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Abstract

The use of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in English as a Second Language (ESL) teaching
and learning has been one of the most widely discussed issues in the field of education. Various activities which
involve the use of ICT could be adapted to assist the instruction of reading and writing. However, the teachers
need to take note on several matters in managing problems which could arise from the activities planned. The
purpose of this study is to identify how the teachers manage problems and plan activities involving ICT tools in
teaching ESL reading and writing. To achieve the purpose of the study, a total of 19 secondary school English
teachers were interviewed. The teachers were pragmatically and purposively selected from three different areas
of Malaysia, 4 teachers from Kuala Lumpur, 7 teachers from Alor Setar and 8 teachers from Tawau, respectively.
The findings of the study revealed that the teachers seemed to be weak in managing the problems occurred while
using ICT in the teaching of ESL reading and writing. It was also concluded that the teachers’ creativity level
seemed to be quite low as the activities planned only involve those of lower levels. Moreover, ICT is mostly used
to search for reading and writing materials before teaching the new lesson. The findings of the study are hoped to
provide the teachers and policymakers with a better and more accurate picture for managing problems and
planning activities involving ICT tools in teaching ESL reading and writing.

Keywords: information and communication technology (ICT), English as a second language (ESL), reading,
writing, teaching, learning

1. Introduction

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) has changed the language learning and literacy acquisition
environment as well as the dynamics of the language learning settings (Young, 2003). This statement is further
supported by Melor Md Yunus (2007) and Salehi & Salehi (2012) that ICT offers a variety of learning
opportunities for students to learn language. Indeed, ICT is capable of improving access to and promote equity in
education by providing educational opportunities to a greater number of people of all ages (Yunus & Salehi, 2012).
Besides, as discussed by Ng, Miao & Lee (2009), ICT can enhance the quality of teaching and learning by
providing access to a great variety of educational resources and by enabling participatory pedagogies. ICT can also
improve the management of education through more efficient administrative processes, including human resource
management, monitoring and evaluation, and resource sharing (Yunus, Salehi & Chenzi, 2012).

ICT plays a major role in creating a new and improved model of teaching and learning (Kaur, 2008; Salehi &
Salehi, 2011). It seems that English language education nowadays is conceptualized as not only the teaching of
language knowledge and skills, but also of language skills for a changing global environment. In fact,
Suwannasom (2010) pointed out that since students are living in the world of electronic text where most of the
reading and writing is done on electronic screens, teachers need to understand that English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) and English as a Second Language (ESL) students cannot afford to practice writing in
classrooms if they do not have access to the world of electronic communication. Thus, encouraging the
integration of technology in ESL reading and writing instruction is critical for language classrooms and the
development of learners’ language skills in the Information age.
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2. Literature Review
2.1 The Use of ICT in Education

Living in this era of modernization, the knowledge age is characterized by challenge and change. The impact of
technology takes human beings in competitive arena and necessitates adapting the changes by increasing capacity
to know and to do things for catching quality. Technology links people around; the globe is pulled together (Aksal,
2009). Technology has changed the way we communicate, transformed the way we work, and shifted our economy
into an information-based, service economy (Sweeny, 2010). There is no doubt that, over the last 15 years, there
has been a phenomenal growth in ICT in all aspects of society, and education is not an exception (Unwin, 2007).

The role and function of ICT application in systematic teaching and learning in the classroom is to achieve the
objectives of language teaching and learning. Nowadays, schools and institutes provide computers as learning
tools for students to gain knowledge and experience. By using computer, the students could easily understand
what their teachers or lecturers have taught in the classroom. Internet especially gives more information and
students can reach that information faster than usual. It also provides many types of information and at the same
time, it could also be a beneficial learning tool in education. Students could gather information from the internet
and exchange their views and opinions with other people. This activity is good to be a practice among the
students so that the objective of teaching and learning process in the classroom could be achieved. Therefore,
ICT can be used as a learning tool in education and a powerful tool in enhancing the teaching and learning
process.

2.2 Managing Problems of Using ICT

Based on a research conducted by Lawrence, McNeal & Yildiz (2009), teachers have to take note on several
matters in managing problems which could arise from the activities planned. Lattimer (2003) believed that
teachers need to organize the curriculum to provide students with opportunities to interact with a wide variety of
texts and that students need opportunities to produce their own text. Firstly, teachers need to explain to students
how to complete tasks on the computer (e.g., inserting pictures, cutting and pasting pictures into the Word
document, changing the size and color of font in their projects). Secondly, when it comes to the brainstorming
session, the teacher has to lead the process of brainstorming options for presenting the students’ work to the
audience based on the type of text the students wanted to share. Thirdly, the teacher cannot take for granted little
things which the students might not know. The teacher should make an effort to model certain expected behaviors,
for instance, modeling how to write and post an online book review, how to search the Internet for information, and
how to save to the Universal Serial Bus (USB) drive. The fourth suggestion is to provide students with suggestions
and research strategies to help them progress through the writing process. Lastly, teachers should constantly ask
the students questions to ascertain their needs and then guide them through their projects. Proper guidance and
scaffolding to guide students along the activities planned using ICT are needed so that all learners are able to
follow and benefit from the tasks planned (Lawrence, McNeal & Yildiz, 2009).

In a different research by Anderson & Balajthy (2009), although blogs can be a useful tool for the instruction of
reading as mentioned above, some researches highlight the drawbacks of using blogs. Two of the drawbacks are
that students will not take the work seriously and will not use what they have learned in school in their blog
postings. However, as pointed out by West (2008), as educators move from traditional written responses to
literature into online forums, they find that students still use the literary discourse from the classroom, along with
asserting their own personalities in their posts. This is because students recognize that there is a social context
for their work online, they often conform to certain roles or expectations without teacher prompting, because
they intend to impress their peers (West, 2008).

This is certainly not the case with all students, so it is important to establish ground rules about your expectations
and the type of language that is acceptable in online environments. This is also to avoid the use of harsh or
improper language within the online community. Students need to understand that this school-related
communication is different from their social conversations with friends outside of school (Lee, 2007). Although
technology may initially be a hook for students, careful planning and consideration of the appropriateness of the
technology integration will ensure that students remain interested and engaged.

In short, the literature suggests different problem management procedures which depend very much on the
problems encountered by the teachers. Some of the problem management skills elaborated above are to organize
the curriculum, provide clear explanation to students prior to the tasks given, lead brainstorming sessions, model
certain expected behaviors, help students by providing suggestions and research strategies through the writing
process, give proper scaffolding along the activities planned and to establish ground rules about teacher
expectations and the type of acceptable language in online environments.
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2.3 Planning Activities Involving ICT in Education

Various activities which involve the use of ICT could be adapted to assist the instruction of reading and writing.
These activities or programmes should not be restricted to in-school activities only. Research has documented that
adolescents engage in many literacy practices outside the school (Fisher, 2003 as cited in Lawrence, McNeal &
Yildiz, 2009) because they interact with multiple forms of non-traditional texts and different sources of
information, access popular culture and mass media, and communicate with people from diverse backgrounds and
perspectives through the use of new technologies.

Collier (2007) reported that students in our 21st-century context increasingly interact with non-traditional texts
such as rap lyrics and graphic novels. In this context teachers need to re-examine their classroom practices
because of the increasing influence of technology on students’ literacy practices. Lawrence, McNeal & Yildiz
(2009) conducted a three-week, campus-based summer literacy program that provided opportunities for
adolescents to develop multiple literacy skills and to build upon students’ interest in popular culture with
traditional academic tasks such as reading, writing, and conducting research to bridge the gap between
adolescents’ in-school and out-of-school practices. A curriculum was created to build upon the proficiencies the
researchers believed the students brought with them to the program (e.g., technology skills and media literacy) to
further develop their literacy skills in other areas, namely reading and writing. Some of the lessons included
searching for information on the Internet, deconstructing commercials, writing an online book review, and using
reading strategies such as making connections and asking questions.

In a different research, Anderson & Balajthy (2009) discuss the story of an urban school reading project
administrator who uses blogs for literature (reading) discussions to help struggling readers achieve long term
academic goals. A list with a brief description of each book and a picture of the cover was created and posted on
the project website. Students reading the same book were paired up and assigned one of the blog addresses to
view and to respond with information about themselves and their book choices. In this project, the teacher
identified sources of electronic texts and e-books and determined the reading levels of the students.

In addition, Martinez (2010) examines the different activities which could be planned to incorporate technology
into the teaching and learning process. In her article, an example of how schools adapt to the different ways
students learn, is that of Eastside High School in Austin, Texas, a traditionally low-performing school, where
students are to complete 30 minutes of silent reading twice a week and then log on to a web site to join a
teacher-created group that is essentially a Facebook group for book lovers that includes a discussion board. The
teacher posts a discussion topic, and students write about what they have just read. On Fridays, the teacher will
lead a face-to-face discussion in class with students who are reading the same book. Facebook, as a social
networking tool, has so much to offer in the perspective of education. The use of Facebook in the teaching of
reading and writing can be further explored to facilitate the learning process.

In short, various kinds of planning and different types of activities involving ICT in the teaching of reading and
writing could be planned. The use of new technologies enables learners to interact with multiple forms of
non-traditional texts and different sources of information. Teachers’ classroom practices have to be re-examined
because of the increasing influence of technology on students’ literacy practices. Holiday literacy programmes
which cover lessons on reading and writing skills involving the use of ICT could be planned to facilitate
students’ learning process. Sources of electronic texts and e-books could be identified to help enhance students’
reading skills. Teachers can also use the social networking tools such as Facebook and create a group to
encourage academic sharing and discussion among the learners.

3. Methodology

This study is a qualitative research in nature. The instrument used for this research was a semi-structured
interview. A total of 19 secondary school English teachers were interviewed. The teachers were pragmatically
and purposively selected from three different areas of Malaysia, 4 teachers from Kuala Lumpur, 7 teachers from
Alor Setar and 8 teachers from Tawau, respectively. The questions of the interview were structured to find the
answer for the following research questions:

1) How do Malaysian secondary school English teachers manage problems of using ICT in teaching ESL reading
and writing?

2) How do Malaysian secondary school English teachers plan activities involving ICT in teaching ESL reading
and writing?

The necessary permissions were obtained from both the school principals and the teachers. Moreover, the
consent forms were read and signed by all the participants before conducting the interviews. All the interviews
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were conducted in English in September and October 2012. The interviews lasted for about 30 to 45 minutes and
they were audio-recorded. After conducting the interviews, the recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim.
They were also organized, coded and analyzed. In order to analyze the interview data, several steps have been
taken. Right after each interview session, the researcher transcribed the recorded interviews and referred to his
notes on what he has jotted down as the interview went along to avoid losing any important data which might
become significant to the findings of this research. The researcher then contacted the research interviewees to
confirm the accuracy of the transcriptions and notes as interpreted by the researcher. All participants were given
a pseudonym for the purpose of anonymity.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1 Participants’ Demographic Information

Table 1 summarizes the details of the interviewed teachers. As it can be seen, 19 secondary school English teachers
were selected from three different areas of Malaysia. Fourteen interviewees were female and five interviewees
were male. The below table clearly illustrates that only four teachers aged 20 to 30 and the remaining fifteen
teachers aged over 30 indicating that the majority of the interviewed English teachers were middle-aged. Most of
the teachers had at least 5 years of teaching experience.

Table 1. Basic Information about interviewed teachers

Area Name Gender Age Teaching experience (Year)

Alor Setar Lai F 53 27
Norlina F 42 18
Fadhil M 53 30
Siti F 42 18
Sarah F 37 10
Hasnah F 55 34
Zalilah F 45 18

Tawau Ida F 32
Cindy F 24 1
Alff M 31 7
Najeeb M 40+ 22
Harith M 25 1
Hamzah M 34 11
Nisa F 29
Nabihah F 28

Kuala Lumpur Nora F 32 9
Rinie F 40 15
Asyikin F 46 21
Anne F 54 30

4.2 Main Findings of the Interviews
The main findings of the study are presented based upon the following themes of the research questions:
4.2.1 Challenges of Using ICT

Challenges of the use of ICT in teaching reading and writing skills are further explored. The analysis of the
interview data indicates that teachers generally felt that the challenge to use ICT in the teaching of reading and
writing came from:

1) Lack of computers and maintenance

2) Poor internet access
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3) Lack of technical support
4) Lack of time
1) Lack of Computers and Maintenance

Although the secondary schools should have more advantages and benefits in terms of the funding, facilities and
support, it seemed that the interviewed teachers were not satisfied with the facilities of these schools. Nora from a
secondary school in Kuala Lumpur explained the problem of the lack of access to modern equipment as follows:

The problem of ICT equipments exist in this school. The computers in the classrooms and computer labs
are not maintained. Each classroom has an old computer and a LCD projector. Most of them are not
functioning well and are taken out of the classroom.

From the same secondary school in Kuala Lumpur, Rinie shared her frustration dealing with the technical
problems of ICT equipments. She explained that:

Most of the time, there is a problem with the LCD to detect the laptop in the computer lab. So when this
happens, teachers can get really frustrated and it defeats the purpose of using ICT to aid learning.

Similarly, Lai from a secondary school in Alor Setar seemed frustrated when she described the technical hiccups
faced. She also added on the challenge of students talking to one another when there are not enough computers for
all the students. She added more points regarding the technical glitches when she said:

Many computers are not functioning well. Those which are functioning well are only a handful. So
students have to share the computers and when they sit together and share the computer, they start
talking.

Moreover, Hasnah, a very senior teacher in a secondary school in Alor Setar admitted her incompetency in
employing ICT-based lessons. She expressed her need for help in utilizing ICT in her teaching. However, she
further complained about the lack of technical support in the school when she said:

If I use ICT, I will be having a lot of problems. I am not an IT-savvy person and in this school there is
not much of technical support from the technicians. I will have problems connecting the laptop to the
LCD, the sound system, doing the slideshows and connecting to the internet.

2) Poor Internet Access

The internet has been the main issue which challenged the teachers in their use of ICT. Most of the teachers had
unpleasant comments with regards to the internet connection in their schools. For example, Nisa from a secondary
school in Tawau got so frustrated about the internet connection and stated that:

It’s too slow. Even to load a webpage, it takes years. How are the students going to find a good text and
read within the time given? Let’s say you have two periods. If you use ICT, you can t finish much. A lot
of time will be wasted because of the slow internet connection.

The internet connection also posed a huge problem for Nora who was from a secondary school in Kuala Lumpur.
She said,

“We have the YES 4G network but most of the time it’s not available. I really dont know how I can
depend on the internet here to search for materials.” She confirmed the frustration when she said “...
the internet is sometimes okay, sometimes down.”

3) Lack of Technical Support

Some teachers gave their opinions on the lack of technical support as a challenge for them to use ICT in teaching
reading and writing skills. Ida from a secondary school in Tawau illustrated this situation clearly:

We have so many problems with the computers, the LCD, the internet connection and so on but we do
not have special technicians who can help us like how the university lecturers have technicians helping
them with the technical problems. In schools we don't have such technicians. You have to learn to do
everything by yourself. You need to learn to survive in this condition.

Ida’s comments above reiterated the challenges on the lack of computers and maintenance as well as the problem
of technicalities. Also Zalilah from a secondary school in Alor Setar confirmed this situation by saying:

If I use ICT, I will be having a lot of problems. I am not an IT-savvy person and in this school there is
not much of technical support from the technicians. I will have problems connecting the laptop to the
LCD, the sound system, doing the slideshows and connecting to the internet.
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In his statements above, Zalilah described the problems faced when he integrated ICT in teaching reading and
writing skills inside the classroom. Disclosing his incapability in the field of ICT, he pointed out the lack of
technical support from the technicians at school.

4) Lack of Time

The next challenge which prevents teachers to use ICT in education is the lack of time. In a clearer view, the lack of
time here refers to the limited amount of time teachers have in their English lessons with the students. Each class
has only five periods of English lessons, with 40 minutes allocated for each period. Although 200 minutes per
week might seem to be a large amount of time, many teachers are in fact struggling to complete what they have
planned for the students. To describe this situation, Rinie from a secondary school in Kuala Lumpur explained that:

A lot of time will be wasted when we use ICT. Like what I've said earlier, when you only have one
period of English, you have only 40 minutes. When you use the computer lab, students need some time
to get there. If you're lucky, the LCD is alright and it can detect your laptop. If you re not, you'll spend
time with the technical problems. Even if you have double periods, you still do not have enough time to
finish what you plan to do with the students.

The findings of this section under the challenges of using ICT suggest that the shortage of well-functioning
computers, the lack of maintenance on ICT equipments, the slow internet connection in the schools and the lack of
time are among the challenges that hinder teachers from utilizing ICT in teaching ESL reading and writing. This
reverberates with Melor Md Yunus (2007) findings that teachers can neither teach computer skills nor integrate
ICT into the curricula without having at their disposal computers that work.

4.2.2 Managing Problems Regarding the Use of ICT in ESL Classroom

Classroom management usually encompasses teachers’ actions and aims at managing the ICT facilities in order to
engage students in learning process. Specifically, it includes actions such as establishing and maintaining ICT
equipment, providing effective instruction, handling of misbehaviors, attending to students’ emotional and
cognitive needs and managing group processes (Emmer & Stough, 2001). Therefore, it focuses more on the
creation of a positive environment that is conducive to make students involve and they are more satisfied in the
learning process. In order to overcome the problems that occur regarding ICT usage in ESL classroom, Hamzah
from a secondary school in Tawau stated that:

Teacher could be more creative in thinking and be more active in classroom by giving students lessons
which are in agreement with the students’ interest or students’ level. Therefore, problems regarding the
management of students and ICT in ESL classrooms can be overcome easily.

The problem management adapted by the interviewees from the challenges faced was probed. For example, Harith
from a secondary school in Tawau stated that “If there are problems, I will change my lessons. I will photocopy
exercises from the reference books and teach using those materials”. Moreover, Rinie who was a teacher in a
secondary school in Kuala Lumpur highlighted the way of assigning take-home tasks to students when there were
problems for internet access in school. She added that:

With the problem on slow connection, I will assign students to find reading materials at home and print
them out. No matter what, there shouldn 't be any spoon feeding. Those materials they find and print out
will be useful in their writing process.

Sarah from a cluster school in Alor Setar also had something to say about this matter:

If [ really want to use ICT, 1 will consult the technicians or other teachers who are more expert in ICT to
help me. If not, I will just use my own methods of teaching reading and writing without using ICT.

Sarah implied that if there is a will, there is always a way. For her, if she really wanted to use ICT, she would
consult the school technicians or her colleagues who were more competent in using ICT. When that did not help,
she would just revert to non-ICT teaching methods. As for Asyikin, a teacher in a secondary school in Kuala
Lumpur, when she had problems with the ICT tools, she would request for assistance either from the school
technicians or the students. She said “I will get the school technicians to help me with the computers. But
sometimes they are busy and I will get students to help”. The next section presents the findings on how teachers
plan activities for teaching ESL reading and writing skills.

4.2.3 Planning Activities Involving ICT in Teaching Reading and Writing Skills

Interviewees were also asked to share their plans for reading and writing activities involving the use of ICT in
teaching. However, not every interviewee had used ICT in the teaching of reading and writing. Therefore, some
ideas were about how they would plan their activities without the use of ICT.
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1) Planning Activities in the Teaching of Reading Skills

For the teaching of reading, Fadhil from a secondary school in Alor Setar reported utilizing the internet to find
sample essays for the ESL reading activities. He constructs his own questions with regards to the reading texts to
be discussed in class after the reading process. He specifically stated that:

If I have sufficient time, maybe I will find some interesting reading texts from the net. The articles will
follow the theme on the students’ textbook. I will read through the materials and then send to the school
office to make copies for the students. I will form questions to ask my students after reading the tasks.

From a secondary school in Kuala Lumpur, Anne also gave her view on how she usually planned her reading
activities. She pointed out that:

As I said earlier, I usually use the textbook for reading comprehension exercises. There are so many
reading exercises in the KBSM English textbook. There is one in every chapter in the textbook following
the themes set by the CDC (Curriculum Development Division). Students will be exposed to reading
skills like skimming and scanning and they will work individually or in groups on the comprehension
exercises. And as I said earlier, they will do a lot of silent reading too. Then, we will have a whole-class
discussion on the answers for the comprehension exercise.

2) Planning Activities in the Teaching of Writing Skills

There are so many activities that can be carried out by using ICT in order to teach reading and writing. The
programmes and ICT tools to support writing are not like those that are used to support teaching and develop
reading activities. In writing activity, using the Word-processors has made a huge difference for many students in
learning writing in English language. Students can write pieces of written work for many times over and over again
in order to get a neat piece of writing by using ICT tools and present it to the teacher in a neat form of work. To
support this idea, Siti from a secondary school in Alor Setar stated that:

Apart from the web-based activities, as a teacher, I use the computers’ word processing software for
other stages of the class. For example, I use this software during the brainstorming activity. This again
is a personal wish to try out teaching a common classroom activity using ICT. I wish to see how the
students react to the activity. This again is an attempt to integrate ICT into the class by looking at as
many ideas through the web based activities.

Teaching language learners by using ICT has distinct advantages that are related not only to language education
but prepares students for today’s information society (Nordin, Embi & Yunus, 2010). Computer technologies and
the Internet are powerful tools for assisting language teaching because Web technology is a part of today’s social
needs, meaning that language learners now can learn through writing e-mail and conducting online research (Wang,
2005; Nordin, et al., 2010). ESL teachers can collect teaching of reading and writing materials by looking at the
web based on English language sites. This has been agreed by Norlina who is an English teacher in a secondary
school in Alor Setar. She pointed out that:

Teachers can just go to TESL website or any other related web site and just select the suitable materials
or activities that can enhance the students’ interest in writing. This can be as a reference or just to show
evidence for students in gaining more information for future lessons.

Nisa from Tawau referred to her experience regarding the use of ICT in teaching ESL writing. She used ICT in the
pre-writing stage and added that:

1 use ICT to search for information regarding the topic of writing that I'm going to teach. Let’s say I'm
about to teach factual writing about pollution. I will search for the information about pollution, the
types and details of pollution. Then I print and photocopy the related texts for my students to refer.

Similarly, Rinie from a secondary school in Kuala Lumpur stated that:

My activities will focus more on the pre-writing parts. I will use cartoon strips I get from the net, show
the strips to them to attract their attention. Actually, we don't focus much on how to conduct interesting
activities for reading and writing activities. We just don't have time for that. We focus more on how to
score in the exams. I know having different activities would benefit them but right now, exam is more
important. We need to give more drilling practice to them so that they can do well. Here in the cluster
school, academic results of the students are just too important for us. We need to maintain a certain
grade to make sure the title of ‘cluster’ will stay.

It should be remembered that teachers must make sure that the websites chosen for learners to browse and search
for information are tested to ensure that the language is simple enough for them to understand without having to
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resort to translating the texts word by word. At first, the teachers can introduce the websites which present simple
basic information such as meaning or pronunciation of the words that are good for the beginners. However,
Hamzah from a secondary school in Tawau believed that the teachers should not be worried about the technology
and the way it should be used. He stated that they learn everything because they have been brought up with this
technology. He added that:

I do not feel worried about the learners having “techno-fear” since they are young adult learners who
have been brought up with IT at home. Therefore, the lesson will be fairly ambitious in allowing
learners to freely search on-line. This I hope will lead to greater learner autonomy, as they will be
deciding in groups what to look for and to what depth. After the class, I hope to be able to reflect and
see how successful I was in caring out the activity by using ICT in my ESL classroom, and what I need
to do is to reflect and think a way to improve the integration of ICT into my next classes.

5. Conclusion

To manage problems which occurred, teachers reported using the following means. First, modifying lessons and
making copies of exercises from the reference books to be distributed as handouts when technical problems
occurred. Besides, if they had problems with the ICT equipments, they would revert to consulting the school
technicians or other colleagues who are more competent in using ICT. Assistance either from the students was also
one of the options used.

Teachers reported utilizing the internet to find sample essays for the ESL reading activities. Questions with regards
to the reading texts will be constructed by the teacher to be discussed in class after the reading process. Teachers
also reported making use of the reading exercises available in the KBSM English textbook together with
discussions with the students in relation to the reading exercise in class. As for writing, an example is to find
cartoon strips online to attract students’ attention, and to use the internet to look for information (such as facts) to
help students in their writing process.

Teachers seemed to be weak in managing the problems occurred while they were using ICT in teaching of reading
and writing skills. Feedback given was that if they had problems with the ICT equipments, they would revert to
consulting the school technicians or other colleagues who are more competent in using ICT. Assistance either from
the students was also one of the options used. Teachers’ creativity level seemed to be quite low as the activities
planned only involve those of lower levels like using the exercises from the KBSM English textbook. ICT is
mostly used to search for reading and writing materials before the lesson.
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