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Abstract: The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the activities and behaviours
of teachers in teaching English using ICT. A total of 20 teachers of English from 4 different
primary schools in different areas in Vietnam took part in this study. Data were collected
through observations and focus group interviews. The findings were discussed based on Activity
Theory. The lens of Activity Theory provides a versatile tool to inquire into various aspects of
using ICT in teaching. The results indicated that teaching English using ICT in Vietnam had
become much more popular than before and this fact had a certain effect. (69% of teachers
were at Augmentation level and 31% at Modification level) Opportunities of bringing a good
language environment to learners, getting instant feedback, giving learners interesting activities
to practice language skills, and sharing designed activities with other teachers contributed to
the advantages of using ICT in teaching. However, there were still some factors that limited the
use of ICT in teaching English in Vietnam. Therefore, this study suggests the recommendations
to better the situation.
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Introduction

According to Qasem and Viswasnanthapa (2016), the rapid growth in Information and
Communication Technologies (ICT) has brought remarkable changes in recent years in both
daily life and educational systems. In fact, the use of ICT provides learners with unprecedented
opportunities to practice English and involve themselves in authentic environments of language
use (Karmsch& Thorne, 2002). Due to the benefits that ICT brings to English, language
teaching and learning including motivation enhancement (Schoepp &Erogul, 2001), learner
independence (Frith, 2005), and acquisition of skills (Galavis, 1998), ICT has been adopted
popularly (Buabeng-Andoh, 2012).
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Indeed, in Vietnamese context, the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) put great
emphasis on the reform of education through the implementation of ICT application at any level
of education ((Toro & Joshi, 2012). However, studies have consistently shown that technology
integration shows disappointing levels of penetration and success (Cuban, Kirkpatric& Peck,
2001; Bauer & Kenton, 2005; Dang, 2013). In Vietnam, this situation is not different with poor
penetration of ICT in teaching (Hong, 2014). In terms of Vietnamese education in general and
English language education in particular, at the moment it presents a dull picture (Nguyen,
2010). Factually the quality of English education at all levels in Vietnam is still low and does
not meet the country’s ambitious socio-economic development demand (Vu & Burns, 2014). As
a consequence, countless debates in the press have focused on poor quality in the tertiary
education sector, targeting graduates’ inability to satisfy both initial work requirements and on-
going professional development demands in the multinational employment market, which has
been attributed mainly to the lack of collaborative and communicative competence (Nguyen,
2007). The list of causes for this dissatisfaction may be numerous; but most importantly, it is the
teachers competency which the National Foreign Languages Project 2020 reports in its review
that 83% of primary school teachers, 87% of lower secondary school teachers, and about 92%
of upper secondary school teacher are under-qualified to teach English (Nguyen, 2013); the
teaching methods in which most classrooms have been teacher-fronted (Sullivan, 1996), and
examination-oriented that are at the root of the problem. Indeed, a high percentageof teachers of
English in Vietnam do not meet the requirements of English proficiency (Nguyen, 2013) and
they generally lack the knowledge to develop the materials themselves, yet the textbooks are
still the major source of basic materials (Nguyen and Nguyen, 2007). Besides, it is
acknowledged that the current methods and classroom practices are outdated, relying almost
entirely on stringent teacher-centred pedagogical techniques and rote learning (Nguyen, 2010).

As a consequence, learners of English as a foreign language in a country like Vietnam often
find it hard to communicate in English fluently as it is really a challenge to teach learners to use
English effectively in communications with other people in real- world situations (Hong, 2014).
As a consequence, gaining a deep understanding of the way ICT is used in teaching English in
Vietnam may ‘shed light on how best to determine their educational uses’ (Fujimoro, 2012).
Therefore, this study aimed to fill this gap by conducting a case study into the use of ICT in
teaching English in Vietnam.

Literature Review

Definition of ICT

The term 'ICT' is defined as “forms of technology used for creating, displaying, storing,
manipulating, and exchanging information” (Donnelly, McGarr, & O’Reilly, 2011). However,
in the scope of this paper, ICT is defined as computer, and the internet-based technologies
which can be categorised into two types: i) generic software applications, e.g., word processors,
presentation software, email packages, and web browsers; and ii) CALL software applications
and useful websites with a focus on purposeful language teaching and learning(Sarkar, 2012).

ICT Use in Language Teaching and Learning

According to Dang (2013), there are many different ways of ICT use such as location and
retrieval tool (Davies &Hewer, 2012), interaction tool (Newhouse, 2002), teaching tool
(Peeraer& Van Petegem, 2012) and material creation tool (Rendall& Davies, 2012). Thanks to
Location and retrieval tool, teachers should search the internet for available learning materials
to support their preparation and teaching (Mbalamula, 2016). With the help of internet, teachers
can access different types of digital resources such as e-books, photos, audios and videos, etc
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(Kirkwood & Price, 2013). In terms of Material creation tool, teachers could use ICT to create
customised learning materials from digital resources accessible on the internet (Montrieux et al,
2015). Furthermore, Aydin (2013) reports that word processing and presentation applications
are popular tools as word processors can help teachers design different types of activities for
language practice and presentation software helps making attractive resources for the whole
class to fouce on (Rendall& Davies, 2012). In addition, audio and video editing tools (e.g. MP3
Shine Soft Cutter and Joiner, JetAudio and Cyberlink) help teachers to record to makes changes
to audio and video files such as splitting audio and video files into smaller pieces or merging
them into a larger file, adjusting voice speed and creating sound/video effects (Dang,
2013).With Interaction tools, Zhang et al. (2013) claim that ICT supports human-computer
interaction as well as their uses and users’ purposes.Thanks to ICT, students can choose their
own time and place of study as well as their desired pace of learning (Serdyukov, 2017). Last
but not least, with the presence of Teaching tools where there is a computer connected to a data
projector to show materials that teachers have prepared in advance, classroom teaching can be
facilitated (Peeraer& Van Petegem, 2012).

In the scope of this study, the level of ICT use is measured by SAMR model by Puentedura
(2013). This model provides a framework that can be used to classify and evaluate ICT
integration (Putentedura, 2013) as it consists of “4 classifications of technology use for learning
activities:
e Substitution: The technology provides a substitute for other learning activities without
functional change.
e Augmentation: The technology provides a substitute for other learning activities but
with functional improvements.
e Modification: The technology allows the learning activity to be redesigned.
e Redefinition: The technology allows for the creation of tasks that could not have been
done without the use of the technology.” (Puentedura,2013). Figure 1 describes the 4
stages in details.

Redefinition
Tech allows for the creation of new fasks, previously
inconceivable

Transformation

Modification
Tech allows for significant task design

Augmentation
Tech acts as a direct tool substitute, with functional
improvement

Enhancement

Substitution
Tech acts as a direct toll substitute, with no functional
change

Figure 1: SAMR Model
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Activity Theory: An Overview of the Theory

Activity Theory, according to Engestrom (1987), is an activity system with six components
(Figure 1): Subjects, Objects, Tools, Community, Division of Labor and Rules. Each of these
six components serves a distinct function and work together to set up an activity and relate to
other components: Subjects refer to the actors, which could be individuals or sub-groups, in the
analysis; Objects refer to the objective of an activity as well as the product(s) toward which the
activity is directed - the objective is then mouldedand transformed into outcomes with the help
of meditating artifacts, referring to Tools; Community as a socioculutural context consists of
multiple individuals who share the common general objectives; Division of Labor refers to the
organization of tasks and responsibilities within the community; and finally, Rules refer to the
explicit and implicit regulations, norms, and conventions that constrain the actions and
interactions within the activity system (Hen & Lee, 2013).

Taols

ansfo tion
Subjects Chijects ‘:D Cutcomes

Rules Community Division of labor

Figure 2: Activity Triangle Model (Engestrom, 1987)

In terms of key principles of Activity Theory, Ekundayo et al (2012) mention as follows:

e Activities as basis units of analysis: Individual actions should be situated in a
context, which constitues the activity as a unit of analysis.

e History and development: Activities are not given or static, but instead dynamic
unities. The components keep changing and developing unevenly rather than linearly
or straightforwardly. Hence, each activity has its own history.

e Artifacts and mediation: An activity consists of various artifacts that mediate
between the components of each activity rather than direct it.

In the field of educational technology contexts, the lens of Activity Theory can provide insights
into change in teachers’ practices or into how their teaching is ‘restructures’ (Serdyukov, 2017)
when a new technological tool becomes part of their teaching activity. According to Lim &
Hang (2003) and Murphy et al (2008), Activity Theory has also relied on study contexts of
implementation of innovation in education, such as when new technology is introduced and
conflicts occur between teachers’ beliefs and their actual practices. Furthermore, Activity
Theory has been used to study the design and implementation of learning supported by
technology (Barab, Schatz &Scheckler, 2004; Blin, 2005; Issroff& Scanlon, 2002; Clemmensen
et al, 2016). In addition, Serdyukov (2017) suggest that Activity Theory allows us a focus not
only at the level of individual teacher practices but also at the broader organizational level.

Lim & Hang (2003) even suggest an expanded version of the activity system with successive
circles represent the activity systems in the broader context.
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Socicty at large

Education system

Coursc of study

Activity systems
Tools

Subject Object

Rules Community  Division of

labour

Activity systems

Asscssment, curnculum,
entry requirement, layout of
classrooms

Type. location, cthos, ICT
facilitics, time-table, type of
students, parents, peers, home
computers

Examination boards, education
policics, leaguc table, recruitment and
training of teachers

Employers, publishers,
software developers

Figure 3: Activity system within the broader contex
(Adapted from A Theorectical Framework for the Study of ICT in Schools (Lim, C.P. (2003)

Thanks to the Activity Theory framework, the use of ICT in teaching English could be
described teachers’ goals, their division of responsibility, the rules involved in doing their
teaching. Next, Activity Theory was used in this study as an analytical tool. As a matter of fact,
Volet (2001) holds the viewpoint that social interaction and cultural context have an effect on
cognition and learning. Correspondingly, Activity Theory claims that learning emerges from
human activity in a complex activity with interaction among subjects, objects, and mediating
artifacts (Engestrom, 1987; Jonassen &Rhorer-Murphy, 1999; Yamagata-Lynch, 2013). As a
consequence, in order to understand and analyzing complex human learning activities in a
context, Activity Theory may be an analytical framework for analyzing the system (Yamagata-
Lynch, 2013).

In this study, the Activity Theory framework was appliedto investigate teaching English using
ICT in Vietnam by characterizing the components of activity. The research questions are as
follows:
i.  To what extent did Vietnamese teachers use ICT in their teaching of English?
ii.  What are the issues and challenges faced by Vietnamese teachers while using ICT in
their teaching?

Methodology

The methodology chosen for this study is case study which refers to en empirical inquiry
developing an in-depth understanding of a real-life phenomenon (Yin,2009). In case study, the
researcher seeks to develop an in-depth understanding of the case by collecting multiple forms
of data (Cresswell, 2012). In the scope of the study, the data were collected through observation
and focus group interviews. On the one hand, observations provided opportunity to learn about
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contradictions between what a teacher said he/she had done and whathe/she actually did in the
classroom (Patton,2002). Cohen (2013) holds the viewpoint that observation methods are
powerful tools for gaining insight the situations and gather data first hand. On the other hand,
according to Denzin and Lincoln (2003), focus group interview is a collective method that is
based on theoretical and methodological considerations. Focus groups can be used to collect
shared understanding from several individuals as well as to get views from specific people
(Creswell, 2012). The target participants were 20 teachers of English from 4 primary schools in
Danang City, QuangNgai Province, Gia Lai Province and Phu Yen Province. These provinces
are in the middle areas and highland of Vietnam. The 4 schools are chosen as they have
demographics that match the demographics of the surrounding regions as well as most of other
primary schools in Vietnam. Furthermore, by limiting this study context to only four primary
schools in Danang, QuangNgai, Gia Lai and TuyHoa, Vietnam, part of a bigger picture of
teaching English with the use of ICT is likely to be undiscovered.

The data collected from observation were in the form of field notes and those from focus group
interviews were transcribed and translated (if necessary). While these data were then analyzed
to understand how ICT was used in teaching English, this study aimed to extend the analysis of
activities in different uses of ICT from individual level to the social level as an activity system
by applying the Activity Theory framework. Hence, each element of the activity theory system
was investigated according to the definition as follows (Heo& Lee, 2013):

I. Subjects: Who is engaging in the activity of using ICT taking place in the English

teaching context?

ii. Tools: What means are the subjects using to engage in this activity?

iii. Object(vie)s: Why are the subjects engaging in the activity??

V. Outcome: What is the outcome of the activity?

V. Community: What is the environment in which the activity is taking place?
Vi. Rules: What the cultural norms, rules, or regulations, if any, that govern the activity?
vii. Division of Labor: Who is responsible for what tasks and how are the different roles
organized?
Findings

In this section, each activity system component is articulated according to the Activity Theory
framework, and is then presented graphically using the activity triangle model.

Components of activity system

Subjects

The subjects in this activity system are teachers of English taking part in this study, i.e. 20
primary school teachers in different city and provinces in Vietnam. All these teachers used ICT
in their teaching of English but at different frequency. Figure 3 showed the frequency of ICT
use of the subjects in the activity.
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Figure 4: Frequency of ICT use
Tools
The activity is mediated by artifacts, which are features the teachers can use ICT in their
teaching of English. In terms of various ICT availability, each school had only a few classrooms
equipped with computers, projectors, headphones and speakers. Furthermore, although most of
the teachers were aware of the benefits of ICT in their teaching, 80% considered themselves as
having low ICT competency. In terms of the tools the teachers participating in this study, they

included those used for lesson preparation and classroom teaching. Figure 4 described in details
the tools used in the activity.

Mindmapping
Hot Potatoes

Audio and Photo Editing

Powerpoint
Internet search and download

World processing

20

40 60

80

100

Figure 5: Tools for Using ICT in Teaching English
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As could be seen from Figure 3, the main uses of ICT of the teachers were limited to
PowerPoint (90%) and Word processing (80%). The next popular uses were audio and photo
editing, Hot Potatoes and Mind mapping, which were 55%, 44% and 40% respectively.

Objectives
The activity is directed toward an object, which implied an objective that constitutes motivation

for the activity (Hen & Lee, 2013). Figure 5 describes in details the objectives of the subjects in
the activity.

Objectives for Using ICT in Teaching English

Delivering large information within limited
teaching hours

Creating tests for students

Creating useful activities/ exercises for students

Bringing language environment to students

Making the lesson more interesting

40%

0,
60% 80%

Figure 6: Objectives for Using ICT in Teaching English

It can be seen from Figure 5 that most teachers (over 80%) use ICT for creating useful
activities/ exercises for students, 75% use ICT for bringing language environment to students.
With the objectives of making the lesson more interesting, creating tests for students and
delivering large information within limited teaching hours, the percentages are 68%, 43% and
50% respectively.

Outcome

Outcome represents the final state that teachers achieved through their engagement in activities
within their teaching. Most of the teachers (90%) reported that they had ability to create
different kinds of useful and interesting activities for students. Besides, the focus group
interviews revealed that the teachers also experienced knowledge and skill expansion when
using ICT in their teaching process.

Another considerable outcome due to the use of ICT in teaching English is assessment.45%
teachers claimed that ICT has brought them a valuable tool to get immediate feedback or even
assessments for their students once the activities with ICT were designed to give feedback to
students. This, in turn, motivated students a lot and saved a lot of time for teachers (Wong &
Yang, 2017).

22



The last but not least important outcome was that there was a change both in teaching and
learning. As a matter of fact, ICT facilitated 70% of the teachers as instructors and students
became centre in class.

Community

Referring to the participants who shared the same Objects, community in the study was found to
include the teachers, the colleagues in the schools who shared ICT facilities at their schools, the
school staff, the rectors and the relevant authorities who decide the budget for ICT purchases. In
fact, the community is a sociocultural context in which the activities take place. Furthermore,
within the community, the subjects are related both explicitly and implicitly to one another and
exchange influential contributions through the articulated interplay that takes place among the
activity system components (Heo& Lee, 2013).

Though all the Subjects in the activity reported that their Rectors and relevant authorities
supported the Use of ICT in their teaching, they all wished to receive more direct and specific
support from them as well as the school staff, especially those with high IT skills so that they
would feel more confident when using ICT in their teaching.

Rules

The activity in the system was influenced by social current rules and regulations that both
supported and constrained the activity. In this study, the current policy shifted from a focus on
passive to active students with the ability to communicate in English had a great impact on the
types of tools the teachers selected to use in teaching English. These rules in turn had much
influence on a teacher’s subject position, ultimately informing a teacher’s epistemic
assumptions regarding teaching and learning (Hardman, 2005). As a matter of fact, 85%
teachers complained that the there were too many contents they had to cover according to the
curriculum. 75% teachers needed more technical support from school. Last but not least, the
worth noticing point is that 100% teachers wished to have a smaller size of classes as the
average number of students in each class was 42, which was quite difficult for them to teach
English effectively.

Division of labor

Within the activity in this study, division of labor generally saw the teachers as controlling the
pace, sequencing and selection of the lesson. The teacher’s role was to teach and the students
were to learn. Besides, the colleagues shared the ICT facilities and the staff facilitated the
classroom facilities so that the teaching activity could take place. The Rector had control on all
the activity of the school and the relevant authorities had power on the curriculum as well as the
budget for ICT. Due to this division of labour, the Subjects in the activity had limited power on
decision making in their teaching. Furthermore, 40% Subjects did not feel satisfied with the
poor qualified staff and even 25% Subjects thought that there were privileges in getting ICT
facilities at their school.
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Tools:
-Various usas of ICT at different levels with
limited ICT competence

Objects:
- Making the lesson —_—
mare interesting 4 A
- Bringing language Outcomes
enviranment to - Ability to create
studfnts _ ) different kinds of useful
. B _L_,r_eatlng _use'ul activitiesiexercises for
Subjects: Teachers activities/exercises students;  knowledge
of English for students and kil expansion;
- Creating tests for ability to bet immediate
student_s _ feadback from
- Delivering  large students; ability to save
information  within time; change into
limited teaching student-centrad class
nours
N S
. Community: Division of labor:
_ Rules: i Teachers; Colleagues; Schoal Staff: Rectors - Limited power of decision making
Social RUESI?’”U. Regulations and Relevant Authorities (ICT was a norm in -Limited access to ICT for teaching in
with too many things o do in tha community but more support was S0me cases
the curriculum and oversized ceded) Limited technical support

Classes

Figure 7: Activity Triangle Model

Figure 7 is the Activity Triangle Model for the activity in this study. All the components were
summarized and presented graphically. As a result, it could be seen clearly that in order for
increasing the use of ICT in teaching English in Vietnam, many factors in the teaching are
involved such as Social Rules and Regulations, the Colleagues, the Leaders, the Ministry of
Education and Training, the whole community, etc.

Discussion

The finding of this study indicated that all the teachers used ICT in their teaching but at
different frequency. Besides, their use of ICT was still limited in some aspects which mainly
included creating useful activities/ exercises for students, and bringing language environment to
students. Hence, if using the SARM model which is a method of seeing how ICT might impact
teaching and learning and showing progression that adopters of educational technology often
follow as they progress through teaching and learning with technology (Puentedura, 2096),
Among 90% of the teachers in this study who were at AUGMENTATION stage (Figure 1) in
which teachers can use ICT with its functional improvement such as using digital presentation
for their teaching, i.e. PowerPoint slides, there were 35% of them reached MODIFICATION
stage, i.e. the stage in which tech allows for significant task design. These teachers were those
who could use ICT to design tests for their students.

As regards to the issues and challenges the teachers faced while using ICT in their teaching, the
lens of Activity Theory revealed a lot. Firstly, the teachers had low ICT competency, which led
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to their lack of self confidence in using ICT as well as low effect in their teaching with the use
of ICT. Secondly, it was the limited ICT availability at the schools that hindered the use of ICT.
Thirdly, the use of ICT would have been better if there had been better ICT support. This
problem might have 2 reasons, according to the data analysis. The first one was lack of
supporting IT staff and the second was low-qualified IT staff. Other influential factors were the
curriculum with too many contents and oversized classes. As a matter of fact, these two factors
made the teachers feel stressed in their teaching as they could not operate their activities
successfully and effectively in class. This fact was justified to have negative impact on teaching
performance in a study made by James Monks and Robert Schdmit in 2010 in the USA
(Monks& Schdmit, 2010). The last but not least, 100% teachers revealed that they seemed to
have no power of decision making in their teaching. Instead, they had to follow what the rector
and relevant authorities required them to do.

Taken all together, it can be seen that all the 6 components of the Activity Theory are correlated
with one another. In order for this activity to work well, every factor related to each component
of the Activity Theory should be addressed. As shown in Figure 2, numerous factors embody
the classroom activities. The higher levels of activity considerations include the School, the
Ministry of Education and the whole society. Besides, the activity system in each circle
influences the other activity systems in the innermost circle; in turn, this activity system
influences the other activity systems (Lim & Hang, 2003). Moreover, Lim & Hang (2003)
report that the activity system at different levels may change over time, but they are always
interdependent of one another as nothing is unidirectional in such an interactive system.
According to Cole (1995), changes that are initiated by any of the components of an activity
system have an impact on the components of the other activity systems.

Conclusion and Educational Implications

This paper has explored the use of ICT in teaching English in Vietnam using the lens of
Activity Theory. It could be concluded from the study that the levels of ICT use in teaching
English in Vietnam are mostly at Augmentation stage according to SARM model and only a
few reach Modification stage. Also, the findings indicate that the effective use of ICT depends
on the way ICT is situated. As Papert (1993) claims, as ICT enters the sociocultural setting of
the school, it will weave itself into the learning in many more ways than its original promoters
could possibly have anticipated. Under the lens of the Activity Theory, the activity systems
across schools and classrooms together with the integral contextual understanding of how larger
entities such as policy makers have on them (Lim & Hang, 2003).
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