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Integration of ICT into EFL classrooms: Have Vietnamese
primary schools progressed post-Covid-19?

Thi Thanh Huyen Phuong
FPT University, Vietnam

This study investigates the progress in ICT integration into English classrooms at a rural
primary school in Vietnam since the Covid-19 pandemic. It uses a qualitative case study
design to explore the issue, with accounts from four English teachers through two
phases of semi-structured interviews. Findings indicate some progtess in ICT integration
post-Covid-19, thanks mainly to increased availability of technology facilities, and
teachers’ improved ICT competence post-Covid. The study highlights teachers’ agency in
ICT integration, both during and after the pandemic, as an advantage that accelerates the
digitalisation of English teaching. However, poor institutional readiness for the
digitalisation of English teaching, in terms of both technological facilities and teacher
training and support in technology and technology-based pedagogy, was deemed weak
during the pandemic, and remained a significant obstacle post-Covid. Recommendations
for better ICT integration in English teaching at the primary school level are discussed.

Introduction

In today’s world, English is considered a critical tool for many countries, especially those
in Asia, to integrate into global economic and socio-political activities (Bui & Nguyen,
2015). The Vietnamese government has identified the development of English education
as one of the most important missions of the country’s education at the current time. This
goal was clearly articulated in the introduction and launch of one of the most costly and
ambitious education projects, Teaching and Learning Foreign Languages in the National
Education System, Period 2008-2020, which highlighted the integration of technology into
language classrooms and the enhancement of teachers’ technology competence, besides
other tasks (MOET, 2008).

The Covid-19 pandemic with several episodes of school closures was a real test for the
country’s educational system as a whole and English education in particular, regarding the
capacity to accommodate digitalised education. However, the pandemic brought about a
chance to accelerate the digital transformation of Vietnamese education, as claimed by
Phung Xuan Nha, the Minister of the Vietnamese Ministry of Education and Training
(UNICEF, 2020). Though ICT application in English teaching and learning during the
Covid-19 pandemic has drawn significant research attention, the extent to which ICT
application has been implemented remains unknown, especially after the pandemic in the
country. To fill this gap, this study looks at the progress in ICT integration in English
classrooms at a rural primary school since the pandemic, focusing on the following
research questions:
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1. How has ICT integration in English teaching at a rural primary school in Vietnam
progressed since the Covid-19 pandemic?

2. What are the prospects for ICT integration into English classrooms in rural primary
education in Vietnam?

Literature review
ICT integration in language teaching for young learners

In language teaching, it is found that the appropriate use of technology brings huge
benefits to young learners. For example, carefully designed applications or platforms for
educational purposes can create a pressure-free environment for children to produce
language without the fear of being heard and evaluated by peers and teachers, and thus
greatly motivating young learners (Gonzélez-Carriedo & Esprivalo Harrell, 2018). By
providing a multisensory experience and a safe and authentic language learning
environment with a broad array of tools and platforms (Sulaimani et al., 2017), technology
broadens language learning opportunities both inside and beyond classrooms as well as
enhancing young learners’ learning experiences (Rich, 2014).

To integrate ICT successfully into language classtooms, teachers' roles are strongly
emphasised (Taghizadeh & Hasani Yourdshahi, 2020). However, teachers teaching young
language learners are often found to lack familiarity with diverse technologies (Taghizadeh
& Amirkhani, 2022), and with using technology for teaching and assessment (Wong &
Moorhouse, 2021). In addition to such challenges, teachers often have limited access to
institutional support and technical training (Dao et al., 2023; Taghizadeh & Hasani
Yourdshahi, 2020).

ICT integration into classrooms in Vietham

The focus on ICT integration in Vietnamese education is marked by the Master Plan for
technology infrastructure development and ICT training from 2000 to 2005 (MOET,
2008). According to the plan, information technology (IT) is conceptualised as an
important pedagogical tool for the transformation of learning, teaching, and educational
management, and, thus, for the enhancement of education quality. The key targets of the
plan are to improve technological facilities at all educational institutions and the quality of
human resources regarding ICT. Following the guidelines of the master plan, e-learning
and e-lessons were put forward; also, teachers and students are encouraged to use
technology in learning.

However, research has indicated a significant gap between the policy and reality. Despite
the government’s huge investment, technological facilities and ICT training for teachers
are insufficient (Nguyen, 2021). Even when access to ICT facilities is no longer an
obstacle, teachers’ confidence and capacity to use technology in teaching remain limited
(Dang, 2013; Peeraer & Van Petegem, 2012). Many Vietnamese teachers of English, even
at innovative universities, perceive the use of technology-assisted lessons as time-
consuming due to their lack of training (Dang, 2013). However, it should be noted that
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some aspects of technology, such as online platforms and social media, have been
increasingly exploited in English teaching and brought about improvement in both
learning results and learning experience (see, for example, Phuong, 2020; Van Rensburg &
La Thanh, 2017).

At the primary school level, though ICT integration in English classes is under-profiled, it
is noted that investment in technology and teacher training in ICT are less prioritised than
at higher levels of the educational system (Bui & Nguyen, 2015; Dao et al., 2023) and,
thus, primary-school teachers' capacity for technology use is limited. However, in a rare
study investigating ICT use at primary schools in Vietnam, the use of ICT is found
evident and useful for the enhancement of English teaching and learning experience by,
for example, bringing interesting classroom activities, enabling teachers’ instant feedback
provision, and teaching material sharing (Pham et al., 2018).

Vietnamese educational institutions’ capacity to accommodate highly digitalised
English teaching during and after the Covid-19 pandemic

The highly technology-based pedagogy implemented during the pandemic was a real test
of the capacity of Vietnamese education institutions to adapt to the digitalisation of
education and has important implications for ICT integration in classes post-pandemic.
However, this topic is pootly profiled in both education research (Nguyen & Nguyen,
2021) and English teaching research. Some aspects of the issue, however, have emerged as
a by-product of studies on issues in online teaching and learning during the pandemic
time.

Regarding technological infrastructure, despite the close cooperation between MIC (the
Ministry of Information and Communications) and big technology corporations in the
country to ensure the provision of broadband Internet services and technology equipment
for teachers and students from the onset of the pandemic, local institutions and
educational stakeholders still faced huge infrastructure-related issues. At large universities,
technological facilities and equipment are more accessible for teachers and students (see,
for example, Nguyen & Nguyen, 2021; Phuong, 2022, 2023), although poor Internet
signal was still reported as a major cause for lower learning motivation and quality of
online English teaching and learning (see, for example, Phuong, 2022; Phuong, 2023).

Institutions’ capacity to accommodate highly digitalised English teaching and learning was
also limited due failed to failures to equip teachers with adequate technological and
pedagogical skills and knowledge. Though it might not be the case at some large
universities (see, for example, Nguyen & Nguyen, 2021), many higher-education
institutions could not provide their teachers with sufficient and systematic training in
technology (Le et al., 2022; Ly et al., 2021) and online pedagogy (Phan & Pham, 2023).
Consequently, even at the most innovative universities, teachers lacked confidence in
several aspects of online English teaching, such as keeping track of learners' emotional
needs to promptly support and motivate them (Phuong, 2022, 2023), managing
interactive, online class activities (Le et al., 2022; Phuong, 2022, 2023; Pham et al., 2021),
and online assessment (Phan & Pham, 2023).
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At some universities, teachers' pedagogy was identified as one of the main causes of
learners' low satisfaction with online courses (Pham et al, 2021). In one study that
investigated institutional support at the primary school level, Dao et al. (2023) found a
lack of timely leader support, manifested in teachers’ limited access to technical facilities
for online teaching, and little sympathy and understanding from school leaders regarding
teachers’ struggles in technology, pedagogy, and psychology; the teachers, therefore,
reached to their networks, colleagues, and students' parents for support.

Post-pandemic, ICT integration in the English classroom is expected to be more
significant, due to technology development and teachers' and students' familiarity with
technology (Moorhouse et al., 2023). In an eatly study that investigated ICT integration in
post-pandemic language teaching, Moorhouse (2023) found greater ICT utilisation in
language classes at the primary school level in Hong Kong. However, this issue remains
almost unknown in Vietnam, leaving an important gap in Vietnamese English teaching
and educational research.

Method
Context and participants

This study was based at a rural primary school in a Northern province of Vietnam, which,
at the times of data collection, had four English teachers and around 2000 students, of
whom around 1400 students were from class 3 and learned English as a compulsory
subject; they were assigned into English classes of between 40 and 45 students during the
pandemic and between 35 and 41 students post-Covid.

In Vietnam, schools were closed for several periods during the pandemic; however,
primary schools in several Northern provinces, including the school under investigation,
were closed for a long episode, which varied slightly in length depending on the situation
of the disease spread in each location. The primary school in this study was closed from 3
February 2020 to 21 February 2022, and online learning was initiated from 20 March
2020. During the school closure, English classes at this school were delivered fully online
via Zoom, and assessment was implemented on Google Forms. Zalo, a popular mobile
app in Vietnam was also used for teacher-student family communication and the
provision of extra learning materials.

Participants included all four English teachers who taught online at the school during the
school closure. The four participants were given pseudonyms. Three were female (Thanh,
Lan, and Linh), aged between 41 and 51, and had more than 10 years of experience
teaching English before the pandemic. They all had a degree of associate in English
teaching in the in-service training mode. One male teacher, Hoa, recently got a bachelor
degree in English pedagogy in the full-time training mode. He had had three years of
teaching experience by the pandemic.
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Data collection and analysis

Semi-structured interviews were selected in this study as this interview format allows
researchers to pursue any interesting relevant issues that may emerge during the
discussion. Teachers had the choices to use either Vietnamese, their mother tongue, or
English in the interviews; the former was selected by all the participants. Interviews were
audio-recorded for further analyses under the participants’ agreement and generated three
hours of recording data (including two hours from phase-one interviews and about
another hour from phase-two interviews).

The study consists of two phases: The first was conducted in early January 2022, right
before school re-opening in February 2022, while the second was undertaken two years
later in April 2024. The first-phase interviews were guided by three main questions (see
Appendix). All the participants from the first phase agreed to join the second one. The
participants were first provided with the author’s analysis of the first-phase interview data;
they were then involved in the discussion about remaining challenges and the progress in
ICT integration at the school post-pandemic, if any, based on three main guiding
interview questions (also see Appendix).

Analysis of the collected data drew upon Braun and Clarke's (2006) framework of six
phases. First, the researcher listened to the recordings several times to get familiar with the
data. Relevant/interesting sections of the interviews were then marked, fully transctibed,
and initially coded. The system of codes generated was then categorised and re-categorised
several times to form themes, which were reviewed and re-defined before and during the
process of writing this article. As such, the six phrases of data analysis in Braun and Clarke
(2006) were implemented in a spiralling fashion rather than a linear one.

Findings

The school’s limited capacity to accommodate intensive ICT integration in English classes
during the pandemic could be seen in two main aspects: inadequate technology
infrastructures, and insufficient teacher training and support in technology and
technology-based pedagogy.

Inadequate technology infrastructures

Class size

When the pandemic broke out, it seemed that face-to-face classes were switched to online
without thoughtful consideration of the compatibility between class size and the new
pedagogy. Participants reported having 40 to 45 students in each online class, which
entailed several problems including class management, in-class activity setting-up,
teachers’ support provision, and the maintenance of teacher-student connection. Lan said
her first online classes were chaotic and “exhausting” because “it was a hard job putting
students in big online classes in order with too much distraction and less students'
concentration”. The problem was amplified when teachers had little experience using
technology. Lan mentioned some instances where she failed to stop some unallowed
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actions of undisciplined students who “drew on the screen I shared” or “made noisy
conversations in the class”; as a result, “my whole classes turned into real chaos”.

On the same matter, Hoa claimed that managing big online classes was time-consuming;
thus, the time constraint that challenged teachers when teaching online became even more
serious:

Procedures in the online classes, even the simple tasks such as checking attendance, took
more time than usual. In big classes, we waste much time on every procedure and have
less time for teaching and practice. (Hoa)

According to Thanh, big class sizes problematised her support provision and maintenance
of teacher-student connection:

At this young age, like... uhm... 8, 9, or 10, it is important for students to feel the care
and attention of teachers to stay engaged. I do not know how to make individual
students of mine feel so in online classes, not to mention in big ones, like... I often have
42 or 45 students. (Thanh)

Limited quality and availability of technical facilities before and during the pandemic

Interviews with teachers revealed that the technological facilities at the school were
minimal before the pandemic. There was no Wi-Fi access for teachers. Classrooms were
designed traditionally with chalk and board, and without a cassette player, a projector, or a
computer. There was only one room with the necessary equipment (including a projector,
speakers, and an Internet-connected computer) for the teaching of listening and speaking
skills. However, that room could not accommodate the huge number of more than 30
English classes. Moreover, the devices in the room were often not in a well-maintained
condition; as a result, "the room ended up being rarely used" (Linh).

When the pandemic broke out, most teachers were revealed to be inexperienced in using
technology for teaching, which they mainly blamed for the limited access to technology
and technology use at their school before the pandemic. Three participants (Thanh, Lan,
and Linh) said that before the pandemic, the only application they used frequently was
Microsoft Word to make lesson plans at home. They were not fluent in using PowerPoint
because "we could not show slides in the classtooms and just needed it for annual
teaching illustration" (Thanh). Also, the teachers reported not knowing much about online
resources or platforms because, as Linh explained, “we were not required to do so”, and
also that “it was impossible to do so [exploiting online resources] without the necessary
equipment and the Internet in the classrooms” (Lan). Only one teacher, Hoa, said he used
his laptop to find and adapt learning materials from the Internet for his classes, though
not on a regular basis.

Regarding teaching/learning devices, though teachers all reported having Internet-
connected laptops or desktops when teaching online from home during the pandemic,
students’ lack of learning devices arose as a significant obstacle. Thanh and Linh said that
many of their students had to borrow their parents’ mobile phones to study and so could
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not join online classes regularly, which raised concerns among some teachers about those
students’ inequal access to lectures and “fewer chances to interact with others” (Linh).

Insufficient technical training and support

The collected data show that aside from technology training in teacher-training programs,
if any, teachers received no training on teaching using technology when in service.
Notably, three of the four teachers got their degrees of associate from an in-service
training mode more than two decades ago. There was no training on ICT use in their
teacher-training programs. Only Hoa, who gained his bachelor degree in English teaching
in a full-time training mode three years before the pandemic, claimed to be trained in this
aspect.

However, all participants reported attending an online training section provided by the
Bureau of Education and Training (BOET) on the use of Zoom when online teaching was
initiated. The section, however, was described as “short” (Linh), “not intensive enough”
and “the instructor guided us [teachers of all subjects at the school] so quickly without
time for us to practise and ask questions” (Thanh). Linh and Hoa, who were more
confident with their technology use emphasised that being “familiar with technology did
not mean teachers would have a problem-free experience teaching online” without
enough training in the specific platforms and applications in use (Linh). Hoa added that
teaching online required more than one platform to teach and to assess students’ progress;
thus, training on only Zoom was “not enough”.

Teachers were also pootly prepared and supported in online assessment. It was reported
that platforms selected for assessment at the school varied between teachers or teacher
groups teaching different subjects. The team of English teachers chose Google Forms,
which they were neither experienced in nor well-supported to use:

I knew about Google Forms from the ICT course at the university, but I had never tried
it before. We decided to use it and learn about it along the way because we knew nothing
better anyway. (Hoa)

Some teachers raised concerns about the reliability of test results on the platform, but they
were unable to find a solution:

Looking at students’ test results, I see that they don’t reflect correctly students’ abilities
and efforts. But when proctoring, we only try to ensure that students don’t exchange
answers in the examination rooms because you know... cameras do not work once
students join the test. (Thanh)

In the case of Hoa, though being aware of some tips on the Internet to limit cheating on
Google Forms, he was unable to invest time to explore these and opted to compromise
his standard of strictness in testing saying that “we cannot expect the same level of
fairness as in traditional exams”. In such a situation, teachers revealed that school leaders
were aware of the issue but unable to provide any help:
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One of the school leaders joined us in every examination room to obsetve the process
but they can’t help anything beyond what we were doing. (Lan)

Regarding technical support, teachers reported that there were no IT staff at the school
and when technical issues emerged during online teaching, teachers either had to find
solutions on their own or reach out for any available sources of assistance. These sources
could be the online teacher community (Hoa), family members (Thanh and Lan), and
colleagues, both those teaching English and those teaching other subjects (Lan), and
former students who were then high-school or university students with good technology
competence (Lan, Thanh). Notably, not only struggling without institutional support,
teachers had to take entangled responsibilities, many of which should have been taken by,
or at least with assistance from the school’s IT staff. One of those responsibilities was to
provide technical assistance for students and students’ family members, who were
involved in supporting the youngest students in online classes:

Most of my students are too small [young] to join online classes alone, and then their
parents or someone in their families is needed to help them. The problem is that not all
parents are competent in using Zoom or computers themselves and we have to instruct
them what and how to do. (Thanh)

Lan and Linh mentioned the same issue before the examination:

When my students cannot do the trial online tests, we have to provide an instruction
section for their parents or older siblings, or anyone in the families who can help them

... (Linh)
Insufficient pedagogical training and support

The participants also revealed poor preparation for how to teach online. They were all
aware that online teaching and teaching in mortar-and-brick classrooms were different
with the former being described as “more difficult” (Thanh), or “more challenging” (Linh
and Hoa). In further explanation, the teachers said it was easier for online classes to turn
into teachers’ “monologue” (Hoa) or “dominant teacher talk” (Lan). Additionally,
students seemed to get “tired” more easily (Lan), or lose their interest and attention (Hoa,
Thanh, and Linh). All participants also indicated that they had never experienced teaching
online; neither were they trained in how to do so.

To support teachers in pedagogy, school leaders and BOET staff regulatly observed
teachers’ classes and gave them comments about pedagogical aspects that should be
improved. Possibly thanks to those comments, most participants were aware of two
important points in online pedagogy: increasing within-class interaction and diversifying
class activities. However, discussions with teachers revealed their confusion regarding how
to realise these aims in classroom practices:

BOET staff and school leaders once commented that there should be more interaction
in English in my classes. I agree but... it is hard. I have tried getting students to work in



Phuong 767

pairs and groups sometimes, but it was embarrassing when students did not join the
groups... ot talked loudly in Vietnamese. (Lan, 1st interview)

She added that her online classes were “already chaotic” and “those activities could make
the situations worse”. As such, she seemed stuck between the demand to create more
chances for within-class interaction and her doubt about the compatibility of interactional
activities with the online environment. Only one teacher, Hoa, seemed quite confident.
He mentioned dividing Zoom classes into smaller groups, which he learned from an
online teacher community, and he found his students “interacted more comfortably” in
smaller spaces.

Regarding the diversification of online class activities, some teachers reported efforts to
utilise online resources such as YouTube videos (Thanh) and gamification platforms such
as Kahoot (Linh, Hoa) to motivate their young students. However, it appeared that they
were not always able to exploit those resources effectively. Thanh said she was still “under
pressure” due to the limited class activities and her mere reliance on YouTube videos
could not help much. Linh confirmed the effectiveness of Kahoot! in “warming the
classroom atmosphere” but she was not confident in exploiting this platform for long
given her students’ soon-faded interest in games on the platform.

Apparently, in cases where teachers were trained in using technology for teaching, the
transition to online teaching seemed smoother. For example, differently from other
teachers, Hoa said online teaching was a great chance for the inclusion of media tools,
platforms, and Internet resources to enrich his young learners’ learning experience, which
he did not have a chance to do before the pandemic. However, he sometimes found
himself caught up in leaders’ seemingly conflicting requirements:

Leaders require us to ensure the learning results of students and better motivate our
students. It is head-aching because sometimes fun activities that motivate young students
may not help much in improving students' scores in the short term. I sometimes have to
weigh between motivating activities and practices to improve students’ core. (Hoa)

Financial and emotional support

First, the interview data revealed the multiple roles and the increased workload teachers
had to deal with when teaching online. However, they received no extra payment. All
participants mentioned extra hours spent on lesson plan amendment:

We have to change the lesson plans we made before because many activities were no
longer suitable for or possible in virtual classrooms while many others need adding. We
also need to make slides for each lesson which we did not have to before. (Lan)

Two teachers, Hoa and Linh, also mentioned time spent learning about new platforms,
websites, and applications to motivate students. Besides, all four teachers reported extra
working hours supporting students and their families when students studied and did tests
online. Generally, teaching "became harder with more work on top of what we normally
do" (Linh); consequently, teachers' health was negatively affected with "just around four
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hours of sleep a day” (Thanh). They also faced the issue of life-and-work imbalance due
to the increased workload:

When working online, I do not have to travel to school but it ends up that I work much
longer hours every day. I don’t mind working hard but indeed I often find myself in lack
of time for both my job and life. (Lan)

In response to the question whether teachers' struggle in such a difficult time with
multiple responsibilities and mounting stress was understood and supported, participants
all confirmed that they received much encouragement from their leaders but “Nol there is
no financial support for extra working hours” (Lan) and “we have to cover all expenses
for electricity and devices ourselves” (Linh).

Progress in ICT integration into English classrooms post-Covid-19

The second-phase interview data indicated positive changes in ICT integration into
English classrooms, but challenges remained.

More availability of technological facilities

Participants mentioned the renovation of English textbooks right after the pandemic,
which entailed significant improvement in technological facilities. Teachers were provided
with both a hard copy and also the integrated versions of the new textbooks.
Furthermore, to exploit the integrative textbooks and accompanying tools/materials
(including especially the ready-made PowerPoint slides, activities for textbook lessons, and
audio files), teachers were required to bring their own laptops to classrooms every day.
Also, there was an LCD screen in every classroom and Wi-Fi access for teachers on the
school campus.

The frequency of ICT uses and the variety of technologies in use

Considering the frequency of ICT use, participants generally reported their daily use of
technology in their classrooms, which was mostly thanks to the availability of some
essential equipment and ready-made resources. Regarding technology variety, Table 1
below shows that the integrative textbooks, PowerPoint slides, Microsoft Word, and the
textbook publisher’s ready-made activities were reported to be used by all teachers.
Besides, online English teaching/learning pages and YouTube wete also claimed to be
used by two teachers. One Al application, Chat GPT, was used by one teacher (Hoa).

Second-phase interview data, as summarised in Table 2, indicate that among
applications/tools in use, digital textbooks (with integrated digital tools), PowerPoint
slides, Microsoft Word, and the textbook publisher’s ready-made activities were used most
frequently. Especially, Lan highlighted the integrative textbooks and the publisher’ ready-
made slides and activities designed for each lesson as “a great convenience”. As for
Thanh, those ready-made materials “helped me use technology on a daily basis without
the feeling of being burdened like during the school closure”.
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Table 1: The variety of technologies in use by teachers

Technological applications Lan |Thanh| Linh

Integrative textbooks

PowerPoint slides

Microsoft Word

2|2 |2 | <

The textbook publishers’ ready-made activities

2 |2 |2 |<|<

English learning/teaching pages

2|l ||| < | <

YouTube videos

Chat GPT

2 |2 <<<<om
1Y

Table 2: Frequency of use of technology by each teacher

Technological applications Hoa Lan Thanh Linh
Integrative textbooks Daily Daily Daily Daily
PowerPoint slides Often Often Daily Daily
Microsoft Word Daily Daily Daily Daily
Te).(tb?)ok publishers” ready-made Sometimes |  Often Daily Often
activities

English learning/teaching pages N/A | Sometimes | Sometimes | N/A
YouTube videos Sometimes N/A Often N/A
Al applications Often N/A N/A N/A

Regarding online resources other than the textbook publisher’s, Hoa and Thanh claimed
to continue the use of YouTube videos while some English teaching/learning websites in
use during the pandemic remained the sources of extra practices for Lan and Thanh’s
classes.

Prospects for enhancing ICT integration in English classrooms
Teachers’ willingness to increase ICT use in teaching

When discussing the prospect of enhancing ICT integration into their classes, three
teachers expressed their strong belief in the necessity to do so. For example:

The COVID-19 pandemic taught us that technology is important in maintaining
education in unexpected situations and because we cannot know when such situations
happen, we need to prepare for that. (Lan)

I can see from the pandemic the huge benefits of technology but ...even now, when I
am much better at using technology, I am still unsure if what I am using is the most
useful technology for teaching, or if how I am using them is effective enough... I
mean... there is a lot to learn. If we ate trained... yes, uhm... I think we can increase
ICT use at our school. (Linh)
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Envisioning education in the future, Hoa said ICT use in teaching was “an unavoidable
trend” and that “I find no reason that teachers don’t further utilise ICT in teaching
because it is very beneficial”. He also revealed that he was learning to use Chat GPT to
create tests, which he believed “would save us a lot of time”.

However, one teacher, Thanh appeared neither eager nor confident with the idea of
enhancing ICT integration in teaching, especially if it involved the learning and application
of cutting-edge technology:

I am quite comfortable using technology in my classes now because it is not too much
and I can choose what I am confident using... If more intensive technology use is
required...well, you know, I attended a workshop about using Al to create tests and 1
did not understand anything ... Such modern things... could be too complicated for a
teacher at my age. (Thanh)

However, in the latter discussion, she also acknowledged that “the online teaching period
was an intensive course of training”, which seemed to create a new version of herself as a
teacher teaching using technology. Reflexing on her professional development during the
pandemic, Thanh seemed more positive about furthering ICT integration into teaching;
she emphasised the role of training and time for teachers’ adaptation in doing so:

I can’t imagine a teacher who was inexperienced in any technology like me could be as
comfortable with technology in the class as I am now... I survived in online teaching. ..
who knows... may be, I could adapt fine with more ICT use if required...but, I think I
need a lot of training and support, and... time to practice. (Thanh)

Challenges for the enhancement of ICT integration

Despite teachers’ awareness of the necessity for further ICT integration and willingness to
dip themselves further into the world of ICT, they revealed several concerns that might
hinder further ICT integration in their English classes. The first obstacle was the lack of
teacher training in ICT use after the pandemic. As seen in Linh’s and Thanh's comments
in the previous section, training was critical in making them confident in enhancing ICT
use in their future teaching. However, all participants reported receiving no training in
ICT use after the pandemic except for three workshops organised by the publisher of the
newly selected textbook series for grades 3,4, and 5, Swart Start, on how to exploit it.
Though the textbooks were accompanied by several digital materials, the training on the
exploitation of these materials was claimed not to be training on technology use (Linh). In
the face of insufficient training, Linh, as shown in the comment quoted in the previous
section, seemed to rely mainly on her own intuition to exploit technologies she had at
hand, and also was not updated about new technologies for teaching.

One training section on using Al to make English tests was mentioned by Thanh and Hoa
during the discussion; however, the school or BOET had no role in providing this
training. The two teachers said that they were added to a Zalo group, which included
primary school teachers in the district who attended the publisher’s workshops on the
newly selected textbooks. They remained members of the group after the workshops and
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sometimes received via the group the publisher’s information about free online training
on how to further exploit their textbooks and accompanying materials.

This free training is for any teachers who are using their [the publishers’] textbooks and
are of interest. Hoa told me it might be useful and asked me to join the section with him.
(Thanh)

Another challenge noted was the lack of financial support for technological equipment
and services. Teachers reported being required to bring their own laptops to classrooms
every day but receiving no financial support for device purchase or maintenance. Lan said:

Some of my colleagues had already had one [laptop] before textbook innovation but I
had to buy a new one. It was a big amount of money and not easy for me to manage, but
my school had no budget to support (Lan)

Teachers also had to pay for apps if they wanted to make innovations to some aspects of their
classtroom practices. Hoa said when he learned to use Chat GPT to create tests, he had to pay for a
basic package of the application; however its functionality was limited due to the low cost:

I can’t manage to pay more and have to find different free websites to change the format
of scanned textbooks so I can copy and paste small sections of the textbook content in
the Chatbot. It takes so much time (Hoa).

Hoa further emphasised that “the enhancement of ICT integration at our school could
only be effective if the school could provide training and cover expenses on such
applications as Chat GPT when teachers need”.

Last but not least, though technological facilities for teachers at the school campus were
improved, the lack of those for students remained an issue. Thanh said that there were
websites that were ideal for in-class practice with instant feedback but “because students
don't have the equipment to get online at the school, I can only assign them homework
there”. Meanwhile, Hoa and Linh mentioned stopping using the gamified platform
Kahoot!, which they had used and highly appreciated during the online teaching period
with regret. Linh said that:

I think one important meaning of integrating ICT in teaching is to improve students'
experience through their interaction in a technological environment but now we cannot
do so even if we want to because students don't have devices. Kahoot! is one of the
cases. (Linh)

In Hoa's view, to improve the learning experience with technology, the school should
provide “some good-quality lab rooms, so that students could interact on online platforms
and have fun”. He further recommended that:

Though the class size at our school remains big post-COVID and maybe it is difficult to
afford labs of that size. I think classes could be divided to learn in the labs in shifts, and
just 1 session a week... I think that is good enough to start with. (Hoa)
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Discussion

My study looked at the extent to which ICT integration into English teaching has
progressed since the Covid-19 pandemic and the prospect of further enhancing ICT
integration into English classes at a rural primary school in Vietnam. First, the study
indicated some progress in ICT integration into English classrooms at the school, which
was mostly attributed to the significant improvement in technology facilities since the
pandemic. Findings highlighted the insufficient technological infrastructure at the school
as a major cause for teachers’ limited capacity in teaching using technology at the
beginning of the online teaching period.

Though access to technological facilities seems not to be a problem at many higher
educational institutions in Vietnam (Dang, 2013), it remained an obstacle for ICT
integration at the primary school level before and during the pandemic (see also Dao et
al., 2023). This situation is understandable given that primary schools are not within the
prioritised sector regarding the allocation of the government’s technology investment (Bui
& Nguyen, 2015; Dao et al., 2023). However, teachers’ access to better facilities (including
technological equipment and digital resources) was found to enable teachers not only to
maintain a high frequency of technology use but also to exploit a good variety of different
technology applications and tools in their English classes after the pandemic.

The progress in ICT integration could also be seen in teachers’ enhanced comfort and
confidence in using technology to teach. In their study, Moorhouse et al. (2023) concluded
that teachers’ familiarity with technology after online teaching plays a role in stronger ICT
integration post-Covid. Similarly, several teachers in the current study perceived the online
teaching period as “an intensive course of training’” (Thanh) in ICT use for them; as a
result, from those who were unfamiliar with even the most basic applications (such as
PowerPoint) before the pandemic, who were confused and ready to get panic anytime
when teaching online, the teachers gradually took more control of technology and became
confident in dealing with different ICT applications and tools post-COVID. Also, not
only maintaining the use of most platforms/ applications they used duting the online
teaching period, teachers also intensively utilised the digital tools and materials that
accompanied the newly selected textbooks. Some teachers, such as Hoa, were even
confident enough to dip themselves into the world of highly advanced technology of Al
to further digitalise teaching and assessment. To some extent, the current study supports
Moorhouse’s (2023) study, which indicated stronger ICT utilisation at Hong Kong
primary schools post-Covid.

Regarding the prospect of furthering ICT integration, the findings are divided. On the one
hand, the study highlights teachers’ profound awareness of the importance of technology
and their strong willingness to enhance ICT integration in their classes. An important
lesson that several teachers gained after the pandemic was the necessity to get themselves
more ready for highly technology-based pedagogy, which was perceived not only to
maintain education in crisis (Lan) but also “unavoidable” in future education (Hoa). Davis
(1989) claimed that teachers’ perceived usefulness of technology plays a decisive role in
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their actual acceptance of technology. Similatly, teachers in my study reported a strong
willingness to enhance ICT use in their classes, which could be a good premise for
stronger ICT integration at the school in the future.

Further ICT integration at the school may benefit greatly from the teachers' high agency
level, as indicated in this study, and also in Vu’s (2024). During the pandemic, teachers’
agentic efforts were evident in their proactive exploration of new resources and
platforms/tools to improve the quality of online teaching and testing, and also in their
active search for possible assistance in the face of poor training and support. After the
pandemic, teachers’ agency was manifested in their efforts to explore new technologies,
such as ChatGPT to digitalise the test-making process. That is the reason why Eradze et
al. (2023) and Vu (2024), among other scholars, claimed that teacher agency plays a critical
role in any educational innovation. Unfortunately, it often appears reduced due to the lack
of top-down direction and institutional support (Toom et al., 2015), and often depends
too heavily upon teachers’ self-exertion (Hamid & Nguyen, 2016).

On the other hand, there were major obstacles to the enhancement of ICT use at this
school. First, despite significant improvements in technological facilities after the
pandemic, students could not access necessary equipment at the school campus to
participate in learning activities on online platforms, which somehow constrained
teachers’ exploitation of technology in their classes. Secondly, teachers at the school were
almost left alone in learning new technology and how to teach using technology not only
during but also after the pandemic. As Scull et al. (2020) claimed, even being familiar with
technology, teaching online, or teaching using technology may remain problematic for
teachers, not to mention teachers being poorly prepared in both aspects. Challenges could
be even greater when teaching English to young learners using technology; however,
primary teachers in this study, like their counterparts elsewhere, were not only
insufficiently trained (see also Keengwe and Onchwari (2009)) but also poorly supported
(Dao et al., 2023; Taghizadeh & Yourdshahi, 2020).

It is said that the core factor underpinning the success of any educational transformation,
including the acceleration of ICT use in education, is the role of institutions in making
coherent policies, providing clear instructions for policy implementation, closely
supervising policy implementation, and providing prompt support for staff (Nguyen &
Nguyen, 2021). However, in less developed contexts, such as Vietnam, educational
institutions often have limited capability in change management and leadership (Khong et
al., 2023). Similarly, the role of leadership appeared blurred in this study. If institutional
support was evident at all, it was often halfway. For example, school leaders and BOET
staff’s regular class observation during online teaching were clearly aimed to assist
teachers, which, however, ended up confusing and pressuring teachers even more as
comments provided on pedagogical aspects that should be improved were often not
accompanied with detailed guidance or necessary resources to really make any
improvement.

Furthermore, in the application of any new technologies, either upon institutional
requirement (such as the use of online platforms for assessment during online teaching
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and the use of teachers’ own laptops in classrooms post-Covid) or teachers’ initiation
(such as the use of Al in test-making), the implementation often burdened teachers not
only in terms of time and energy but also finance. Additionally, whenever teachers needed
technical help, they could hardly get it from their institution and had to reach out to their
personal network (Dao, 2023).

Recommendations

This study has important implications for the exercise of stronger leadership and more
effective policy-making and implementation at both governmental and institutional levels,
to better foster ICT integration in English teaching at the primary level. First, given
insufficient technological facilities and high-quality human resources for ICT application,
governments’ investment in technology infrastructure should be intensively focused on
primary schools, especially those in disadvantaged areas. Closer cooperation between
governmental departments, schools, and businesses should be projected to ensure both
teachers' and learners’ access to necessatry technology facilities, both within and outside
schools. Class sizes should also be smaller for more effective implementation of activities
in technology-based language classrooms.

Second, teacher training on ICT should be included in all teacher training programs and as
part of regular professional activities to improve teachers’ ability in ICT use. Finally,
though teacher agency might be among the strongest advantages for several Vietnamese
rural primary schools to possibly accelerate their ICT integration, this factor does not
seem adequately acknowledged. Therefore, there should be policies that effectively
encourage and support teachers’ agentic efforts in ICT exploration and application.

Conclusion

This study indicates some progress in ICT application in English teaching at a rural
primary school in Vietnam since the pandemic. However, to enhance ICT use in the
future, obstacles facing this school, and probably others in Vietnam and similar EFL
contexts, were great and especially associated with minimal training and support for
teachers in ICT use and pedagogy. Consequently, ICT integration during, and even after
the pandemic often involved much from teachers’ self-exertion. The study has a
significant role in informing both macro-level and micro-level leaders about the extent to
which investment in infrastructure and human resources needs reinforcing. The study also
reveals EFL primary-school teachers’ significant efforts and capacity in adapting to high-
tech pedagogical settings, and also the fields in which they are struggling and needing
support. However, despite its contribution, the limitation of the study lies in the fact that
institutional readiness for the digitalisation of English education at the primary level
emerged just as a by-product of a bigger project on teachers' adaptation to changing
education settings and pedagogy amid the Covid-19 pandemic and thus was explored
merely from teachers’ accounts. Further research, which investigates the issue from
administrators' perspectives, would provide a more complete picture of the issue.
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Appendix

Phase-1 guiding interview questions

1.

2.

What are the challenges facing you when teaching English fully online? If yes, what are
the causes of the challenges?

Are you trained in technology use and teaching using technology before and when
teaching online? If yes, do you feel the training is sufficient for you to teach online
confidently? Why? /Why not?

How have you managed to adapt to teaching fully online? What are the sources of
support you have received?

Phase-2 guiding interview questions

1.

2.

Is there any progress in ICT integration in English teaching at your school after the
pandemic? In your opinion, what factors have resulted in this improvement?

Are there any challenges facing you in teaching using technology after the pandemic?
What are they?

What do you think about the prospect of further ICT integration into English
classtrooms at your school? Why are so positive/negative about it?
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