, 1995; Seelye, 1993; Thanasoulas, 2001; Tran
et al., 2024). Cross-cultural competence cannot be acquired in a short period of time because what
we see in artifacts and practices might be the tip of an iceberg. More important are the invisible,
underlying beliefs and values, which anthropologists refer to as the deep culture. Culture teaching
should thus focus on developing intercultural skills rather than mere acquisition of facts. Such skills
include curiosity, suspension of judgment, empathy, and the ability to see beyond stereotypes.
Teachers can support this development by highlighting that beliefs and behaviors vary, across time
and place, from culture to culture, from sub-cultural group to sub-cultural group, and across
different groups of gender, age, religion, social class, and ethnicity (Thanasoulas, 2001). In this
view, learners may move from basic stages of recognizing and interpreting cultural values to more
advanced stages of appreciating cultural differences and reflecting on their own culture (Brooks,
1997, Fantini, 1997; Oxford, 1995; Thanasoulas, 2001).

In addition to being developmental, culture learning can occur through diverse pathways.
Chi and Vu (2023) report that Vietnamese learners may learn culture through textbooks and teacher
instructions, through interacting with people of the target culture and through immersing
themselves in the target culture. Research confirms that inside-school sources such as teacher input
and textbooks can exert a stronger influence on students’ cultural attitudes than external
determinants, like family and peers (Wright, 1999). When cultural learning is supported by well-
designed activities and carefully selected content, it can facilitate cross-cultural understanding and
critical reflection (Tran et al., 2024).
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However, cultural learning may also involve risks, particularly when learners engage in
interactional or community-based experiences without sufficient guidance. Mis-judgements and
negative impressions may arise when culture-based behaviors are interpreted differently, leading
to confusion or breakdowns in communication (Chi & Vu, 2022, 2023). Interaction may also
reproduce inequality when speakers of the target language are more respected and their cultural
values become unreasonably appreciated (Chi & Vu, 2022). At the same time, being interculturally
aware can support cultural adaptation, appreciation, and socialization in multicultural contexts,
reinforcing the need to develop learners’ intercultural awareness through intentional instruction
(Tran et al., 2024).

Integrating culture in the language classroom: Goals, activities, and learner readiness

Although philosophies and strategies for teaching culture are evolving daily, some core
components remain consistent and applicable across language teaching contexts. These
components are setting goals for teaching culture, designing appropriate activities for achieving
the goals, and getting students ready for the cultural learning process. Therefore, to get the think
“outside the box,” teachers need to guide them beyond familiar cultural assumptions, scaffold
learning activities and support critical reflection on both the target and home cultures.

Setting goals: First, instructors need explicit and flexible goals because desirable outcomes
in learning culture are a highly personal process, depending on learners’ backgrounds, abilities,
intentions, and interests (Oxford, 1995; Thanasoulas, 2001). The lesson objectives also have to be
flexible for different students with various backgrounds and learning needs. After considering the
learners’ situation, teachers can move to the next step — crafting tasks and activities that may
achieve these goals.

Planning activities: Appropriate activities should be planned for engaging students in a
meaningful and purposeful language environment that integrate various cultural themes through
interactive language use (Oxford, 1995). Role-plays, games, discussions, projects, pictures,
movies, songs, and stories can help build up both language skills and cultural understanding.
Heusinkveld (1997b) also suggests several activities to help students recognize the patterned beliefs
and values in their own culture and compare them with features from the target language. Such
culture-based language lessons may deepen learners’ understanding and acceptance of cultural
differences (Fantini, 1997). Teachers should critically examine the teaching materials and show
students that those materials do not represent every pattern within the target culture. Rather, beliefs
and behaviors vary, at a certain time and place, according to groups of different age, gender, religion
and social status (Seelye, 1993; Thanasoulas, 2001).

Getting students ready: Research claims that teachers need to help learners recognize that
they themselves are products of a culture for preparing a cultural learning process (Heusinkveld,
1997a). If students understand their own culture, they may then attempt to compare and contrast
forms, meaning, and distribution of patterned behavior and belief with such factors in a target
culture. This process, in return, enables them to interpret and examine the underlying attitudes and
values of their own and others’ culture.

Taken together, the literature suggests that culturally integrated instruction can support
favorable attitudes and intercultural understanding, but only when tasks and materials are
intentionally designed to critically instruct learners to move beyond stereotypes and to scaffold
interpretation, especially when miscommunication and unequal positioning may occur (Chi & Vu,
2022, 2023; Starkey & Osler, 2001). Particularly, classroom materials and learning tasks may
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unwittingly tend to reinforce stereotypes rather than encourage cross-cultural views and thus
guidelines are necessary for teachers to design tasks that develop intercultural evaluation skills
(Starkey & Osler, 2001). However, few studies specify how attitude-related change is evidenced
and sustained over time, particularly when learners’ exposure comes from a mix of classroom
materials and limited interactional experiences. More context-rich classroom research is needed to
identify which culture-integrated activities are most closely linked to attitude change and
intercultural awareness in a Vietnamese-as-an-additional-language setting. We aim to seek answers
to the following research questions:
RQ1. How does incorporating cultural instruction in a Vietnamese language class
influence students’ attitudes toward the target culture?
RQ2. What role do hands-on activities play in refining students’ perceptions of
Vietnamese people and traditions?

Methodology

A qualitative case study was designed to explore students’ experiences of culture-integrated
practices for advancing cross-cultural understanding in a Midwestern US educational setting. A
case study was employed as it assists the exploration of individuals’ experiences in a social context
to understand how and why these experiences are constructed and perceived by the individuals
(Merriam, 1998). Specifically, this study focused on cultural integration in the context of a
Vietnamese language program in the US, including how and why such teaching practice is
exercised, and language learners’ reported cross-cultural perceptions and attitude-related
reflections.

Setting

The study was conducted on the campus of a private university, located in a middle-class,
predominantly white village with little exposure to multicultural urban life in Midwestern US. The
case study was conducted for seven weeks with three students of the Beginning Vietnamese 2
course and a Vietnamese instructor, who was a colleague of the first author. They met in a classroom
setting twice a week, for 75 minutes each. This course was selected because it included more
systematic cultural content alongside language development than in the Beginning Vietnamese 1,
and thus provided a bounded context to examine culture-integrated instruction over a defined
period.

In this study, the first author served as the classroom observer and researcher, who
conducted classroom observations, pre- and post-course interviews and led the primary analysis.
The second author served as an analytic collaborator who critically discussed and reviewed the
data analysis and worked with the first author to develop the reporting. We informed the students
that participation was voluntary and confidential and would not affect their grades.

Participants
Participants were recruited from the Beginning Vietnamese 2 cohort through in-class
invitation, and three out of five students consented to participate. Despite a small sample, it was

deemed appropriate for an in-depth qualitative case study focusing on detailed accounts of personal
changes and learning processes rather than generalization (Merriam, 1998).
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The three participants were American students, Caroline, David and Steve (pseudonyms),
who self-identified as White. They had taken Beginning Vietnamese 1 and were expected to have
a basic background of Vietnamese language and culture. Nevertheless, their language acquisition
was anticipated to be very basic and general. It included only the survival language necessary to
communicate in daily life. Although their cultural understanding has been developed since their
first semester, the students still carried stereotypes and assumptions of the target culture and
language. They had only acquired a basic understanding of language and culture primarily based
on artificial facts.

The participants, however, had high motivation to take the class. As a requirement of
graduation, students must take a three-week cross-cultural trip, which comes at the conclusion of
a semester-long preparatory course. Alternatively, they may take a one-year course of a foreign
language. The university’s goal is that students will be able to acquire intercultural experience and
competence. Most of those who do not go on a cross-cultural trip are likely to choose Spanish,
partly because it is one of the most popular foreign languages in the United States. Vietnamese, on
the other hand, is a language most students at this university have never been exposed to and are
not likely to use ever again. More than simply satisfying the school’s requirements, these students
who took Beginning Vietnamese 2 were interested in learning about language and culture.

Integrated culture-based language lessons

Based on the theories of Oxford (1995), Robinson (1978), Seelye (1993), and Thanasoulas
(2001), culture-based language lessons were designed by the instructor with three general goals of
teaching culture as follows:

i.  To help students move beyond their generalizations and stereotypes about the

Vietnamese language, people and culture;

1. To acquire an in-depth understanding and respect toward the target culture; and

iii. To honor cultural diversity, not only the target culture.

During the seven-week section, students were introduced to forms, meaning and
distribution of patterned behaviors and beliefs in the Vietnamese culture through their participation
in different activities (Table 1). They focused on two chapters: (1) Identity and (2) Art and Culture.
These chapters included both linguistic skills and cultural content. Because learners were still at a
beginning level Vietnamese proficiency, the instructor used both Vietnamese and English to support
learning and cultural discussion.

The first half of the section focused on Identity. Students engaged in language lessons,
conversations, texts, and scenarios, and then the instructor introduced them to cultural aspects
implied and linked in the language. To offer students more cultural background information, the
instructor assigned reading on Vietnamese names, a farmer’s lifestyle, and values of family and
community in Vietnam. Toward the end of the chapter, students made a get-to-know-me poster
including pictures and information of themselves and their families, such as names, age,
educational background, pets, hobbies, favorite colors, and favorite food. They compared specific
details from their posters with the cultural materials they had read.

In the second half of the study, the instructor used converse procedures to introduce Art and
Culture: students first explored cultural events and practices, such as 7 ét, weddings, and fine arts,
Péng Hoé paintings, and water puppetry before learning related vocabulary and grammatical
structures. Materials included articles and videos on Tet holiday, pictures of traditional and
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contemporary wedding ceremonies, paintings, and PowerPoint presentations. Students also
compared these Vietnamese cultural practices with similar traditions or events in their own culture.

Each student also interviewed a peer on campus who had visited Vietnam. Before the
interview, students submitted their planned questions to the instructor for review. Afterward, each
student wrote a summary of the interviewee’s experiences, related these accounts to class materials,
and presented their learning and reflection to the class. This activity gave students access to a peer’s
firsthand perspectives on Vietnam and encouraged them to reconsider their own cultural
assumptions.

Data collection

Data were collected through classroom observations, student reflections, and semi-
structured interviews. Classroom observations on students’ gestures, facial expressions and
behaviors in every class were recorded using a checklist. Were they excited and eager to explore
cultural differences? What assumptions did they have about the target culture and its people? What
cultural conflicts did they face in learning about a new culture? How did their attitudes change
throughout the process of the project? Students’ contributions to discussions and classroom
activities were also recorded.

Besides the classroom observation, students’ attitude toward the Vietnamese language and
culture were also explored through pre- and post-course interviews. Both interviews were semi-
structured and guided by the core prompts aligned with the research questions. Guiding questions
focused on (a) students’ attitudes toward Vietnamese language, people, and cultural practices; (b)
their prior sources of knowledge and assumptions; (c) moments of confusion, surprise, or
reconsideration; and (d) course materials or activities they felt influenced their perceptions. The
post-interview retained these prompts but also invited students to reflect explicitly on experiences
across the seven-week section. After studying each cultural practice or event, students wrote a quick
response on a note card. They were encouraged to review these reflections and include them in
reflective essays at the end of each chapter. We reviewed and compared our notes and checklists to
consider what we thought we knew about their language learning and cultural understanding.
Affirmations and conflicts between these sources were recorded for further investigation in the
interviews.

After collecting and analyzing data in written form, we interviewed each individual student
to clarify the process of their cultural understanding. Each interview lasted for thirty-five minutes
on average. With participants’ consent, interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed for
analysis; identifying details were removed. These interviews gave us a clearer understanding and
closer look at each student’s attitude and learning process. Other contexts than the Vietnamese
classrooms were not studied because there was not a language environment or context where the
students could really reveal their knowledge and attitude toward Vietnamese culture and language.

To enhance methodological transparency, Table 1 summarizes the week-by-week cultural
focus and the corresponding data collected across the seven-week course.
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Table 1

Timeline alignment across the seven-week course

Week Cultural focus / activities Data collected

1 Chapter 1: Identity Pre-course interview; Observation
Language lesson notes
Reading: Vietnamese names

2 Chapter 1: Identity Observation notes
Language lesson note-card quick responses
Reading: A farmer’s lifestyle family

3 Chapter 1: Identity Observation notes
Language lesson Reflective essay
Reading: Values of family and community
Get-to-know-me poster presentation

4 Chapter 2: Art & Culture Observation notes
Cultural aspect: Tét celebration Note-card quick responses
Language lesson

5 Chapter 2: Art & Culture Observation notes
Cultural aspect: Wedding ceremony and cultural Note-card quick responses
values
Language lesson

6 Chapter 2: Art & Culture Observation notes
Reading and video: Péng Ho paintings and Reflective essay
water puppetry
Language lesson

7 Interview project presentation (interview with a Observation notes
student who had been to Vietnam) Interview summary

8 N/A Post-course interview

Data Analysis

In this study, the data from classroom observations were analyzed by identifying the
segments related to cultural integration practices in the Vietnamese classrooms. For example, the
first author paid attention to the activities in which Vietnamese culture was integrated that could
be used for later interviews with the students. In addition, the Vietnamese cultural aspects (e.g.,
naming, history) that were introduced in the program were also noted. The interviews were
thematically analyzed following the steps suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006). Interview data
were cross-referenced with observation notes to highlight segments that could help understand the
students’ perceptions towards Vietnamese language and culture as well as towards the act of
integrating Vietnamese culture into the language lessons. When reporting, data from both
observations and interviews were included to complement each other and provide a comprehensive
understanding of the teaching practices and the students’ perceptions towards integrating culture in
the language programs and the changing minds they created as a result of this cultural integration.
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Research trustworthiness and ethics

Since data was collected from different sources, we believe that our judgments were
credible and respectful. Student feedback and classroom observation were the two primary sources
which were reviewed, analyzed, and adjusted simultaneously during data collection. In case there
was a conflict between these two sources of information, further inquiries were informally
conducted with students. Their feedback played an important role in affirming and giving evidence
to our observations and judgments. Ethical approval was confirmed before the study was carried
out. Participants were informed about the research objectives and their rights to withdraw from the
research at any point. They were also guaranteed that their personal data would be treated
anonymously and confidentially. The data were analyzed and cross-checked between the two
researchers to ensure accuracy in data analysis, interpretation, and reporting.

Findings
Moving beyond stereotypes and thinking “outside the box”

The findings suggest that students reported moving beyond some generalizations and
stereotypes that they had formulated before taking Vietnamese. Before this course, none of the
students had opportunities to interact with native Vietnamese speakers until they worked with the
Vietnamese instructor in the program. What they learned about Vietnam came mainly from brief
history lessons in high school and from media sources, which they later described as partial and
sometimes biased. Importantly, all students recognized that they had been listening to one side.
Being exposed to multiple activities and materials, such as books, songs, articles, videos, peer
interviews, and the instructor, the students were able to think outside the box and refine earlier
assumptions about the Vietnamese language, culture and people.

About the Vietnamese language

Caroline, David and Steve reported moving beyond stereotypes in their view about the
Vietnamese language. Some assumptions about the target language had been refined in the previous
course (Beginning Vietnamese 1) and should not be attributed merely to this seven-week course.
For example, both David and Caroline first assumed that Vietnamese would sound like Chinese
due to China’s powerful and historical influence across Asia. Steve had even believed that “the
language of Vietnam would have a similar writing system to that of the Chinese.” Over time, they
learned that Vietnamese, in its present form, was developed in the 17th century by French
missionary Alexandre de Rhodes, who transliterated the local Vietnamese sounds into a Roman
alphabet system for religion purposes. Caroline also noted that she had researched before deciding
to take the course. So, she could picture the history of the Vietnamese language and its country, far
more than what her history lessons from high school provided.

After taking the culture-based language lessons, the students reflected positive feedback on
how their views changed toward the Vietnamese language. The students knew more about the form
and distribution of language. In other words, they understood that a specific text or sentence can
convey different meanings in a specific cultural context such as at school, home, work, or at ease,
and across different times and regions of Vietnam. They also realized that the language also varies
depending on the gender, age, relationship, and social status of subjects.
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Students also described a change from perceiving Vietnamese as overwhelmingly difficult
to feeling more confident in basic communication. This initial perception was understandable given
that they had never spoken to a Vietnamese person prior to the class and had encountered the
language only indirectly (e.g., as background sound in movies or on television). Yet, students
gradually developed confidence in their ability to carry out simple conversations and looked
forward to interactions with Vietnamese people. Steve wrote in his reflective essay, “It was very
difficult at first because all of the sounds sounded so similar. After a while it became easier because
I could find the trends. I found out that it was not extremely difficult.” His idea was echoed by
David, who enjoys learning different languages:

I never ever considered myself being able to speak two words of
Vietnamese... I can now hold simple conversations in Vietnamese and I
have learned quite a bit about how the language was developed.

David also reported refining an assumption that “the country is too small to have a variety
of dialects and accents” and was surprised to find out dialect differences across the North, Middle
Central and South of Vietnam, and even within each region. Students were excited to compare this
with different varieties and accents of American English used in different areas of the United States.
None was interested, though, in learning confusing Vietnamese words having the same meaning.

Caroline revealed that she did not expect to learn about culture in this language course. She
thought it would be like other language courses she took in Spanish and French, which were
presented through grammar, vocabulary, and drills on four basic skills of reading, writing, listening,
and speaking. Such lessons had no focus on exploring the target culture through the language
lessons or using a cultural event to learn the language. The Vietnamese class, consequently, turned
out to be interesting to her because she was able to learn at one time both language and culture, and
that both emphases influenced and supported one other.

Steve shared a story of how a foreigner like him, who had never been exposed to
Vietnamese, initially struggled with the sounds and distribution of the language and eventually felt
more able to “pick up” the patterns. He explained, “The one thing that took me a while to get used
to was the speed at which Vietnamese is spoken. It seems like Vietnamese people are talking so
fast.” At the same time, he recognized that this perception reflected his own developing proficiency:
“I’m sure that it is simply because I am not all that good at it yet.” Later in the course, Steve
concluded, “The Vietnamese language is really not all that much harder to learn than other
languages, a little harder though.” His progress with spoken Vietnamese was also noted in
classroom observations. By weeks six and seven, he could read and say longer sentences without
much hesitation. He expressed pride in having tried hard and achieved progress, although most of
his friends were “surprised” and thought Steve was “weird” for taking this course for two
semesters. He finally commented on how beautiful Vietnamese sounds if a listener can grasp its
meaning. In a reflective essay in the final week, Steve wrote: “Vietnamese is actually a beautiful
language to listen to when someone fluent in it [is] speaking because it seems to flow very
gracefully. I myself do not make it sound beautiful.”

In brief, students reported attitude changes toward the Vietnamese language on two points:
they understood that the language initially seemed difficult because it was unfamiliar to them; and
that Vietnamese, indeed, is a beautiful language to listen to. They also recognized that language
use is shaped by contextual factors at multiple levels. Accordingly, language learners need to be
aware of such variations as gender, age, religion, relationship of speakers, time, and place to
communicate successfully.
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About the Vietnamese people

Students reported changing from relying on limited impressions of Vietnamese people to
expressing more nuanced understandings. They attributed this shift to exposure to multiple
perspectives in the course - particularly varied media, classroom dialogues, and the instructor’s
input - alongside an emphasis on personal and cultural identity.

David admitted changing from viewing Vietnamese people as “suffering” under a rigid
government to recognizing everyday life in Vietnam as more complex and “colorful”. He attributed
this change to engaging different resources such as readings, films, pictures, the Internet, and the
instructor’s perspectives, which enabled to reconsider what he had previously taken for granted.
David explained that his limited historical knowledge from high school had offered little beyond
the fact that Americans had fought a war in Vietnam. He also reflected that his earlier impressions
were shaped largely by what he described as one-sided, “artificial facts” from American media. In
contrast, as he explored a wider range of materials in the course, he felt able to refine his
stereotypes. As he noted, “This class has shown me how colorful life can be in Vietnam. I saw lots
of people smiling, thoroughly enjoying their lives. I have seen people who wouldn’t even dream
about another life.... The Beginners Vietnamese class has revealed to me that my generalizations
about the Vietnamese people were undeserving.”

David’s interview with another student on campus, Charles, reinforced his new
comprehension about Vietnam and its people. First, David rated Charles as a good source of
information, though the interview “did not really cover Vietnamese culture, but was more geared
towards Charles’ experiences in Vietnam.” The reality is David did learn about Vietnamese people
and culture through Charles’ eyes, although he thought it was simply listening to and reporting
Charles’ experiences. Second, the story of how Charles interacted, worked, shopped with, and
learned from the Vietnamese people offered David another perspective toward the target culture
and its people. David said that he enjoyed the interview because it told him experiences of an
American in Vietnam, which David might encounter if he travels there. And lastly, he was
impressed by Charles’ desire to interact with the Vietnamese people again upon his return to
Vietnam. David, who took two semesters of language so that he would not have to take a cross-
cultural trip, now states, “I really want to go to Vietnam.”

Notably, Steve’s enthusiasm for learning new things stood out across the course. He said
initially that he did not really have any presumptions about the Vietnamese people because he had
not known much about them and their country. Over several weeks, however, he revealed
generalizing the Vietnamese just as people he saw in the United States. “All [that] people care
about is themselves, and courtesy has all gone out the window.” He later was surprised to find out
how kind people are in Vietnam.

The people who live in the cities are actually very nice and courteous. As
[a friend of mine] said in my interview, even though the people did not
know him, they were still very nice and loving. This is a pleasant surprise
compared to the United States. In the United States, most people want
nothing to do with you.

It 1s, in fact, the most significant change in Steve’s perspective toward the Vietnamese,
which was confirmed after his interview with a friend who “emphasized how friendly and loving
everyone was toward outsiders, reinforced to me how friendly the culture is.” In short, students
realized that they had carried presumptions and stereotypes on the Vietnamese, based on some
superficial facts and information from the American side, but gradually developed deeper
understanding about the target language and culture.
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About the Vietnamese culture

Students reported noticeable changes in how they interpreted aspects of the Vietnamese
culture after the seven-week course. In this section, “culture” refers to dimensions beyond the
previous two categories (language and people), including daily life, customs, beliefs, values, fine
arts, and music that were addressed during the course. The most surprising aspect students found
when learning about the Vietnamese family is the strong value the Vietnamese people place on
family and community, regardless of their background. In her interview, Caroline explained that
she understood that these bonds as historically and geographically grounded: Vietnamese
communities have long needed to support one another through farming, fighting against recurring
natural disasters, and protecting the country from foreign invasion. She noted that, over centuries,
these circumstances helped shape values that many Vietnamese continue to maintain, even though
industrialization has reduced their reliance on manual labor. However, Caroline acknowledged that
Vietnam’s historical and environmental context differs substantially from that of the United States,
which limited her from thoroughly understanding these values.

The students initially assumed that Vietnamese culture would reflect values and practices
similar to those in the United States, such as, emphasizing individualism, preferring a more
“gracious” lifestyle, and celebrating Christmas in an American way. David and Steve, in particular,
described entering the course with generalizations about the Vietnamese culture, that were
sometimes naive and shaped by limited information. David thought that transportation and
accommodation in Vietnam were similar to those in the United States, which means people would
live in “houses like ours” and travel by cars. He also believed that Christmas would be celebrated
in Vietnam as it is in the United States and that “old traditions would be forgotten.” Steve reported
similar assumptions. He noted, “All I knew was what the media told me.” Overall, their initial
views “an outsider’s view” built on narrow and limited representations.

Across the course, through exploring different resources and participating in different
activities, students recognized that they should not formulate beliefs or understanding about a
culture based on just some i1solated insights. Actual cultural and language learning helped to refine
such stereotypes about a culture they had never explored. In the final reflective essay, David
repeatedly acknowledged how mistaken he felt his presuppositions had been and concluded, “The
class has shown me that the stereotypes I placed on the Vietnamese culture couldn’t have been
further from the truth.” Generally speaking, the students were able to refine assumptions of the
target culture. Their intercultural competence remained inadequate, although they developed a
deeper understanding of Vietnamese culture, beyond surface-level facts and reported revising some
of their stereotypes. These self-reported shifts, therefore, can be considered a meaningful outcome
because students described moving from relatively stereotypical assumptions to more critical and
reflective interpretations.

Developing appreciation and respect toward the target culture and cultural diversity

Although one often develops true empathy and respect toward a culture and its people
through living in that culture (Oxford, 1995), language and culture learners may acquire a
meaningful level of understanding and appreciation through structured learning and engagement
with multiple resources (Bateman, 2002; Chi & Vu, 2023; Starkey & Osler, 2001; Wright, 1999).
In this case study, the three students reported not only increased appreciation of the Vietnamese
culture, but also greater respect for cultural diversity. Their accounts suggest that they intellectually
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understood the target culture, rather than emotionally, which helps them realize the differences
across culture and to develop appreciation to foreign cultures. The students also acquired positive
attitudes toward the cultural diversity, not only the culture they studied, which is emerging from
their own cultural context.

In-depth understanding and appreciation of the target culture

Findings also suggest that Caroline, David and Steve acquired a deeper understanding about
Vietnamese culture after the course. They understood and could explain what was behind certain
beliefs and customs and accepted this modified knowledge. As we learned new cultural practices,
they sometimes commented that they initially found them “odd” or “weird” but later understood
them as essential differences across cultures.

Caroline, Steve and David showed different processes in learning, accepting and
appreciating cultural insights, although they reached the goal of understanding and appreciating
the target culture. David often kept silent during the stage of “getting to know” new cultural aspects
while Steve often gave comments and asked questions about all he saw or read. Caroline, on the
other hand, was a careful observer and often questioned the instructor to explain the underlying
reasons or meanings. David often followed closely what was going on and several times raised
questions. He rarely gave any negative comments initially. Steve, on the other hand, could talk at
the same time with speakers on a video clip, asking questions, or commenting on the clip. They
both, however, demonstrated that it was alright to be different. In this context, “different” does not
mean “weird” or “bad”. Caroline, in particular, demonstrated a more reflective level by comparing
Vietnamese culture with aspects of her own culture.

One example was students’ responses to Vietnamese naming practice. They were initially
surprised to learn that some Vietnamese families used “ugly” nicknames for young children (e.g
lun —short, den - black, cun - puppy, ti — mouse) as a protective practice against evil spirits. They
learned that these names are informal and are used at home during childhood and even teenage
years, rather than on official documents. They learned the power that one’s name may carry to a
Vietnamese, stories of Vietnamese names, and their social and medical conditions. As a result,
came to view this practice as a cultural difference to be understood rather than something “weird”
simply because it was unfamiliar.

The students also acquired an intellectual curiosity and respect towards the Vietnamese
culture through learning Pong H6 woodprints and water puppetry. Caroline and David, for
example, were curious to know that woodprint paintings were made in Pong Ho village almost a
hundred of years ago pictures, using all natural colors and do-paper, a special kind of hand-made
paper specifically used for those paintings. This craft is unique to this village, where the tradition
is still being practiced at present. David wrote in his journal, “The thing I found most interesting
was that all the pictures we looked at came from one village. Here in America, if you can get it one
place, you can get it somewhere else.” David was surprised to learn how simple wishes and dreams
Vietnamese farmers might have, as expressed in the paintings. Being interested in exploring this
Vietnamese traditional craft, Caroline also reflected on the value and tradition of quilting in her
area, stating that quilting techniques should be reserved and spread to younger generations in the
US.

Steve also reported changes in accepting differences. He reflected:

Miia réi nudc dudng nhu 1a rat tha vi. Toi nghi rang viée st dung nudc rat
tai tinh. Nudc c6 thé bira bon. Mic du vay, tré con chic chén thich n6*. In
the United States, we have puppet shows, and I have even participated in
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some, but none sound as interesting as this. If [ were doing a show, I think
that I would be tempted to splash the audience.
(*English translation by the authors: The water puppetry seems very
interesting. I think that the use of water is ingenious. Water might be messy.
Little kids probably like it, though.)
Steve also shared how much he appreciated what he had learned from the class:
Vietnam and the Vietnamese language are topics that most people,
especially Americans, know little or nothing about. It is important that
people take initiative to learn about them and become more culturally
aware.
This change was similar to Caroline’s reflection reporting that whenever one learns and
understands more about something unfamiliar, it would become more friendly, meaningful and
pretty to him or her.

Honor the diversity in learners’ cultural context

Besides acquiring an appreciation toward Vietnamese culture and language, students also
understood that they should also honor cultural diversity which is increasing in their own context.
Respecting cultural diversity is, indeed, useful for the students in their lives. Steve, for example,
found it difficult to appreciate cultural differences at first. He often critiqued or did not accept
something that was so different from his culture such as the practice of arranged marriage and
obedience in Vietnam. He was the one that gave thoughtful feedback on how the knowledge about
the Vietnamese culture helped him to appreciate the cultural diversity in the United States. As he
explained:

I believe that all that I have learned has really contributed towards an appreciation toward
cultural diversity...A person can learn something from every culture, if they just seek it out. It is
very important that Americans get out of this box that we call this country. We need to cut a hole
out of this box and view all that there is to see. There is so much that we can learn that can make
us better people. If we do not learn about other cultures, we are bound to something bad out of
ignorance.

In his interview, Steve also affirmed that learning and experiencing Vietnamese culture
really helped him in viewing other groups of people in his country from another perspective.
David’s response was similar to Steve’s. David said, “My learning that my opinions about
Vietnamese are wrong affords me to realize that my opinions about other cultures might be wrong
as well, which makes me to have to take a step back and re-evaluate what I think of different
people.” Caroline stated, “Knowledge about Vietnamese culture and language from this course
helps me confirm one thing: I am going to register for the cross-cultural trip in May [for a three-
week visit in Vietnam].”

Discussion
This qualitative case study suggests that integrating culture in language teaching may be
associated with positive changes in learners’ cultural awareness, appreciation and attitudes. The

findings also highlight that instructional design matters, including what cultural content is selected,
how it is introduced, and how reflection is scaffolded, particularly because learners may engage
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with cultural learning in different ways and at different paces (Oxford, 1995; Brooks, 1997; Chi &
Vu, 2023). The discussion below addresses the two research questions in turn.

RQ1. How does incorporating cultural instruction in a Vietnamese language class

influence students’ attitudes toward the target culture?

Findings from interviews, reflective writing and observations suggest that students moved
from limited assumptions to more cautious, appreciative, and reflective orientations to Vietnamese
language, people, and cultural practices. They explicitly acknowledged the narrowness of their
prior knowledge, mostly because of their “listening to one side”, and described how course
engagement helped them refine early generalizations. This finding is consistent with the prior
studies confirming that learners’ attitudes are often shaped by classroom practices, materials, and
structured engagement, rather than by language learning alone (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013;
Robinson, 1978; Starkey & Osler, 2001; Wright, 1999).

Importantly, the evidence supports attitude refinement, rather than deep intercultural
competence. Students’ accounts show early intercultural orientations such as increased attention
about stereotyping and willingness to seek explanation before judging unfamiliar practices. Such
accounts suggest an early form of judgment suspension and interpretive awareness (Brooks, 1997;
Oxford, 1995; Thanasoulas, 2001). However, they also noted that their understanding was largely
intellectual rather than deeply emotional, suggesting a bounded outcome that should not be
associated with deep intercultural competence.

The results also reinforce the language—culture relationship, documented in the literature:
understanding culturally situated meanings can clarify how language functions in context and
reduce pragmatic confusion (Brooks, 1997; Chi & Vu, 2023; Nayar & Wright St.Clair, 2020;
Oxford, 1995). In this study, language learning is assisted when students understand how the target
language is used in Vietnamese contexts to acquire the implicit meaning, sort out the language
ambiguity and confusion. Cultural explanation helped students interpret language and practice
together (e.g, naming beliefs), supporting meaning-making rather than merely gathering cultural
“facts.” Students similarly reported learning that Vietnamese language use varies across setting,
relationship, and region, which challenged their earlier assumption that Vietnamese is used
uniformly throughout the country. As a result, their reported attitude shift toward Vietnamese
language and culture included not only increased confidence (such as Steve’s reflections about
“picking up” patterns) but also a more refined view of language as socially and culturally patterned.

Finally, students’ accounts demonstrate early forms of reflection through comparing the
target language and culture with their own context. For example, when knowing the dialect
variation in Vietnam, students compared with varieties of American English. Or learning about the
unique woodprint art in a Vietnamese village led students think about quilting tradition in their
community. Such comparison associates with an interpretive approach to cultural learning -
recognizing differences while re-examining one’s own assumptions - rather than a simple positive
attitude outcome (Dabou et al., 2021; Hernandez et al., 2021).

RQ2. What role do hands-on activities play in refining students’ perceptions of

Vietnamese people and traditions?

Students attributed some perception shifts to hands-on activities and multi-modal resources
that created concrete occasions to refine their assumptions. The findings suggest they functioned
as structured opportunities for learners to notice cultural meanings, discuss them, and reflect on
their initial interpretations.

First, the identity-focused poster task and related comparisons encouraged learners to
connect personal identity themes to culturally grounded materials. By creating get-to-know-me
posters and comparing specific items against readings on Vietnamese names, lifestyle, and
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family/community values, students were instructed to interpret cultural meanings rather than
simply accumulate facts. This guided comparison aligns with developmental views of culture
learning as gradual and scaffolded (Brooks, 1997; Oxford, 1995; Thanasoulas, 2001) and helps
explain why the study also points to emerging cultural awareness and sensitivity. In particular,
students appeared sensitive to generalizing one’s culture and highly aware of the limited cultural
representation in textbooks that may mislead their interpretation. This stance aligns with the idea
that learners encounter culture as variable across contexts (Vu, 2022) and with the Small Culture
perspective that cultural meanings are situated and subject to change (Holliday, 2016). It also
echoes the observation that learners can become more inclined to notice culture-governed
behaviors and tend to question the assumptions that underpin their interpretations (Chi & Vu,
2023).

Second, the interview project broadened students’ perspectives beyond a single classroom
narrative. Consistent with Bateman’s (2002) argument that interviewing can foster openness and
reflection, this task provided an additional reference point through which students could compare
and triangulate cultural impressions across sources. At the same time, the evidence indicates only
a limited version of that process: students reported perspective broadening and some stereotype
revision within a short timeframe, rather than sustained intercultural engagement in community
settings.

Students also entered the course with limited prior exposure to cultural diversity and were
therefore less aware of within-culture variation. This contributed to initial confusion and occasional
mis-judgement, making instructor explanation and clarification important for helping students
interpret unfamiliar practices and appreciate their cultural logic. These differences in awareness
development suggest that educators should explicitly address the limits of learning resources and
instructional representations of culture to reduce cultural overgeneralization and misinterpretation
(Brooks, 1997; Oxford, 1995; Vu, 2022).

The study context also highlights the need for careful scaffolding in hands-on culture
learning. With limited direct contact (only four Vietnamese individuals on campus) and heavy
reliance on mediated sources, students’ early interpretations could remain partial and inclined to
overgeneralization. The findings therefore suggest that structured activities, together with
explanation and guided discussion, helped students recognize the limits of single stories and form
more cautious cultural judgments, without implying deep intercultural competence.

These patterns also reflect individual differences in culture learning. Consistent with Chi
and Vu (2023), participants demonstrated varied learning styles and dispositions - ranging from
responsive to hesitant - suggesting that teachers need to attend to learners’ processes and
preferences when selecting cultural content and instructional methods (Oxford, 1995; Robinson,
1978; Seelye, 1993; Tran et al., 2024). Motivation and personal interest appeared to matter: students
reported sustained curiosity when cultural content and tasks were engaging and meaningful (Tran
et al., 2024). The findings also point to the need for intentionally scaffolded culture-integrated
pedagogy. Implications for teaching practice thus include (i) structured comparison tasks (e.g.,
identity posters and comparing cultural events), (i1) systematic reflection through brief prompts
and end-of-chapter reflective writing, (iii) explicit links between practices and “deep culture”, and
(iv) scaffolded peer interviews to broaden cultural perspectives beyond a single narrative.
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Conclusion

In brief, this qualitative case study suggests that culture-integrated instruction may support
attitude-related outcomes when it explicitly links cultural meanings to language use and provides
structured opportunities for reflection and comparison. Students reported increased cultural
awareness and appreciation of the target culture and cultural diversity, although their language
acquisition was not developed as much after seven weeks. Rather than demonstrating a causal
effect, the results suggest integrating cultural activities into the course was associated with students’
gains in survival Vietnamese language and, more importantly, with their short-termed, self-reported
attitudinal refinement and revised perceptions about Vietnamese culture. These findings should
therefore be interpreted as evidence of emerging attitude-related reflection within a seven-week
course, rather than durable attitudinal transformation or fully developed intercultural competence.
This outcome may be pedagogically meaningful for students’ developing awareness of cultural
diversity and their growing willingness to reconsider earlier assumptions. Despite its small sample
from a single site and reliance on participants’ self-report over a short duration, this case study
offers an insightful, context-specific account of students’ reported attitude shifts, rather than
generalizing the findings. It highlights the potential value of integrating cultural content into
language programs to help learners explicitly link between language use and cultural meanings.
Such integration should be intentional: pedagogical strategies and learning materials need to be
selected carefully and aligned with learners’ interests, learning styles, and proficiency levels to
sustain motivation and engagement. Future research is recommended with a larger and more
diverse cohort for a more comprehensive understanding of how learners from different linguistic
and cultural backgrounds respond to cultural differences in language learning. Educators should
also be involved to help clarify principles for curriculum design and teaching approaches that assist
effective cultural integration in language education.
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