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In the time-poor world of secondary English-L1 (English as first language) teachers, 
integrating digital technology in the classroom is both a blessing and a curse. English-L1 
teachers continually face tensions between delivering digital content, introducing 
traditional textbooks, maintaining student attention and teaching 21st century skills. The 
focus of our research is situated in Australian secondary English-L1 teaching and 
learning. Through personal and professional narratives, this article explores teachers' 
varied dispositions towards digital technology and technology-enhanced learning (TEL). 
These dispositions are related to prevailing school and English department cultures, 
which, in turn, tap into broader social beliefs about the subject English and how it is best 
taught. Our exploration considers Australian English-L1 teachers' complex relationships 
with technology and utilises a Vygotskian (1978) perspective to interpret the 
sociocultural milieu surrounding technology use in education. Findings suggest that the 
tenor of cultures in schools and their English departments is critical for understanding 
technology-enhanced learning in secondary English-L1 classrooms and English-L1 
teachers’ dispositions towards technology.  

 
Introduction  
 
Over the past two decades, the profusion of digital technology in everyday life has 
profoundly changed society and how we communicate and disseminate knowledge 
(Jandrić & Knox, 2022; Szymkowiak et al., 2021). The economic and social narrative that 
schooling will equip secondary school graduates with twenty-first-century skills 
(Thornhill-Miller et al., 2023) has deeply influenced how employers, caregivers, education 
leaders, and curriculum developers view the provision of schooling and how technology 
assists this process (Kopcha et al., 2020; Selwyn et al., 2020). Currently, there are many 
voices with significant influence in the global edtech space, all vying for the attention of 
educators, who have little time to keep up with technological advances (West, 2023; 
Williamson, 2021). However, recent global concerns and moral panics regarding digital 
technologies have been voiced about the (mis)use of generative artificial intelligence, 
school mobile phone bans, and deep-fake image-sharing (Lambert & Stevens, 2023; 
Lozada et al., 2024). In Australia, stakeholders have been grappling with similar cascading 
challenges and the associated implications of each technological advance (Jeuniewic & 
Gould, 2024). A close look at the Australian edutech landscape reveals a complex field 
with conflicting objectives. 
 
Nearly twenty years ago, the Australian Federal Government’s Digital Education Revolution 
(Department of Education Skills and Employment, 2008) sought universal digital access 
and technology integration for every public school classroom. This programme provided 
sector-wide digitalisation and brought about attitudinal changes towards ICT and digital 
device use in Australian schools (Keane & Keane, 2020). However, Graham and Sahlburg 
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(2020, 2021) described Digital Education Revolution as an uneven and incomplete process 
influenced by social, economic and pedagogical factors. This critique contradicts the 
broadly accepted techno-positive narrative about the digitalisation of Australian K-12 
education. In the wake of the Covid-19 emergency online teaching experience, teachers 
might be the first to challenge such a techno-positive view. This exploration of English-L1 
teacher technology-enhanced learning experiences underscores a significant issue for 
teaching and learning across all sectors (public and private/independent) as we report on 
how the digitalisation of Australian secondary education faces complex micro and macro-
level barriers. Such explorations provide valuable insights into the approaches teachers 
have towards the canonised traditions of discipline-based pedagogies and their 
antagonistic relationship with a pervasive techno-positive culture.  
 
As this research focuses on secondary teachers of English-L1, it should be noted that the 
L1, L2, and L3 designations for first language and subsequent multiple language teaching 
and learning are pragmatically straightforward. Furthermore, this terminology avoids the 
semantic problems that can arise from nomenclature such as “mother tongue” (Green & 
Erixon, 2020). However, English-L1 should not be confused with other common 
designations used in the discipline for language teaching, for example, EFL (English as a 
foreign language) and ESL (English as a second language). Additionally, we recognise the 
broader sociocultural context that is multicultural Australia. In post-colonial Australia, 
English is taught in a way that respects and embraces those students whose first language 
or at-home language is Indigenous or a language other than English (LOTE). English-L1 
(hereafter ‘English’) literacy is not a zero-sum game against EFL/ESL literacy. The two 
literacy and learning contexts coalesce and provide inspiration in many Australian 
classrooms (Moloney et al., 2024; Veliz & Chen, 2024).  
 
Despite the ubiquitous uptake of personal digital technologies across most societies, 
regular episodes of ‘moral panics’, alluded to above, exist when technologies interact and 
collide with societal expectations of education, curricula, and student socialisation. If 
society has a conflicted and complicated relationship with digital technology, education, 
curricula, and teachers’ work, as cultural products of society, will also reflect this 
relationship (Graham & Sahlberg, 2021). Based on the premise that teachers of secondary 
English would likely experience these conflicts and complications daily, this study 
explored the possible enablers and barriers to technology-enhanced learning (henceforth 
TEL). Further to the language and cultural contexts of this research, consideration of the 
curriculum environment in which Australian English is taught is also key to understanding 
how technology integration is viewed and valued in Australian schools. 
 
The research environment 
 
This research investigated how a sample of secondary English teachers negotiated the 
perceived and extant pressures to further integrate technology into their pedagogical 
practices. Situated in the state of Western Australia (WA), this group of teacher 
participants follow the curriculum specified by the Western Australian Schools 
Curriculum and Standards Authority (SCSA), which is aligned with the Australian 
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National Curriculum. The teaching and learning objectives of the National Curriculum are 
codified as standards for both learners and practitioners. As a national regulator, the 
Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) develops, enacts, 
and assesses the curriculum. In the WA curriculum, technology is an independent learning 
area through Years 1-10, in which the foundational physical and cognitive digital skills (for 
example, keyboard, systems, and computational thinking) are emphasised. In 2022, the 
subject ‘Technologies’ and new digital practices, including the use of artificial intelligence, 
were introduced (ACARA, 2022). 
 
While it is not the task of our article to examine and analyse these curriculum documents, 
it is worth noting that digital technology is addressed in the WA K-10 curriculum in terms 
of one of many material supports of the learning environment. However, this support has 
precise boundaries. Student access to and use of technology is referred to under the 
section ‘Teaching and Learning Principles’ and delineated by the phrase “fair, safe and 
ethical access […]” (Western Australian Schools Curriculum and Standards Authority, 
2025). This specifically orients technology as a learning support that is to be provided to 
all students in a fair, safe and ethical manner. However, this support is highly regulated by 
the WA state Education Department, and the phrasing alludes to ongoing contemporary 
issues surrounding equitable access, digital safety in schools, and controlled access to 
Internet services via school IT infrastructure. It is fair to say that ethical and fair access is 
still an aspiration of the curriculum. In contemporary Australian education, great 
disparities in funding are evident between private and independent schools and those 
administered by the State as public schools (Perry, 2024). 
 
Furthermore, after the Digital Education Revolution program was closed in 2015, an over-
reliance on BYOD (bring your own device) increased the financial burdens on parents and 
caregivers in low socioeconomic status (SES) areas, thereby compounding the digital 
divide (Cochrane, 2020) between the haves and have-nots. The 2021, Australian Digital 
Inclusion Index (ADII) reported that 11% of Australians are highly excluded from digital 
technologies and that “[a]ccess to affordable devices that are appropriate for online work 
and education has also emerged as a major challenge” (Thomas et al., 2021, p. 8). Systemic 
disparities in digital technology access, provision and demand compound the ongoing 
economic and educational disadvantages of students in these school districts. It is of great 
concern that technology is now an essential support to the quotidian tasks of teaching and 
learning, yet out of reach for some. Of further concern is how technology in education 
can also be viewed as socially and economically desirable, yet simultaneously viewed with 
deep apprehension and scepticism. 
 
Based on a qualitative masters degree research project highlighting English teachers’ 
voices (Gordon, 2022), this article offers practitioner perspectives about technology use in 
secondary English. Insights from this research reveal sociocultural influences related to 
TEL are deeply entrenched and unresolved in some secondary teaching areas. This study 
also explored how English teachers might navigate techno-scepticism in the post-
pandemic teaching climate and pedagogical friction regarding the sine qua non of Year 11 
and 12 handwritten exams, which conflict with the focus on digital keyboard skills in years 
7 to 10. Although the project reported on a group of seven Australian secondary English 
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teachers with varying years of service (see Appendix 1 for participant demographics), this 
article focuses on how two participants, Peter and Diana (pseudonyms), engaged with 
technology in English classrooms. Underpinned by Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory, 
this paper also examines how respective school and department cultures may encourage 
or discourage TEL. Completed in Western Australia, the study utilised semi-structured 
interviews to provide authentic spaces for participants to voice their reflections about 
teaching with technology and how it might challenge assumptions about the teaching of 
English.  
 
Literature review 
 
Challenges and anxieties around the ubiquitous use of TEL in Australian schools have 
been documented post-Digital Education Revolution (Abbott, 2016; Buchanan et al., 2019; 
Males et al., 2017). These studies demonstrated that many educational institutions are 
nowhere close to Cascone’s (2000) concept of invisible and ubiquitous ‘post-digital’ 
technologies. While school leadership and government stakeholders emphasise technology 
integration as an overarching goal, it is the daily technology choices of educators that 
affect how teaching and learning occur. Inevitably, these choices depend on the educator’s 
acceptance of multimodal and multiliteracies pedagogy (The New London Group, 1996). 
Indeed, some scholars have critiqued Australian English as outdated and described how it 
needs to fully embrace the myriad of digital communication methods and their emerging 
literacy practices (McKnight, 2021, 2022). Whereas others, such as An and Oliver (2021), 
Moore et al. (2021) and Selwyn (2024) have emphasised a cautious and critical approach to 
further edutech and digital technology integration in classrooms. Alluding to wider 
existential concerns, Selwyn (2024) proposed a progressive, radical, and eco-friendly form 
of ‘digital de-growth’ that slows technology integration and challenges the dominance of 
‘big tech’ and its environmental malfeasance. 
 
We contend that seamless and invisible digital technology use is a futuristic vision. In 
writing about the recent concept of the “postdigital age” Jandrić, (2017), Arndt et al. 
(2019) and Jandrić et al. (2018), described a critical postdigital exploration of education 
that accepted the ubiquitous and embedded nature of digital technology. Their 
explorations focused beyond the deterministic use of technology in the race to gain higher 
international rankings and national economic advantage. Instead, a scholarly shift toward 
“complex entanglements” (Jandrić et al., 2018, p. 896) between humans and technology 
renewed the focus. These embedded entanglements engaged the physical and virtual, user 
interfaces and bodies (especially brains, endorphins, and emotions), as well as seeing 
technology as extensions of human memory and temporal existence (Arndt et al., 2019; 
Niglio, 2017). 
 
Some authors have provided ontological and philosophical challenges to a TEL field still 
heavily influenced by a neoliberal material and deterministic view of educational 
technology. For example, by infusing concepts from Marx (1844) Heidegger (1996) and 
Ihde (1990), An and Oliver (2021) described educational technology as a tri-relational 
concept between “human-technology, education-technology and human-education” (p. 
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15). Moving the discussion beyond “what works” and the task of keeping up with new 
technologies, An and Oliver explored ways to develop a holistic philosophy of technology. 
 
Writing about the need to move dialogical discussions beyond the simplistic banning of 
novel, disruptive technologies and the binaries of pro or anti-technologists, Surry and 
Baker (2016) articulated a consensus-building approach to contemporary post-digital 
education. Similarly, Castañeda and Williamson (2021) explored developments in how 
educational technology alters teaching and learning and called for deeper, more critical, 
and nuanced research that focused on the complex relational aspects of edtech. They 
found edtech to be ingrained in relationships beyond teaching and learning, including 
those within domains such as the sciences, politics, and behavioural psychology. For 
example, when exploring school-based learning management systems (LMS) platforms 
such as SEQTA (Education Horizons, 2021) or Connect (Compass Education, 2024), 
Pangrazio et al. (2023) emphasised the instrumentally adaptable nature of such 
technologies, and as extensions of human minds, digital technologies were “inherently 
relational because they are always connected to particular practices” (p. 68 ). These 
relational aspects of technology are “intimately tangled up in social, economic, cultural, 
political and technical contexts” (Castañeda & Williamson, 2021, p. 2). Such 
entanglements can be understood more effectively, as Kaptelinin (2015) emphasised, by 
returning to the Vygotskian constructs of tools and sign mediation. This approach can 
offer a solid theoretical foundation to explore the relationship between digital technology 
and the human mind.  
 
However, any deep consideration of technology’s interrelationships with these domains 
cannot avoid a critically cautious approach. Indeed, Kaptelinin (2015) presciently warned 
that the alarming speed of technological advancement has a “significant impact on human 
perception, action, cognition, emotions, and communication” (2015, p. 204). How we 
interpret and analyse these impacts is key. Teachers of the post-pandemic world of the 
2020s may be more exposed to the idea that edtech tools are a part of modern life to be 
used deterministically; they are not neutral, are socially constructed with embedded 
assumptions, and their deployment occurs in socially contextualised settings. Castañeda 
and Williamson (2021) maintained that consideration of these complexities and the need 
to move beyond the essentialist focus on ‘what works’ provided new directions for critical 
studies of edtech. Such a shift necessarily accepts technology's near-ubiquitous role in 
pedagogical practices whilst remaining critically aware of its effects.  
 
The literature review found that the interrelationship between teachers and technology 
(both historical and extant) is a key determinant of general TEL use in classrooms, and we 
maintain that this should be further explored in the context of English teaching. 
Furthermore, our review found that the integration and prevalence of technologies in 
teaching can be uneven and that multiple factors influence further TEL integration. In 
Australia, it can be argued that schools are nowhere near a post-digital state, and the 
reasons for this require further research. The literature emphasised that teacher attitudes 
towards technology are critically important. However, literature that explored the 
sociocultural contexts of practitioner attitudes toward technology-enhanced learning in 
English was sparse. To address these opportunities, we designed a small-scale research 
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project to explore the lived experiences of secondary English teachers in the context of a 
Western, liberal democratic English-speaking education system. 
 
Research questions 
 
Two research questions were developed to illuminate the contemporary landscape of TEL 
and explore English teachers’ beliefs and attitudes about technology. 
 
1. What are English secondary teachers’ beliefs, attitudes and values in relation to using 

TEL? 
2. How does technology-enhanced learning (TEL) affect the pedagogy of secondary 

English teachers? 
 
Methodology 
 
Research paradigm and theory 
 
This qualitative study, underpinned by sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978), aimed to 
better understand the social complexities of TEL and the factors that govern its use. 
According to Vygotsky, teaching with technology represents an activity situated within 
socially constructed spaces to achieve specific sociocultural objectives. Because the nature 
of teacher TEL experiences is deeply social and subjective, sociocultural theory was 
deemed a valuable lens through which to explore this complex domain. Vygotsky’s (1978) 
sociocultural and mediational theories are relevant to our understanding of why teachers 
use educational technologies and how educational tools mediate learning in the 
reproduction of knowledge (Ching & Wittstock, 2019; Daniels, 2016). For learners and 
educators alike, these theories invoke an understanding of human development in 
cognitive stages that are fundamental to constructing identity, language, and social 
structures (Moll, 2013). 
 
Methods and participants 
 
Humans instinctively narrate through the power of story and interpret the world by 
identifying patterns of understanding and behaviour through myths, fables, anecdotes, and 
narrative forms (Gee, 2014; Mishler, 1995). For this study, a loosely structured series of 
open-ended questions (see Appendix 2) provided sufficient flexibility to create in-depth 
data (Creswell, 2014) and let participants’ words and language speak for themselves. 
Following university ethical approval, participants were recruited via informal networking 
and participant chain referrals, sometimes called snowballing (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981; 
Coleman, 1958). 
 
Interviews were conducted between July and September 2021, when the waves of the 
Covid-19 pandemic were waning in Australia. For the following reasons, Microsoft Teams 
was an effective and safe data collection method for recording each interview: 
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• The growing post-pandemic precedence of this platform; 
• Reliability and cost-effectiveness; 
• Increased research data security through the academic institution’s software; 
• The yield of rigorous and ethical qualitative data (Eftekhari, 2024; Lobe & Morgan, 

2021). 
 
At the time of each recording, artificial speech recognition technology built into Microsoft 
Teams produced a transcription file of the interview. Each file was checked against the 
video’s audio track for accuracy, which is of secondary benefit to the researcher, allowing 
for deep immersion in the data within minutes of ending the interview. The files were 
manually cleaned (for grammar, spelling, homophones and some speech anomalies), and 
the completed transcriptions were sent to participants for accuracy checking and approval. 
Moreover, the ubiquitous use of video-conferencing software such as Teams and Zoom 
during the Covid-19 pandemic has resulted in a deep familiarity with this mode of 
communication for teachers as well as researchers. Indeed, Howlett (2021) described this 
phenomenon as a “new digital and socially meaningful space for our interactions” (p. 7). 
However, it is recognised that some researchers acknowledge this technology’s restrictions 
and shortcomings in interpersonal communication (Chiumento et al., 2018). 
 
This study drew upon a purposive sample of seven English teacher participants who 
taught across all secondary school Years (7-12). Collectively, the participants represented 
over eighty years of teaching experience across all school sectors (see Appendix 1 for 
further demographic details). The seven participants, six female and one male, ranged 
between 30 and 60 years of age. Therefore, in digital ethnographic terms, these 
participants most likely had pre-digital and post-digital instructional experience across a 
range of socio-historical contexts since the 1990s.  
 
For clarity and brevity, this article focuses on only two participants to illustrate the 
complexity and nuance of the data. First, Peter, a ‘pre-digital’ male teacher who had 
previously worked in Australian private/independent secondary schools, ruminated deeply 
about the impacts of TEL and its acceptance in education. Despite expressing techno-
positive opinions, he was critically aware of the complex issues that technology brought to 
his practice and the profession. Second, Diana, a ‘pre-digital’ female teacher, had 
previously worked in the Catholic Independent and state school sectors. Diana reflected 
on her technology use in understated, minimalist, and more techno-negative ways. She 
spoke candidly about how restricted her teaching with technology practices had become, 
in alignment with the traditional values of her then-English department and its approach 
to TEL’s place in classrooms. 
 
Data coding and analysis 
 
A thematic narrative approach was adopted (Conle, 1997; Connelly & Clandinin, 1995), 
utilising a three-phased coding methodology (Glaser, 1978; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) to 
create a series of conceptual categories that systematically mapped the data. The first open 
coding phase developed 60 codes across four broad thematic family categories. A second 
axial coding phase interpreted how the four family categories interacted, connected, and 
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overlapped with meaning (Dey, 2004). The original 60 codes were then collated into six 
narrative categories. A third coding phase involved sorting the six categories into two 
larger super-categories of techno-pedagogical and techno-sociocultural data. 
 
Findings 
 
This section focuses on the narrative arcs, fragments, and affective technology experiences 
as told by the two participants. The following extracts do not imply direct criticism of any 
school or practitioner and are presented in the spirit of scholarly exploration to interpret 
possible enablers and barriers to TEL. The participants in this study could not be 
described as fully technophobic nor fully techno-utopian. Both expressed overlapping 
degrees of positivity through to profound scepticism and caution. Three themes emerged 
from the analysis: digital assumptions, teacher beliefs, and English department cultures. As 
the next section reveals, both unexpected and predictable apprehensions regarding TEL 
were found.  
 
Generational assumptions were evident from the data. For example, Peter, self-described 
as a ‘pre-digital’ or sometimes, ‘digital immigrant’ (Prensky, 2001) in opposition to his 
‘digital native’ students. However, both Peter and Diana agreed that expectations of digital 
native students’ technological skills did not match the demonstrable reality of the students’ 
digital capabilities. Peter was often critical of his pre-digital generation and their 
assumptions. When asked about the differences in the generational divide, he observed 
that teacher assumptions can affect students’ engagement with their learning.  
 

The tendency is often for pre-digital natives to assume that the skills and the content 
that they were most familiar with are inherently superior. For the digital natives, 
that’s one of the reasons why so many kids are disengaged and disenfranchised from 
education as well. (Peter) 

 
In the context of English teaching, this observation about generational friction regarding 
the superiority of skills and content (multimodal digital skills and content) may represent a 
more progressive viewpoint against more traditionalist views about the skills and content 
in the English curriculum. Additionally, this observation alluded to generational (pre- and 
digital native) assumptions that might not only be problematic, but also detrimental to the 
learning experiences of students. 
 
With a more critical take, Diana emphasised the profoundly social nature of her students’ 
technology capabilities and motivation for learning:  
 

I think the majority don’t seek to go and develop their skills or learn more. It’s just because of 
what’s popular at the time and what keeps them socially connected or in the know. (Diana) 

 
Diana emphasised her view that a majority of students are not curious to extend their 
digital skills in the academic or scholastic context. The strongest imperatives to learn new 
or further develop digital skills are ones that provide the means for social inclusion and 
performative belonging. 
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Both participants recognised the need to utilise digital technologies to deliver content to 
students and integrate technology within their pedagogical approaches, typically when 
teaching in the multiliteracies space. Diana recounted her experience with technology-
based learning in a Year seven English class, when both teachers and students overcame 
significant knowledge gaps to achieve a meaningful learning experience. 
 

So, I learned more about it [iMovie software] and then they [the students] became 
more confident. Anyway, the final product was amazing. They kept this iMovie of 
themselves, which was like an autobiography, and it was amazing. They kept it all the 
way to year 12, and when they graduated, they played them [there] as well. That was 
really lovely, but I remember it just being one of the hardest experiences of my 
teaching career. (Diana) 

 
Meaningful technology learning experiences for both teacher and student often 
require significant effort and commitment from teachers. This example suggests 
that a teacher’s pedagogical decision to use technology may be contingent on a 
value assessment of the time allocation and cognitive effort required to learn new 
software and digital practices. 
 
As alluded to in the literature review, the subject English seems to have a conflicted 
relationship with technology. Although the question as to why the shared professional 
understandings and pedagogic beliefs of English teachers might originate in teacher 
education (or in earlier learning experiences) is beyond the scope of this article and 
research, we recognise these factors will have a significant influence on technology use in 
English classrooms. The data suggests that the decision to teach with technology depends 
on the pedagogical beliefs about English that a teacher might hold. Both Peter and Diana 
articulated such professional understandings. 
 
Peter remarked, “One of the issues with English is that it’s more abstract and subjective 
than other courses…”. Similarly, Diana commented, “And with English, especially, you 
know, how it’s not black and white… ” 
 
Alongside the professional pedagogical beliefs surrounding the teaching of English, its 
content, and its unassailable canons of literature, the subjective personal beliefs of 
teachers may also shape how technologies are used for pedagogical aims.  
 
This pedagogical view of English would seem to restrict technology use to a mere 
instrumentalist role, substituting physical printed texts with technology for text display. 
(i.e. to display text on a screen-based PDF). Reflecting on often fluid and conflicting 
approaches to TEL, Diana offered a narrative of trying to keep up with technology. She 
described the integrationist approach to technology as ‘fancy’.  
 

[…] To be honest, I thought I'd be able to keep up with technology, and I would be one of 
those really fancy, up-to-date teachers who keep up. But I haven't been. There are lots of 
factors, and also my motivation. I don't see as much benefit in being too fancy in the 
classroom, if you know what I mean. So, our use is very basic and simple, you know, 
PowerPoint, emails, and Teams. (Diana) 
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This professional narrative may be a common phenomenon in the time-poor world of a 
secondary English teacher. By not being “too fancy” with technology in her classrooms, 
Diana seemed to take a more instrumentalist approach to technology. 
 
There may be valid reasons for such an instrumentalist view of technology deployment. In 
this vein, Peter spoke about some challenges of using Teams software to deliver lessons 
during the pandemic:  
 

We were treating the online context as if it were equivalent to a face-to-face context. 
We're taking a face-to-face mindset and applying it to an online context, and failing to 
recognise the goalposts have moved enormously, and we haven’t changed our technique. 
(Peter) 

 
In the Covid-19 era teaching experience, the push to re-create the in-person classroom via 
a synchronous online facsimile may have meant that educators potentially missed some 
technology affordances.  
 
Closely bound to a teacher’s professional beliefs are a suite of personal beliefs (for 
example, the belief that technology use could be addictive). Diana and Peter spoke of 
screen time control issues and technology addiction in students. Diana recounted how 
students often reacted to device confiscation.  
 

They feel addicted to it. They can’t not look at their phone or their laptop. When you 
take it away, they’re actually relieved when I confiscate it. (Diana) 

 
Later in the interview, Diana linked the problem of compulsive device use to a lack of 
parental oversight at home. 
 

[…] parents will come and complain to us and say: ‘The kids are using too much of their 
laptop at school’, and I said, ‘Well, when do they use their laptops at home?’ They said, 
“from the moment they get up at seven in the morning at the breakfast table”. So, you’re 
telling us [teachers] to stop it, but you parents can’t even manage it. 

 
Teacher beliefs around parental and caregiver engagement with children’s technology use 
were also emphasised. In contrast to Diana’s perspective, Peter shared his experience as a 
parent and the changing roles of teachers and schools in the age of digital gaming. He 
remarked: 
 

It was like he [Peter’s son] was obsessed with gaming. He was on his laptop constantly 
and still is, and it’s still very much an issue. And then, of course, there’s access to 
pornography, there are weird social models that he’s given access to, all sorts of 
conspiracy theories […] there are definitely a lot of social issues associated with boys and 
technological obsession. I feel that perhaps, as schools, we are not paying attention to 
that. (Peter) 

 
Screen time, compulsive device use, and unfettered access are ongoing contemporary 
issues that do not always receive the attention required in schools and broader society.  
 



560 Balancing tradition and innovation: Digital technology integration in Australian secondary English classes 

English department cultures 
 
Both participants conceded there were potential gains to be achieved through further 
technology integration in English classrooms. However, both revealed stories of sub-
optimal professional development for technology integration and a lack of support from 
English departments for innovative technology use. Every school possesses a unique 
teaching and learning culture that supports common aims through specific values and 
beliefs. Technology values and beliefs are also sustained and supported by a school’s 
English department leadership and the culture they inspire.  
 
While both participants revealed how influential the learning culture of both school and 
English departments was to their sense of professional empowerment and agency, it was 
Diana who was explicit in her views regarding learning cultures. 
 

A lot of it is based on socioeconomic factors and the culture of the school, the English 
department, and I guess what the HoD [Head of Department] believes what we should 
use and what our goals are. 

 
Diana went on to characterise her English Department as ‘traditional’: 
 

I’m at a new school, an all-girls school, and they are a little bit more traditional in the 
English department. So, we don’t use that much technology […] When I mentioned 
something the other day [at a meeting] about a new assessment using iMovie […], they 
just all looked at me with blank faces and then moved on to something else. And I just 
thought: Okay, they don’t want to integrate technology. 

 
Diana’s story about being ignored in the departmental meeting highlights the barriers that 
techno-positive advocates might encounter in schools. 
 
Learning management system (LMS) platforms that monitor and record all aspects of 
school-student interactions have revolutionised education, and they represent the 
digitalisation of previously paper-based functions. However, once these platforms are 
adopted school-wide, there is little choice for teachers but to engage with many of the 
student data collection and analytic functions of these platforms. Diana expanded on her 
TEL experiences with an edutech LMS platform. 
 

[…]in the English Department, they're not that into it, but I do see benefits. […] the 
only way I think it's beneficial, especially with English, the regular feedback and record-
keeping […] all our lessons are on there, record keeping, just having everything that they 
[the students] can go back and revise. And that's probably about it. (Diana) 

 
The implied tension between Diana’s idea of this technology’s beneficence and her 
department’s traditional reticence is offered with the preceding extracts as evidence that 
teachers’ attitudes and interpretations of technology’s usefulness are complex and layered.  
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Discussion 
 
This analysis drew upon the lived experiences of two secondary English teachers to 
illustrate concerns and tensions surrounding technology use in English classrooms. Diana 
and Peter both expressed anxiety, concern, hesitancy, and tensions (often between 
conflicting personal and professional needs) about how technology can effectively mediate 
English education. These tensions are reflective of a larger meta-narrative about 
technology and its societal effects (Campbell & Olteanu, 2024; Lyotard, 1988). The meta-
narrative data can be viewed using techno-pedagogical and techno-sociocultural lenses. 
 
Underpinned by sociocultural theory, this analysis also draws upon Vygotsky’s concept of 
mediation (Vygotsky, 1981, pp. 54-55). Vygotsky (1978) believed that humans used tools, 
instruments, and artefacts to engage symbolically in cultural practices, and this 
engagement (or learning) is mediated by the tool in question. More contemporary scholars 
such as Wertsch et al. (2007) and Moll (2013) have applied Vygotsky’s ideas to the modern 
realm of human learning and education. Indeed, Moll (2013) emphasised the value of 
Vygotsky’s (1981) mediational learning categories: social, instrumental (or tool-based), 
semiotic, anatomical, and individual mediation. In educational technology, hardware and 
software can be understood in ways unique to each of these five Vygotskian categories. 
Central to modern social communication, technologies are socially constructed tools that 
are invested with the biases of their creators. They are semiotic by nature, increasingly 
anthropomorphic, and, in education, deliver a personalised, individual learning experience 
based on the algorithmic and data history of the learner (Campbell & Olteanu, 2024; 
Pronzato & Markham, 2023).  
 
Characterised in this study as techno-pedagogical, digital technologies are used in 
education to convey implicit and explicit meanings. This viewpoint emphasises the 
functional affordances of technology to enhance human cognition (Kaptelinin, 2015, p. 
212). However, Kaptelinin argued such a mediational perspective goes beyond seeing 
technology as merely enhancing human cognition; it is elevated to be transformative to 
culture (Kaptelinin, 2015). Both techno-sociocultural and techno-pedagogical points of 
view assisted in answering the research questions. 
 
Research question 1 
 
The data revealed a range of professional and personal technology beliefs. It is widely 
accepted that the values and beliefs a teacher holds as foundational to their professional 
practice will heavily influence and mediate pedagogical choices (Higgs, 2020; Pajares, 
1992; Polly et al., 2023). In teacher education, Kajee (2018) found that the process of 
forming identity beliefs, attitudes, and values was a conscious process of ascribing and 
internalising meaning to events (as inflection points) via social conditions. Further, Kajee 
emphasised this process was key to creating a subject’s identity because beliefs, attitudes, 
and values underpin how humans interpret and construct the external world, its cultures, 
societies, and schools. Similarly, English teachers may ascribe meanings to teaching with 
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technology that align with extant social belief systems. Our study identified five teacher 
beliefs that operate as discourses within the wider techno-sociocultural milieu:  
 
• Technology as both an enabler and disrupter of thought and action. 
• Technology is transformative in education but less so for English.  
• Unchecked technology use can lead to addictive behaviours.  
• Teachers can be (dis)empowered by technology.  
• Technology facilitates partnerships with caregivers and parents.  
 
Both participants engaged with technologies for learning to varying degrees and supported 
the proposition that technology should be pedagogically justified and not used for its own 
sake. Participants used technology to enhance their teaching, but this was mediated by 
distinct sociocultural factors such as the participants’ age, length of professional service, 
technology beliefs and values, maturity of the students, competencies of the teacher, and 
the English departmental culture and leadership. For Diana and Peter, these sociocultural 
factors were often discussed in terms of pressures that teachers are keenly aware of.  
 
Diana spoke of the pressure of “keeping up” with technology, and Peter mused about 
being “pre-digitals teaching digital natives”. They both infer a lack of technological and 
digital communication skills compared to their students. These examples illustrate the 
power of technology to create anxiety and a sense of inadequacy. For both participants, 
technology was simultaneously viewed with suspicion and yet accepted as a transformative 
way of working. Technology use for teachers was quotidian (Peter: “There’s not any part 
of my day that is not tech-based”), and yet for students, it was compulsive (Diana: “They 
can’t not be on it”). 
 
Both participants believed students needed a level of maturity and independence of mind 
to effectively use technology in ways that created positive educational outcomes. 
However, this was seen as beyond current student capabilities. Peter and Diana also 
reported that assumptions regarding digital native students’ skills were often incorrect and 
that any potential extensions to students’ zones of proximal development (Vygotsky, 
1978, p. 86) often resulted from social (media) needs and peer interactions. This social 
learning is critical for students’ self-identity and sense of belonging. Vygotsky (1978) 
argued that the sequential stages in human cognition and learning (internally and 
externally) are fundamental to how learners construct language, identity, and social 
structures (pp. 122-128).  
 
This sociocultural approach provides a way of understanding the complex domain of TEL 
use in education and, more broadly, technology’s place in society. For example, both 
participants narrated concerns about their students’ (and their children’s) social 
motivations and the need to use technology 24/7. These concerns tap into a broader 
cultural narrative about the effects of chronic technology use on child cognition and 
development. Emerging research has explored how technology use might influence the 
stages of student cognition and learning which Vygotsky identified (Hammond, 2023; 
Offord, 2023). Supposing the formative stages of cognition are disrupted or altered in 
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novel ways, there may be consequent changes in how learners construct language, form 
identities, and how young people develop social structures (Bochicchio et al., 2022).  
 
Research question 2 
 
Both teacher participants revealed a substitutional and instrumental view of technology 
and knowledge of its educational potential for student learning. Technology can be heavily 
relied upon by these participants and deployed in a student-centred, inquiry-based 
pedagogical approach that invites student-technology interaction to create meaning and 
understanding. Conversely, an explicit instruction approach might seek to restrict the use 
of technology to display text or images because these are easily controlled and common 
functions of software and apps. In the following, inquiry-based learning using technology 
was negatively framed by both participants. They linked the success of this pedagogical 
approach to the maturity level of students to be accountable for their learning, and the 
levels of cognitive effort required. Peter: 
 

The massive access to information has made a lot of students less intellectually engaged. 
Quite often, they will ask quite simple things, and I will say, ‘Why don’t you look that up? 
Why are you asking me? That information is available to you.’ I wonder if my focus now 
is more on student-centred learning as well […] They’re central to their own learning, but 
actually getting them to make that transition is harder than I would have thought. (Peter) 

 
This example invokes a form of ‘infobesity’ (Gross, 1964; Toffler, 1970) that illuminates 
how the sheer abundance of information and the cognitive load required to evaluate the 
trustworthiness of information can inhibit student motivation for independent inquiry 
learning. Students, it seems, would prefer pre-curated information rather than participate 
in the curation process. 
 
In contrast, Diana’s narrative of successful technology use with her Year-7 iMovie 
assessment positively exemplifies student-centred and inquiry-based self-expression. This 
project took many weeks and a significant amount of time and effort. However, Diana 
concluded with a reflection on the time she lost for “actually teaching English”:  
 

I remember it just being one of the hardest experiences of my teaching career. I was 
freaking out and not knowing what to do. And the kids also not knowing what to do. 
But then getting all that support, and the final product being amazing. I don't know if it 
was still worth it, though. It's not just... like, the actual teaching of English, using their 
similes and metaphors and the editing process. All of that we lost because of all the time 
we took trying to make it. (Diana) 

 
Techno-pedagogical and techno-sociocultural conditions in English classrooms can exert 
significant influence over a teacher’s technology deployment choices. This may be why 
ubiquitous technology use in some secondary school subjects is yet to be achieved. The 
analysis suggested that teachers who utilised technology to augment and enhance their 
English lessons and who were supported by their departments found that meaningful 
multimodal student creativity was possible. However, such potential affordances were 
found to be influenced by techno-sociological and pedagogical contexts and 
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understandings of secondary English. Positive TEL stories that went beyond instrumental 
classroom use were few. Indeed, narratives of pedagogical horror stories regarding 
technology in English were in the majority. There is also a pervasive narrative about 
English: text-based literacy pedagogy is preferred over any other literacy mode, and the 
attachment to canonical texts is central to the subject English. Perhaps over time this 
narrative will become more nuanced, and the polarities between ‘progressive’ techno-
utopian educators and their traditionalist colleagues will be blurred. 
 
This discussion aligns with scholars such as Seglem and Garcia (2022) and Lim et al. 
(2022) in finding that such ‘traditional’ text-based approaches to teaching English 
resolutely persist despite the nearly 29 years since the development of multiliteracy 
pedagogies by The New London Group (The New London Group, 1996). It may be 
controversial, but perhaps this pervasive cross-generational mindset needs 
reconsideration. Novel ways of teaching literacy skills will be necessary as secondary 
students become increasingly disengaged with their learning. As Boche and Shoffner 
(2017) stated, “[…] in addition to diversifying content and expanding outcomes, 
technology influences the pedagogy needed to successfully engage adolescents in 
literacies” (p. 62). Further research on the dichotomy of progressive and traditional 
pedagogical approaches to English and how this relates to engaging multiliteracy 
education is warranted. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper aimed to generate insights into the changing nature of English teaching in the 
twenty-first century and consider the implications for practice and pedagogy. Exploring 
the complex techno-sociocultural relationships between humans and technology, and 
English teachers’ techno-pedagogical relationships to edtech software was a significant 
component. Conclusions indicate that techno-positive cultures tend to clash with the 
long-established pedagogical cultures that have grown around the subject English. The 
technology beliefs and values of secondary English teachers will indeed influence TEL 
deployment.  
 
However, the narrative of TEL use in teaching secondary English is not a linear arc of 
perpetual progress; it is a complex web of iterative and changeable positions dependent on 
many contextual factors. The critical choice of mediating teaching and learning with 
technology is more than instrumental. Educators looking beyond utilitarian tech use may 
consider the mediational effects and affordances of digital technologies. Such 
consideration would require English departments to further embrace digital multiliteracies 
alongside the tried and trusted canons of English syllabi. This study concludes that 
schools harnessing the discursive sociocultural power of digital devices and apps may re-
engage those students disengaged from learning. These conclusions are offered in the 
hope that an ongoing dialogue surrounding educational technology continues. 
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Appendix 1: Technology-enhanced learning and teaching 
 
Narratives of secondary English teachers in Western Australia 
Murdoch University Human Research Ethics Committee Protocol approval: 2021/115 
 
Participant demographics table 
Pseudonym Gender Age Years of 

practice 
Teaching sector 

Diana F 37 15 years Independent and public school sectors 
Peter M 56 25 years Independent school sector 
Elizabeth F 55 16 years Independent school sector 
Emily F 43 2 years Independent school sector 
Mary F 37 15 years Independent and public school sectors 
Anna F 33 10 years Public school sector 
Pilot  F 60 15 years Public and independent 
 
Appendix 2: Semi-structured interview protocol 
 
Project: Technology-enhanced learning and teaching: Narratives of secondary 
English teachers in Western Australia 
Murdoch University Human Research Ethics Committee Protocol approval: 2021/115 
 
Beginning 
the interview 

Hello, and thank you for making this time available in your week for this. 
I just want to confirm that your written consent to participate was given and 

received by me. 
This interview will take about one hour, and you can choose to pass on any 

question if you want to. This session will be audio recorded only, and the audio 
files transcribed. 

Your anonymity will be assured by the use of pseudonyms in the final 
transcriptions for names, places of work and locations if mentioned during the 
course of the interview. 

In this interview context, technology can include hardware and software, such as 
digital applications (apps), mobile devices (smartphones, watches and tablets), 
e-learning software, interactive whiteboards, learning management systems 
(LMS) and digital dashboards, as well as overarching networked learning 
environments and virtual/augmented reality programs. To name a few. 

Do you have any questions before we start? 
I will begin the recording now. 
Warm-up question. 

Question 1.  Can you begin by telling me your occupation and how many years you have been in 
the profession? 

Question 2. Can you describe your use of technology outside of your professional life? 
2a. How has this evolved over time? i.e. over your life so far? 
2b. How has this evolved during and after the Covid-19 pandemic lockdowns? 

Question 3. Can you describe your use of technology in your professional life?  
3a. How has this evolved over time- over your career?  
3b. During and after the Covid-19 lockdowns? 

Question 4. What is your experience of integrating technology into your pedagogical practices? 
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Question 5. What influences your choice of technology when you are planning secondary 
English classes (e.g., Apps, websites, software)? 

Question 6. As a secondary English teacher, what is your experience of using print and/or 
digital or other media texts to support different types of learners and learning 
styles? 

Question 7. What is your perception of your students’ use of technology, particularly in the 
secondary English area? 

Ending the 
interview 

Warm-down discussion and thank you. 
Do you have anything to add or comment about before we close the interview? 
Thank you for your time today. 

 
 

Mr Richard Gordon is a casual academic and PhD candidate at Murdoch University's 
School of Education in Perth, Western Australia. Having completed a Masters in 
Educational Technology (Research), his current doctoral research explores the 
importance of critical media literacy for pre-service teachers in the digital age. 
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9855-3863 
Email: richard.gordon@murdoch.edu.au 
 
Professor Wendy Cumming-Potvin PhD is the Director of Research at Murdoch 
University’s School of Education in Western Australia. She has a background in literacy 
learning, including immersive language programs and digital connections. Her research 
and teaching highlight the nexus between social justice, social policy, and the use of 
technology. 
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4961-9379 
Email: w.cumming-potvin@murdoch.edu.au 
 
Dr Sian Chapman is a Senior Lecturer at Murdoch University in Perth, Western 
Australia. Her research interests include education policy and practice, teacher agency 
and change, and understanding systemic difference through complexity theory. These 
concepts are explored across a range of topics including arts education, school diversity, 
teacher education and practice. 
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7474-0277 
Email: sian.chapman@murdoch.edu.au 
 
Please cite as: Gordon, R., Cumming-Potvin, W. & Chapman, S. (2025). Balancing 
tradition and innovation: Digital technology integration in Australian secondary English 
classes. Issues in Educational Research, 35(2), 550-572. 
http://www.iier.org.au/iier35/gordon.pdf 

 
 
 


