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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines an instructor and university students’ views of 

different types of transnational tourism programs in Vietnam. A mixed 

methods research design, incorporating an online survey with 49 students, 

and an in-depth interview with one instructor, was utilised. Findings 

indicated that students had high expectations in both programs, but 

exhibited different satisfaction levels in the two programs. Students were 

generally satisfied with the program employing a fully adopted western 

curriculum, yet disappointed by the partially westernised program in 

which each provider accounts for 50% of the content. Findings from this 

study provide useful insights for transnational education providers, and 

tourism practitioners for future collaborations regarding curriculum 

development. 
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INTRODUCTION 

An important response to the globalisation of education, which has 

become a growing focus in institutional policies and strategies, is 

the internationalisation of higher education (HE) (James, 2005). 

One example of such response is the formation of markets 

delivering HE services, which is, in some cases, leading to 

substantial export and import markets. In taking the initiative to 

internationalise universities, Vietnam has created open policies for 
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international collaboration in HE (Postiglione, 2011), attracting 

several exporters of HE services. This reforming of HE aims to 

realise the potential of intellectual property for increased socio-

economic development in Vietnam. 

Internationalisation has contributed to the re-thinking process in 

terms of social, cultural and economic roles of HE (Kehm & 

Teichler, 2007). Such a re-thinking process has configured changes 

to national educational systems and universities, key drivers of the 

process regarding intellectual property (Ghasempoor, Liaghatdar, & 

Jifari, 2011). With such important implications, internationalisation 

of HE has become a central focus of reform efforts of educational 

systems worldwide.  

Transnational HE is considered an effective pathway to the 

internationalisation of HE in developing countries, with successful 

practices reported in China (Liu, 2012; Wang, 2008), India (Gupta, 

2008), Malaysia (Tham, 2010), and Iran (Ghasempoor et al., 2011). 

Several studies highlight the importance of local dimensions of 

individual academic systems operating in the global educational 

context (Lo, 2009) and regional education (Chan & Ng, 2008; 

Sugimura, 2012) as a transition to more effective 

internationalisation in Asia. Also known as cross-border or 

international education, transnational HE encompasses a broad 

range of programs through institutional partnerships, various 

delivery modes, and integration of cultural issues into curriculum 

designs (Knight, 2003). By adopting multi-cultural and multi-

linguistic models in educational approaches, transnational education 

can “serve as a good means to meet educational needs globally” 

(Toprak, 2006, p. 1). 

The adaptation of program content and pedagogical methods to suit 

the local culture of transnational courses remains an issue in 

international education, especially when fully adopted westernised 

courses are strongly advocated by several educational providers 

(Luke, 2005). Apart from cultural appropriateness, quality assurance 

is another major issue of transnational HE. Due to increasing 

commercialisation, educational providers are under pressure to 

compete for student enrolments. As a result, research indicates that 
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quality of several transnational programs has been compromised 

(Lieven & Martin, 2006), with practices such as ‘soft marking’ or 

‘grade inflation’ (Tierney, 2001). 

Although experiences of educational internationalisation from 

developing nations have been studied at both national and 

institutional levels (Fang, 2012; Ghasempoor et al., 2011; Gupta, 

2008; Huang, 2007; Wang et al., 2010), research investigating the 

experiences of home students (students in a local countries whose 

education is internationalised with foreign programs) in 

transnational programs, and potential issues emerging from 

engagement in these programs, have received little attention. This 

study aims to understand the operation of transnational programs by 

profiling the expectations and perspectives of those involved – the 

instructors and the students – and identify the influence of these 

programs on the expectations and experiences of university 

students. Gauging their perceptions is important for curriculum 

designers and educators to ensure more effective delivery of high 

quality transnational programs. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Internationalisation of Higher Education (HE) 

The prevalence of internationalisation in HE has seen increasing 

growth in educational delivery, forming a substantial market for 

import and export of HE services. A widely-used definition of 

internationalisation of HE introduced by Knight (2003) is “the 

process of integrating an international, intercultural, or global 

dimension into the purpose, functions, or delivery of postsecondary 

education” (p. 1). As a response to the globalisation of education, 

this definition has important connotations of cultural integration of 

educational dimensions, in which teaching and educational services 

help interpret international and cultural elements (De Wit, 2000).  

The internationalisation of HE has been a growing focus in 

institutional policies and strategies (James, 2005), and expanded in 



35 

several forms including moving educational providers across 

borders (Knight, 2004). Two forms of internationalisation have been 

identified by Huisman and Van der Wende (2004). The traditional 

form is based on short-term activities and temporary funding 

involving projects, academic exchanges, and predominantly 

international mobility of students and academic staff. In contrast, 

new internationalisation involves systematic arrangements involving 

national and international mobility patterns of students and 

academic staff, new geographical destinations, formal institutional 

agreements in term of cooperation, different forms of educational 

providers, and economic-oriented conditions facilitated by 

organisations such as the European Union, World Trade 

Organisation, or General Agreement on Trade in Services. This 

expanded form of the process has created new realities for colleges 

and universities in their national context to prioritise 

internationalisation (Maassen & Uppstrom, 2004, as cited in 

Ghasempoor et al., 2011). 

As international education has become more widespread, research 

has been conducted to gauge the experiences of international 

students in various programs (e.g. Brookes, 2010; Burdett & 

Crossman, 2011; Dolnicar, & Ayoub, 2008; Kumaran & Bordia, 

2011; Russell, Shin, & Lee, 2011; Wang & Moore, 2007). However, 

to what extent ‘home’ students (referring to students in a local 

country whose education is internationalised with foreign 

programs), benefit from the internationalisation process, has 

received little attention in the literature. As transnational education 

is considered to be ‘advanced’ education in developing nations, it is 

critical for these issues to be examined. 

Transnational HE and Issues of Cultural Appropriateness and 

Quality Assurance 

In the process of internationalisation of HE, many developing 

countries have adopted transnational education as a pathway to 

internationalised educational systems. This is in contrast to distance 

education, which is formally defined by Moore and Kearsley (1996) 

to be “teaching and planned learning in which teaching is normally 

occurs in a different place from learning, requiring communication 
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through technologies as well as special institutional organisation” 

(p. 2). Research indicates distance education has perceived negative 

connotations, and low qualities in Asian cultures, reflected by the 

educational mentality that directs interactions with instructors are 

essential (Wang & Moore, 2007). As defined by McBurnie and 

Ziguras (2007), transnational education “encompasses any 

education delivered by an institution based in one country to 

students located in another” (p. 1). Transnational HE, which is more 

limited in scope, refers to exported education regarding international 

university cooperation. This type of educational partnership has 

experienced fast growth in several countries worldwide, and is 

acknowledged as an emerging trend, especially in developing 

nations (Luke, 2005). The UNESCO and the Council of Europe 

(2001) describe transnational HE as education “in which learners 

are located in a country different from the one where the awarding 

institution is based” (p. 12). Transnational HE is also regarded as 

cross-border, or international education, which involves a wide 

range of programs delivered through institutional partnerships, in 

different modes of delivery, and which integrate local concerns into 

the curricula (Knight, 2003). Toprak (2006) suggests that by 

adopting multi-cultural and multi-linguistic models in the 

educational approach, transnational HE “serves as a good means of 

meeting educational needs globally” (p. 1).  

While the cultural integration of programs from external providers 

is likely to underpin their successful adoption in the host country, 

the adaptation of content and pedagogical methods to the local 

culture has received minimal focus. In fact in current transnational 

courses in developing countries, the utilisation of a ‘global 

template’ with no evidence of the inclusion of local characteristics 

is advocated by several educational providers (Luke, 2005). The 

term ‘global template’ refers to the 100% adoption of a foreign 

curriculum with no local cultural inclusion. Implications of recent 

research suggests that currently implemented transnational courses 

may not provide the benefits students expect to receive from their 

foreign degrees (Yang, 2008).  

In addition to the issue of culture appropriateness, quality assurance 

of transnational HE has been a major concern as transnational HE 
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has become commercialised, and competitive for student enrolment 

numbers, thus competing with local programs. Research suggests 

that since transnational education has been increasingly 

economically focused, the quality of transnational programs have 

been compromised (Lieven & Martin, 2006), evidenced by the 

engagement of institutional practices such as ‘soft marking’, or 

‘grade inflation’ (Tierney, 2001) in which academics are compelled 

to lower entry standards and assessment criteria to ensure the 

eligibility of a larger number of students. Transnational education is 

sometimes seen as the fastest way for developing countries to boost 

the capacity of their educational systems for the purpose of human 

capital building and economic development, by having access to 

advanced western education. However, this open policy targeted to 

encourage the development of offshore education has overlooked 

quality control process. Moreover, transnational programs are 

economically driven as they are fully funded by students’ tuition 

fees, which have increased their market vulnerability (McBurnie & 

Ziguras, 2007). While the unregulated nature of educational markets 

provides no incentive for quality control, some institutions striving 

for sustainable development, and competing for quality, are trying 

to create benchmarks for quality assurance (Meek, 2006).  

As a response to internationalisation of education, transnational HE 

has received attention at international, regional, national, and 

institutional levels. For some developing countries, including 

Vietnam, transnational HE has been prioritised on the educational 

agenda as a means of closing the gap between developed and 

developing worlds. Such educational agenda has introduced 

numerous challenges in teaching standards, commitments to 

research and innovation, and quality accreditation (Harman, 

Hayden, & Nghi, 2010).  Hence it is important for new players in 

the internationalisation of HE to learn and critically reflect on the 

experiences of other countries in the region, and the rest of the 

world optimising its benefits from such initiatives. 

Experiences of Higher Education Internationalisation  

Internationalisation of education is largely considered as a 

mechanism of making educational institutions known, and thus, to 
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attract international students, or export education to other countries 

via distance or transnational education. This process is closely 

associated with the perspective of ‘westernised education’ which is 

perceived to be globally standardised. Studies documenting 

successful practices and worldwide achievements in international 

education include research in the UK (Ayoubi & Massoud, 2007; 

Jiang & Carpenter, 2011; Luxon & Peelo, 2009; Sulkowski & 

Deakin, 2010), Australia (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2008), and New 

Zealand (Elkin et al., 2005; 2008). The importance of teaching and 

learning has been highlighted as an integral part of curriculum 

design activities, with many researchers recommending the explicit 

incorporation of teaching and learning strategies in 

conceptualisations of internationalisation, making them central to 

policy development.  

Although not as fully developed as in the West, the process of 

internationalisation of HE in the Asia Pacific region is an emerging 

trend, experiencing significant transformations in which HE in 

China has reported successful practices (Liu, 2012; Wang, 2008). 

Other serious attempts for the purpose of closing the gap between 

developed and developing world include the internationalisation of 

HE in Iran (Ghasempoor et al., 2011), reflection on a key policy 

challenge in Malaysia (Tham, 2010), reflection on developments, 

emerging trends, issues and important policy implications in Africa 

(Jowi, 2009), as well as in-depth research on international trends 

and private education in India (Gupta, 2008). 

The existing challenges, in particular, implementation issues in the 

internationalisation of HE (De Meyer, 2012), have generated the 

need for regional education, regional networks and international 

cooperation among Asian universities in higher education, as a 

transitional step to more effective internationalisation (Chan & Ng, 

2008; Sugimura, 2012). In examining the approaches taken by Hong 

Kong and Singapore to develop themselves as ‘regional hubs of 

higher education’, Chan and Ng (2008) found significant differences 

in their implementation approaches, despite several similarities in 

their vision and policy instruments.  

 



39 

Western Tourism Programs in Eastern Countries 

Although different parts of the world have approached the HEI 

process in various ways, they generally exhibit a similar pattern of 

adopting Anglo-Saxon, westernised standards for teaching, learning 

and quality assurance. Business courses have been considered the 

most successful internationalised programs, and tourism and 

hospitality management is reported as one of the most popular 

transnational courses in the Asia Pacific region (Huang, 2007).  

The tourism and hospitality industry serves millions of people 

globally, and is a multi-billion dollar industry, making international 

tourism a lucrative business. International tourism has been widely 

recognised as a fast-growing, labour-intensive industry (Korpi & 

Mertens, 2004) which has posed certain responsibilities on tourism 

higher education. The tourism industry is dependent on the 

availability of high quality personnel to deliver, operate and manage 

tourist products. The interaction between the tourist, and tourism 

industry personnel, is an integral part of a tourist’s total experience. 

English, which is the common language used in international 

tourism, is assumed to be included in the majority of tourism 

curricula. For these reasons, when considering transnational HE to 

internationalise universities, most universities in the East Asian 

region, where tourism HE has not experienced major development, 

have turned to tourism and hospitality as their prioritised 

transnational courses.  

In response to the skill requirements in the tourism industry, tertiary 

educational institutions have developed a wide range of tourism 

courses. Currently, course content is the subject of considerable 

debate regarding standardisation and diversification, in which one 

program can cover a very broad range of topics and competencies in 

a single course, whilst other programs cover these topics and 

competencies in several courses (Wang, Huyton, Gao, & Ayres, 

2010). Staff turnover is a significant concern in the tourism 

industry, and this issue has been traced back to staff training in the 

industry. In an Eastern context, Jiang and Tribe (2009) explored 

Chinese students’ attitudes towards a tourism career in China, and 

found that current students and graduates working in the industry 
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did not consider tourism to be a long-term, sustainable career. In a 

Western context, Shin and Lee (2011) surveyed 193 international 

hospitality students on work placement in Australia, and found that 

their motivational levels in the workplace were low. Such attitudes 

can be explained by the different perspectives of younger 

generations on career orientation and commitment, or by the fact 

that the majority of jobs available in tourism and hospitality require 

generic skills which are generally acquired at vocational level. 

These findings have created debate on the optimal design and 

content of undergraduate tourism courses.  

Research indicates the majority of tourism graduates in developing 

countries are employed in low paying jobs (Jiang & Tribe, 2009; 

Shin & Lee, 2011) such as hotel receptionists, and food and/or 

housekeeping attendants. Qualifications for these positions only 

require trade certification which can be attained at vocational 

institutions (Shin & Lee, 2011). Thus, it can be disappointing for 

university tourism graduates when many tourism/hospitality 

employers preferentially employ candidates who have been well 

trained in professional skills such as front office, food and beverage, 

and housekeeping. Such skills are more appropriately addressed at 

vocational levels, although they are considered as generic course 

components at university level. Therefore, the internationalisation of 

curricula is needed with this assisted by overseas institutions whose 

tourism HE has experienced major development.   

Internationalisation of the curricula can be viewed as a process to 

develop curricula that prepares students with the knowledge and 

skills to work in a globalised environment, whilst preserving the 

distinctive cultural characteristics of the local context (Luxon & 

Peelo, 2009). However, the objective of this process has been 

misinterpreted by several educational institutions in developing 

countries, whereby the adoption of a ‘global template’ (Luke, 2005), 

that is, an overseas programs with no further negotiation for cultural 

inclusion, has become common practice, and advocated by several 

educational providers. It was believed that such practices may lead 

to imbalances in power relations, leading to implications for 

curriculum design (Luke, 2005; Luxon & Peelo, 2009). Although 

internationalisation has been positively correlated with sharing 
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practices equally across borders, the notion has sometimes been 

viewed from an imperialist perspective, which overlooks the 

cultural dimension of pedagogy, and adopts a ‘one size fits all’ 

approach (Jordan, 2008). Questions of best practice in HEI, and 

whose culture is the most appropriate, are complex considerations 

involving multiple stakeholders from different cultural backgrounds. 

When it comes to learners from different cultural background, their 

learning ideologies need to be considered for an effective 

curriculum design. 

 

TRANSNATIONAL HE IN VIETNAMESE CONTEXT 

Vietnam has experienced significant economic growth since 1989 

with a steady increase in access to education at all levels. However, 

the global recession of 2008-2009 resulted in slow export growth 

with decreased overseas investment (Picus, 2009). Before the 

recession, Vietnam experienced increased educational development 

across populations from diverse socio-economic backgrounds. The 

recession was considered a threat to socio-economic development, 

and access to higher education whose quality improvement has 

subsequently been prioritised on the national agenda (Harman et al., 

2010).  

Vietnam has achieved a rapid expansion of a HE system aimed at 

strengthening the knowledge economy, with graduates who can 

effectively adapt to technological advances and changing labour 

markets (Lee & Healy, 2006). As a result, the country now 

experiences, recently recorded as having over 70% graduate 

employment in technical and professional fields (Sakellariou, 2010), 

although the alignment of university education to the needs of 

labour markets is still a problem that is also prevalent in other 

Southeast Asian countries (Postiglione, 2011). 

In taking the initiative to internationalise universities, Vietnam has 

created open policies for international collaboration in higher 

education (Postiglione, 2011). The open policies have attracted 

several foreign institutions to Vietnam. Other forms of partnership 
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in HE include collaborative and transnational programs between 

Vietnamese colleges/universities and institutions from UK, US, 

Australia, and other European and Asian countries. Despite being at 

the early stages of implementation, quality assurance of 

transnational HE has been a major concern in Vietnam.  

Moreover, while there is a need for promoting HE in realising the 

potential of intellectual property for socio-economic development, 

research indicates that a college degree does not assure Vietnamese 

students’ career prospects (Tran & Swierczek, 2009). Degrees 

cannot secure graduates a job if their professional skills, and English 

language competency, are inadequate, as these skills are critically 

important in areas such as tourism and hospitality. There exists a 

paradox that whilst most skills required by employers can be 

acquired at the vocational level, Vietnamese students generally 

avoid vocational schools in an attempt to gain entrance into 

university which is viewed as a direct pathway to high-status 

occupations. Thus, a challenge for transnational education in 

Vietnam is providing an education that can balance learners’ 

educational needs, and their workplace requirements.  

 

RESEARCH AIM 

This study aims to understand the operation of Vietnamese 

transnational programs by profiling the expectations and 

perspectives of those involved – the instructors and the students – to 

identify the influence of these programs on their expectations and 

experiences. Two types of transnational tourism programs were 

examined in this study; one ‘partially westernised’ program, and 

another ‘fully westernised’ program. Findings from this study are 

important for curriculum designers and educators to ensure more 

effective delivery of high quality transnational programs in 

Vietnam, which include appropriate cultural characteristics to adapt 

to local educational needs. 
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Context 

The two transnational undergraduate tourism programs available in 

the South of Vietnam were selected as the focus for this study. 

Table 1 summarises the differences between the programs 

(westernised and partially westernised) representing two different 

types of transnational tourism programs.  

Table 1: Summary of Differences between Westernised and 

Partially Westernised Programs 
Components Partially Westernized 

program (P1) 

Westernized program 

(P2) 

Language of 

instruction 

French English  

Partnership  A Vietnamese private 

university and a French 

university 

A Vietnamese private 

university and a French 

business school 

Awarded Degree Double Degree (awarded by 

both university partners) 

A single degree awarded 

by the foreign partner 

Curriculum  Employs a 50-50 model 

(each educational provider 

accounts for 50% of the 

program content and 

curriculum) 

Adopts the entire program 

from the foreign partner 

(western program) 

Program length 4 years full-time  3 years full-time  

Number of intakes Once a year (September) Three intakes a year 

(October, February, July) 

Model of training Lecture-based  On-the-job training 

The partially westernised program (P1) was piloted at the 

Vietnamese private university between 2000 and 2008. The pilot 

was sponsored by the Agence universitaire de la Francophonie 

(AUF) (Associations of French-speaking countries) until a 

partnership was formed with the French university, becoming an 

official double degree program in 2009. Although the program was 

originally designed as a 50-50 model, the implemented program 

operates with ten core subjects conducted in the foreign language, 

and the remaining component taken from the Vietnamese tourism 

program is conducted in Vietnamese.  

In the westernised program (P2), the Vietnamese institution has 

functioned as an administrator and facilitator of the collaboration. 
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The program had its first intake in October 2011, and has continued 

with two intakes in 2012 and three intakes in 2013. The program 

structure and professional training have been developed in 

accordance with the model prevalent in Europe, and recently in 

Asia, i.e. on-the-job training model in which students study and 

work at real restaurants and hotels owned by the training 

institutions. The branch in Vietnam is a French cuisine fine-dining 

restaurant where learning and professional training take place. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

A mixed methods design was adopted in this study to enable a range 

of research questions to be answered where the study seeks to 

respond to both qualitative and quantitative enquiry issues (Johnson 

& Onwuegbuzie, 2004). The qualitative phase involved an in-depth 

interview with a transnational tourism instructor with a professional 

role and practical insights in both transnational tourism programs 

investigated in this study, whilst the quantitative phase involved the 

administration of an online survey to gauge the views of final year 

students of the two different transnational tourism programs. 

Results from the survey’s responses were exported to SPSS Version 

21 for analysis. The interviews were transcribed for content with the 

data analysis based on the comments made. No emotional/non-

verbal expressions and linguistic implications were taken into 

account. The data was analysed around the issues of the 

transnational tourism programs perceived by the interviewee as an 

educator and practitioner. 
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FINDINGS 

Views of the Students 

P2 students had better experiences with their learning, which is 

consistent with their perception of the positive aspects of the 

program content. On the contrary, negative experiences appeared to 

affect students from P1 as reflected by their responses to statements 

regarding their experiences with the program. 

Students’ expectations were shaped around the generally expected 

outcomes of an international education. These expectations included 

relevant knowledge and professional skills for a decent job at 

managerial level in an international hotel/ tourism enterprise, either 

domestic or overseas; experience of international education with 

western teaching and learning styles in an international 

environment; and the attainment of an internationally recognized 

degree as a result. Results indicate a very high level of agreement on 

all items, with a minimum of a 60% agreement noted (i.e. Strongly 

Agree and Agree), suggesting that students in both programs had 

high expectations. It is interesting to note some level of uncertainty 

recorded on several with the strongest level of uncertainty, and also 

the only disagreement, noted for the statement relating to “getting a 

job overseas”. The results of a Reliability analysis show a moderate 

to high Cronbach’s alpha (α=0.779), indicating good consistency in 

responses across the items. No significant difference between the 

two mean scores for the program groups variable of expectations 

(M=1.94 & 1.91, SD=0.25. & 0.29) was found, suggesting very 

similar expectations from the transnational tourism programs of the 

two groups. Overall, all the respondents appeared to have high 

expectations from transnational tourism programs. They all 

expected to be equipped with knowledge and skills for good jobs, to 

experience international education, to work in an international hotel, 

and to obtain an internationally recognized degree. These variables 

were scored with almost 100% agreement from both groups. 

With regard to program content, findings indicated that students 

from P2 felt more positive about the program content than P1 

students, with, for example, only 5% of P2 respondents indicating 
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disagreement regarding the usefulness of the internship preparation, 

the orientation to the expectations of local industry and the course 

conduct in a foreign language. On the other hand, respondents from 

P1 indicated a far higher level of disagreement overall regarding the 

value of course aspects, including over 60% disagreement on the 

three items registering 5% disagreement by the P2 group. The 

lowest level of disagreement was 32% regarding relevant 

assessment practices, practical assessment practices and local 

cultural practices. Perhaps the item with the most ambiguous 

response was related to the coverage of housekeeping. For this item 

the level of agreement from both groups was only around 30%. The 

respondents from P2 were very satisfied with the knowledge content 

of the course on Front Office, which was useful for their internship, 

and they exhibited full agreement that the assessment practices in 

the program were relevant. It is also noted that 90% of respondents 

from P2 responded that the content of the program was effectively 

conducted in the foreign language, compared to only 25% of 

respondents from P1. Although students from P2 had favorable 

feedback on the program content, they were unsure whether the 

courses were relevant to the workplace, and if they were oriented to 

the expectations of industry employers. A marked proportion of 

respondents from P2 reported uncertainty to these two items, 45% 

and 55% respectively. The Reliability analysis undertaken on the 

ten items of program content showed a very high level of 

consistency across the items (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.962), thus an 

average score for content items was calculated. An assessment of 

whether this content score differed between the two groups was 

undertaken, this showed a very significant difference between the 

mean scores for P1 of 3.3 (SD=.3401) compared to a far lower, 

more positive assessment of 2.15 (SD= .8202) by P2 respondents 

(t= 5.146, df= 33.410, p<.0000, unequal variances). 

Results of responses to program experience statements indicated 

only 25% of P1 students felt the program met their needs compared 

with 100% of students from the P2 group. Factors that may have 

contributed to this assessment include data which indicates that 

perceived difficulties of finding part time work were expressed by a 

higher proportion of students (67.9%) from P1. Although students 

from P2 did not consider finding work placement a challenge, there 
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was a high rate of ‘uncertain’ responses to this item from P2 

students. Such high uncertainty re-appeared for P2 group in their 

responses regarding the difference between Vietnamese and 

transnational tourism programs. 

Views of the Instructor 

From the analysis of the interview transcripts, several issues 

pertaining to the two transnational tourism programs were 

identified, including issues arising internally from the 

administration of the programs, and students’ limited ability to 

participate in an international education.  

Both programs lacked a clear orientation for students and had not 

been successful in delivering their stated goals and objectives to 

students to enable them to be well prepared at the completion of 

their studies. It was noted that it was difficult to recruit qualified 

instructors with appropriate qualifications in the tourism and 

hospitality discipline. In addition, the ability to deliver lectures and 

professional training in tourism courses in a foreign language (e.g., 

English or French) is problematic. The inconsistent implementation 

of quality assurance procedures across the system, and within the 

partnership between the Vietnamese university and the foreign 

educational institution were identified by the instructor. P2 was 

found to have some quality assurance procedures in place, whereas 

no quality assurance procedures were obvious in P1. The 

partnership resulted from the negotiation of matching core subjects 

between the two programs, which relied on the similarities of 

subject descriptions with no specific reference to content and 

curriculum details. No supervision on quality was acknowledged 

from the foreign side of the partnership. Such limitations have 

hindered transnational programs in meeting their objectives of 

providing an international education in teaching and learning. 

Although the transnational programs were trying to put some quality 

control in place, it was supposed to be initiated early, and then 

consistently and systematically implemented. Failure to implement 

an effective quality control system affected instructors and students 

in a negative way. 
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Although not unique to this study, lowering expectations to compete 

for student enrolments was identified as an ethical issue by the 

instructor. As soon as programs succeeded in forming a partnership 

with an international educational institution, they started recruiting 

students, sparing no time to prepare resources for an effective 

operation. The entry requirements are potentially compromised and 

expectations from students lowered in order to maintain the 

operation of the programs. It was indicated that education was being 

treated as a business in which the programs are trying to attract 

students using the prospect of an ‘international working 

environment’ as an advertisement slogan. 

Students were assessed to be limited in their foreign language 

proficiency as even basic learning skills needed at undergraduate 

level, for example reading, oral presentation and simple academic 

research were often absent. Traditional eastern learning styles were 

reported to be a constraint for Vietnamese students to effectively 

participate in transnational programs. In general, students were 

overly optimistic about opportunities for employment. They did not 

have a full understanding of an ‘international working 

environment’, which was often interpreted as the opportunity for 

working overseas. This view was further enforced by 

advertisements of transnational programs promoting misguided 

expectations. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Ineffective Communication of Program Objectives 

The ineffectiveness of communication was raised as a significant 

factor impacting on students’ experiences of transnational programs. 

As students appeared to have high, yet unrealistic expectations from 

transnational education, the unclear communication of the 

programs’ objectives to students from the beginning of their 

programs contributed to discouraging students, and negatively 

impacting their experiences.  



49 

It appears that this issue arose in the preparation phase of the 

transnational tourism programs. In P1, the program structure was 

not initially clearly identified, resulting in modifications and 

changes during the development of the partnership between the 

Vietnamese university and the foreign institution. These unexpected 

amendments negatively affected the students in that they found no 

difference between the Vietnamese tourism program, and the 

transnational program they are undertaking. As P2, by its nature, is 

a fully adopted foreign tourism program, the program objectives 

have been clearly defined by the foreign institution at the initial 

stage of the partnership. However, there was insufficient evidence 

from the research to justify the effectiveness of communicating 

these objectives to students. Therefore, further research on this issue 

is needed. This finding has important implications for partially 

westernised transnational programs in developing objectives 

reflecting the need for mutual agreements between two partners in 

the collaboration. Such a lack of consistency also impacts on the 

position of instructors in Vietnam because it would be difficult for 

instructors to give effective presentations of program content when 

they are not properly informed of program objectives.  

Similar findings with program implementation were highlighted by 

De Meyer (2012) when addressing existing challenges of HEI. 

Although implementation issues cited in the literature were 

evidenced at national and regional levels, findings from this study 

indicate that these problems are also evidenced at the institutional 

level. Implications of this finding highlight the need for 

transnational programs to clearly communicate their objectives to 

students, and to ensure consistency among instructors and 

administrative support. 

Language Issues 

Language preparation for future study had not been effectively 

addressed in either of the programs. 75% of students in P1 reported 

struggling with courses fully conducted in the foreign language; and 

the majority did not report their language proficiency being 

enhanced during the program. Consequently, students felt 

disappointed and discouraged with their study. Language barriers 
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were acknowledged as a problem in both programs, which hindered 

understanding of course content and the effective communication of 

student views during class discussions. Similar findings were 

reported by Liu et al. (2010) who explored the perceptions of 

international students regarding the impact of cultural differences on 

their learning experiences. These researchers found language 

barriers were the biggest concern for Chinese students. Language 

issues were found to be associated with a sense of exclusion for 

international students in class discussions in Luxon and Peelo’s 

(2007) study in a multicultural context. Extending these findings to 

this study, it could be inferred that language barriers may have 

excluded local students from experiencing transnational education. 

Such language barriers would inevitably impact on the effectiveness 

of students’ learning outcomes.   

Findings from this study indicated that foreign language acquisition 

is a significant barrier for students of transnational programs. This is 

particularly so for domestic Vietnamese students who have rarely 

been exposed to an English/French learning environment, even 

though they have passed standard admission examinations (i.e. 

IELTS or TOEFL for English). Implications of these findings 

highlight the need for students of transnational programs to improve 

their foreign language skills beyond the basic IELTS or TOEFL 

requirements before undertaking university-level tourism courses 

which immerse students in an intensive, foreign language 

environment. Alternatively, stricter entry requirements on foreign 

language proficiency would need to be implemented to ensure 

students could acquire success in foreign language acquisition in 

their tourism courses. Without such language capabilities, the 

students’ learning outcomes from transnational tourism programs 

will be constrained in passive absorption of the knowledge, without 

the development of critical thinking, or the ability to apply the 

knowledge into the profession. 

Limited Resources in Promoting an International Teaching and 

Learning Environment 

Results from this study indicate that local instructors have a direct 

influence on students’ learning experiences. Positive experiences 
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were reported by the instructor and students in the P2 group, 

whereas far less positive views were reported in the P1 group. The 

negative experiences reported by students from P1 were evidenced 

by high levels of disagreement on the positive aspects of program 

content. Results regarding instructional style support findings from 

previous research on different approaches to learning (Boyd & 

Richerson, 2007; Chang et al., 2010). Findings from this research 

posit that differences in learning approaches can have negative 

impacts on students’ experiences in transnational or international 

courses, and highlights the importance of an international tourism 

curriculum that required the internationalisation of both content, and 

teaching practice.  

In addressing the issue of teaching and learning style, instructors 

play a critical role in arousing interest, and promoting active 

learning, via western instructional initiatives and assessment 

practices. This raises issues concerning teaching competency in 

transnational programs shared by an instructor in the study, as 

results indicated instructors are varied in their sensitivity to different 

teaching styles. Some instructors integrated a western teaching and 

learning style through interaction and participation in their course 

content, however, many instructors, especially those in P1 did not 

consider changing their instructional style to promote an 

international learning experience for students.  

Findings from this study also lend support for the importance of 

integrating active learning, as opposed to passive learning, for 

improving language acquisition in tourism programs. The traditional 

eastern instructional style, which tends to be lecture-centred, and 

generally utilises exam-based assessment methods, impacted on 

students’ experience of international education via transnational 

programs in this study. This finding is consistent with previous 

research examining cultural differences between western and 

eastern educational practices (Robinson, 2008; Zhang, 2007). 

These three highlighted issues are relevant to both programs, with 

varying degrees of significance. The issues are not linear, but 

interactive, which could impact long-term operation of these 

programs. As insufficient student enrolment numbers are an 
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undesirable consequence for any educational program, poor quality 

assurance processes, and low student perceptions, would result in 

reduced future enrolments. 

 

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS  

This study sought to explore the affordances or constraints of 

engaging in two different transnational programs in the Vietnamese 

context. As transnational education aims to include appropriate 

cultural characteristics to adapt to local educational needs, more 

research is needed to reflect on current practices to justify the 

objectives of transnational education. It is interesting to note that the 

program with culturally inclusive aspects was less favoured than the 

program with 100% adoption of a foreign curriculum. This finding 

runs contrary to the literature which often criticises programs 

without cultural inclusiveness (e.g., Luke, 2005; Yang, 2008). This 

has important implications for academics and curriculum developers 

in the implementation of cultural appropriateness in transnational 

education to ensure that this aspect can be acknowledged positively 

from both students and instructors.  

The negative feedback regarding the relevance of content 

components to the requirements of local workplace requires further 

consideration of program content to ensure this content is industry-

oriented. This has important implications for educational providers 

and local industry practitioners to collaborate on content and 

curriculum modification and improvement in order to properly 

respond to learners’ needs. With regard to program administration, 

it is recommended that each partner in the transnational 

collaboration reach agreement on consistent communication of each 

program’s objectives, and quality control procedures, from the early 

stages of the partnership. In order to address the issue of improving 

students’ international learning experience, the engagement of local 

instructors is recommended to ensure westernised assessment 

practices are implemented, and to engage students in active learning 

environment. As the qualifications of local instructors also emerged 



53 

as a concern in transnational programs in this study, further research 

is needed to examine this issue. 

The findings of this study contribute to empirical literature which 

aims to promote transnational education as an effective pathway to 

internationalisation of universities in Vietnam. The major 

contribution of this study is to address the gap in the literature by 

providing insights into the operation of these transnational tourism 

programs from the perspectives of those involved – the instructor 

and the students – and identifying the influence of these programs 

on the expectations and experiences of university students. 
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