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Digital technologies are increasingly integrated into young learner English as a Second
Language (ESL) classrooms and are often assumed to promote participation and
engagement. However, participation during digital activities does not automatically result
in meaningful interaction or language learning. This study explores how learner
participation and interaction are constructed during digital activities in a Cambridge Pre-
Al classroom in Vietnam. It examines the role of teacher mediation, classroom
interaction and digital activity design in shaping learner engagement and participation.
Despite increasing use of digital tools in young learner ESL education, limited research
has examined how participation and interaction are constructed during digitally
supported classroom activities. This study addresses that gap by focusing on participation
in a Cambridge Pre-A1l classroom in Vietnam.

A qualitative case study design was employed involving fourteen seven-year-old
Cambridge Pre-Al Starters learners. Data were collected through classroom
observations, field notes, participation tracking, lesson recordings and observer
triangulation across eight digitally supported lessons using tools such as interactive
videos, Canva presentations, Wordwall and Baamboozle. The data were analysed
thematically through a sociocultural lens informed by Vygotskian perspectives on
learning, participation and interaction.

The findings revealed that digital tools alone did not automatically generate meaningful
participation. Instead, participation increased when teachers actively mediated learning
through guided questioning, interactive routines and collaborative activities. Learners
demonstrated higher levels of engagement during peer-supported tasks and became
increasingly confident in volunteering responses and interacting with classmates over
time. The study suggests that the educational value of digital tools depends less on the
technology itself and more on how digital activities are pedagogically designed and
socially mediated within the classroom. These findings contribute to sociocultural
understandings of digitally supported language learning and provide practical insights for
teachers seeking to promote meaningful participation and interaction in young learner
ESL classrooms.

Key words: digital learning, sociocultural theory, learner participation, classroom
interaction, ESL education, young learners, digital pedagogy, Vietnam
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1. Introduction

Digital technology has become increasingly integrated into English as a Second
Language (ESL) teaching, including young learner classrooms where interactive videos,
online games, digital presentations and collaborative learning platforms are often used to
support vocabulary learning, engagement and classroom activities (Chapelle, 2001;
Hockly, 2018; Selwyn, 2022). However, digital engagement does not automatically mean
communicative participation. Learners may appear visually attentive while remaining
verbally passive or only minimally involved in interaction. This creates an important
issue for early ESL education because young learners develop language through guided

communication, classroom talk and interaction with teachers and peers.

From a sociocultural perspective, learning is shaped through communication,
participation and support from others (Vygotsky, 1978; Lantolf, 2000). Digital tools
therefore become educationally meaningful when they are connected to teacher
mediation, collaborative tasks and purposeful opportunities for learners to participate.
This study examines these issues in a Cambridge Pre-Al Starters classroom in Vietnam,
where digital tools such as videos, games and presentations were used during young

learner ESL lessons.

The study also connects to educational sustainability through its focus on participation,
inclusion and long-term classroom engagement. In this thesis, sustainability is
understood not only in environmental terms, but also as the development of learning
practices that support continued participation, confidence and access to meaningful
interaction. From this perspective, sustainable digital pedagogy depends on whether
technology supports communicative and inclusive classroom participation rather than
passive screen-based activity (Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris, 2004; Redecker and
Punie, 2017; Selwyn, 2022).

1.1 Research Problem and Justification

This issue becomes a research problem when digital classroom activities create visible
attention without giving learners enough opportunities to use language socially. This is
problematic in early ESL education because language learning depends on guided
response, repetition, classroom talk and social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978; Lantolf,

2000; Walsh, 2011). The problem is therefore not simply whether digital tools are used,



but whether they are organised in ways that create opportunities for learners to speak,

respond and interact.

Within the Vietnamese ESL context, existing research has discussed technology
integration, teacher perceptions and digital learning challenges (Nguyen and Nguyen,
2020; Dang and Robertson, 2020). However, less attention has been given to how young
learners actually participate and interact during digitally supported activities in natural
classroom settings. This represents the main research gap addressed in this thesis. The
educational value of digital tools cannot be understood only through access, attitudes or
general engagement; it also requires close attention to teacher mediation, learner

response and peer interaction during real teaching practice.

This problem is significant because digital activities in young learner ESL classrooms
may appear engaging while still offering limited opportunities for communication. For
this study, the central issue is therefore not whether learners looked interested during
digital activities, but whether those activities created opportunities for response,
interaction and meaningful participation. This distinction justifies the focus of the thesis
on teacher mediation, learner response and peer interaction during real classroom

practice.
1.2 Aim and Research Questions

The aim of this study was to explore how teacher mediation, collaborative digital
activities and peer interaction shaped learner participation in a Cambridge Pre-Al

Starters ESL classroom in Vietnam.
The study was guided by the following research questions:

RQ1: How did young learners participate during digitally supported ESL activities

within the observed classroom?

RQ2: How did teacher-guided questioning influence communicative participation during

digital activities?

RQ3: How did collaborative digital activities influence peer interaction and learner

engagement during classroom tasks?



To answer these questions, the study focused on three objectives: to observe learner
participation during digitally supported activities, to examine the role of teacher-guided
questioning in supporting communicative participation and to analyse how collaborative
digital tasks influenced peer interaction and engagement. These research questions and
objectives focus on participation and interaction rather than on technology as an isolated
tool. The study therefore does not aim to evaluate whether digital tools are generally
effective, but instead examines how digital activities functioned socially within a specific

classroom environment.
1.3 Scope and Limitations

This study focuses on one Cambridge Pre-Al Starters ESL classroom in a private English
language centre in Vietnam. The participants were fourteen young learners aged
approximately seven years old, and the observation period covered eight lessons during
May 2026. The study focused specifically on digitally supported lesson sections,
including activities using interactive videos, Canva presentations, Wordwall and
Baamboozle. The scope of the research is therefore limited to learner participation,
classroom interaction, teacher-guided questioning and collaborative digital activities

within this specific classroom context.

As a small-scale qualitative case study, the findings are context-specific and are not
intended to be generalised to all ESL classrooms or all young learner contexts. The study
does not aim to measure long-term language achievement, test scores or general
academic performance. Instead, it focuses on how participation and interaction appeared
during naturally occurring classroom activities. The researcher also held the role of
classroom teacher, which means that the researcher’s presence, teaching style and
existing relationship with the learners may have influenced classroom participation and
interpretation of the data. These limitations are considered further in the discussion

chapter.
1.4 Significance of the Study

This study contributes to discussions on digital pedagogy and communicative
participation within young learner ESL education by offering a classroom-based account

of how participation developed during digitally supported activities. Its significance lies



in showing that young learners’ involvement cannot be understood only through the
presence of digital tools or visible engagement. Instead, the study highlights how
participation was shaped through teacher questioning, peer support, visual prompts and
familiar classroom routines. This is significant because it shifts attention from whether
technology is used towards how digital activities are organised to become

communicative, inclusive and meaningful for young learners.

The study is also significant because it offers practical insights for ESL teachers who
want to use digital tools to support communication, peer interaction and active learner
involvement. In young learner classrooms, meaningful participation may also be
influenced by learners’ emotional readiness, tiredness, enjoyment and sense of
familiarity, because children do not participate only as language learners but also as
young learners with changing classroom moods and energy levels (Immordino-Yang and
Damasio, 2007). This was visible in the present study when some learners appeared more
willing to participate during familiar, visual and game-based activities that made the
lesson feel less like passive study and more like a shared classroom experience.
However, the study did not measure emotions directly, so these observations are
interpreted only as part of the classroom context in which participation developed. This
practical focus is important because it shows how teachers can design digital activities
around questioning, peer interaction and classroom routines rather than treating

technology as a self-sufficient resource (Koehler, Mishra and Cain, 2013; Selwyn, 2022).

The contribution of this study is not only that teacher mediation is important during
digital learning. Rather, the study shows how meaningful participation was constructed
through the combination of teacher questioning, visual digital prompts, peer-supported
interaction and repeated classroom routines. This adds to digital pedagogy and classroom
interaction research by showing how young Pre-Al learners moved between different
forms of participation, including watching, repeating, pointing, answering, checking with
peers and volunteering responses (Chapelle, 2001; Walsh, 2011; Hockly, 2018; Selwyn,
2022). In this way, the study contributes a classroom-based account of how digital tools
became communicative through the social organisation of the lesson, rather than through

their technological features alone.



1.5 Structure of the Thesis

This thesis is organised into six chapters. Chapter One introduces the research context,
problem, aim, research questions, scope, limitations and significance of the study.
Chapter Two reviews literature on sociocultural theory, digital pedagogy, learner
engagement, classroom participation and the Cambridge Young Learner and Vietnamese
ESL contexts. Chapter Three outlines the qualitative case study methodology, including
data collection, analysis, trustworthiness and ethics. Chapter Four presents the findings,
Chapter Five discusses them in relation to theory and sustainability, and Chapter Six
concludes the thesis by summarising the main findings, contribution and future research

directions.

2. Literature Review

This chapter reviews the theoretical and empirical literature relevant to the study. The
discussion focuses primarily on sociocultural perspectives of learning, digital pedagogy,
classroom participation and communicative interaction within young learner ESL
education. Since the study investigates how participation develops during digitally
supported classroom activities, the literature review combines research related to
language learning interaction with studies exploring the educational role of technology
within ESL contexts. Particular attention is given to teacher scaffolding, collaborative

participation and learner engagement during communicative classroom activities.

The chapter begins by discussing sociocultural theory and its relevance to language
learning and classroom interaction. It then examines digital learning and technology-
supported pedagogy within ESL education, including debates surrounding the
educational role of digital tools and teacher mediation. The review subsequently explores
classroom engagement, communicative participation and peer interaction before finally
discussing the Cambridge Young Learner and Vietnamese educational contexts relevant
to the present study. Together, these areas of literature provide the theoretical and
empirical foundation for examining how digital activities may support or limit

communicative participation in a young learner ESL classroom.



2.1 Sociocultural Theory and Language Learning

Sociocultural theory has become highly influential within language learning research due
to its emphasis on interaction, communication and socially mediated learning processes.
Originating primarily from the work of VVygotsky (1978), sociocultural theory proposes
that cognitive development occurs first through social interaction before becoming
internalised individually. From this perspective, learning is not viewed simply as the
independent acquisition of knowledge but rather as a socially constructed process shaped
through communication, guidance and participation within cultural and educational
contexts. Language therefore functions not only as a system of communication but also
as a mediating tool through which learners develop understanding and participate socially

within learning environments.

Within ESL education, sociocultural theory highlights the importance of interaction and
guided participation during language learning. According to Vygotsky (1978), learners
develop more effectively when supported through scaffolding within what he describes
as the Zone of Proximal Development, where learners can perform tasks with guidance
that they may not yet complete independently. In classroom settings, scaffolding often
occurs through teacher questioning, modelling, collaborative dialogue and peer
interaction. Consequently, communicative participation becomes central to language
development because learners gradually construct understanding through interaction with

teachers and classmates rather than through passive exposure to information alone.

Lantolf (2000) further expanded sociocultural perspectives within second language
learning by emphasising that language acquisition develops through socially mediated
activity rather than isolated memorisation of linguistic forms. From this perspective,
interaction itself becomes part of the learning process rather than simply a method for
practising previously learned language. Learners therefore benefit from opportunities to
participate collaboratively within meaningful classroom tasks where communication,
support and negotiation of meaning occur naturally. Such perspectives are particularly
relevant within young learner classrooms where participation often develops gradually

through repeated interaction and collaborative activities.

Mercer and Littleton (2007) similarly argue that children’s thinking and learning develop

through collaborative dialogue and social participation within classroom communities.



Their work highlights how classroom talk supports not only language development but
also reasoning, confidence and participation among learners. In collaborative educational
environments, learners frequently construct understanding together through questioning,
discussion and shared problem-solving activities. These ideas are especially relevant to
digitally mediated classrooms where interactive tasks and collaborative games may
create opportunities for peer-supported communication and socially shared learning

experiences.

Classroom discourse research additionally supports the sociocultural emphasis on
interaction within language learning environments. Walsh (2011) argues that classroom
interaction plays a central role in shaping learning opportunities because participation
and communication are strongly influenced by how teachers organise and mediate
classroom discourse. Teacher questioning, feedback and scaffolding therefore influence
not only learner behaviour but also the quality of communicative participation occurring
during lessons. Hall (2011) similarly emphasises that language learning develops through
participation within socially situated cultural and communicative practices rather than
through isolated grammar instruction alone. From this perspective, meaningful classroom
interaction becomes essential for supporting learner participation and language

development.

For this study, sociocultural theory is used not only to support the idea that teacher
mediation is important, but also to question what counts as participation during digital
classroom activity. From this perspective, participation is not understood simply as the
number of answers produced by learners, but as a socially situated process shaped by
interaction, guidance, tools and classroom relationships (Vygotsky, 1978; Lantolf, 2000).
This is especially important in a Cambridge Pre-Al classroom because young learners
may participate meaningfully through short answers, repetition, pointing, peer
confirmation and supported responses rather than through extended independent speech.
The framework therefore helps analyse how digital tools become part of learning only
when they are connected to teacher questioning, peer support and shared classroom
activity. It also makes it possible to distinguish between passive exposure to digital

content and communicative involvement, which is central to the present study.



2.2 Digital Learning and ESL Pedagogy

Digital technology has become increasingly embedded within contemporary language
education, particularly within ESL classrooms where interactive platforms, videos,
educational games and online learning tools are frequently used to support vocabulary
learning, learner motivation and communicative activities. In many educational contexts,
digital learning is often associated with increased engagement and visual stimulation,
especially among young learners who are already highly familiar with digital
environments outside school. However, although technology offers many possibilities for
language learning, researchers increasingly argue that educational value depends not
simply on the presence of digital tools but on how these tools are pedagogically
integrated within classroom interaction and communicative learning practices (Chapelle,
2001; Farr and Murray, 2016; Hockly, 2018; Selwyn, 2022).

A useful way to understand digital pedagogy is through the tension between more
optimistic and more critical perspectives on educational technology. More optimistic
perspectives emphasise that digital tools can create opportunities for motivation, access,
interaction and learner engagement in language classrooms, particularly when activities
include visual support, games and collaborative tasks (Chapelle, 2001; Farr and Murray,
2016; Hockly, 2018; Redecker and Punie, 2017). In Viethamese ESL contexts, digital
technologies have also been discussed as resources that may support learner engagement
and provide access to more interactive classroom materials (Nguyen and Nguyen, 2020).
However, these possibilities do not mean that technology itself automatically creates
meaningful participation. More critical perspectives argue that digital tools need to be
examined in relation to pedagogy, classroom interaction and the social organisation of
learning, because technology can also produce passive attention, distraction or superficial
engagement if it is not carefully mediated (Selwyn, 2018, 2022; Dang and Robertson,
2020). This debate is central to the present study because the research does not ask only
whether digital tools engaged young learners, but how different forms of participation

were constructed around those tools during classroom activity.

Selwyn (2018) challenges highly optimistic assumptions surrounding educational
technology by arguing that digital tools should not be viewed as automatic solutions to
educational problems. According to Selwyn, technology itself does not inherently

improve learning outcomes unless teachers actively shape meaningful educational



experiences around it. This argument is especially relevant within young learner
classrooms where students may appear visually engaged with digital content while
remaining relatively passive communicatively. Selwyn (2022) further argues that digital
learning should be understood critically within broader educational and social contexts
rather than viewed simply as technological innovation. These perspectives highlight the
importance of examining not only which technologies are used in classrooms but also
how participation, communication and interaction develop around digitally supported

activities.

Within ESL education specifically, digital pedagogy has increasingly shifted towards
interactive and communicative learning approaches rather than teacher-centred
technology use. Farr and Murray (2016) argue that language learning technologies may
support richer communicative learning environments when learners are encouraged to
participate collaboratively through interactive tasks and social communication. Similarly,
Hockly (2018) emphasises that blended and digitally supported language learning
becomes more effective when technology is integrated thoughtfully with pedagogical
aims and classroom interaction rather than functioning as isolated digital content
delivery. These arguments suggest that technology may support language learning most
effectively when combined with active learner participation, collaborative interaction and

communicative classroom practices.

Chapelle (2001) additionally highlights that computer-assisted language learning should
be evaluated according to how effectively it supports meaningful language use and
interaction among learners. Within communicative ESL classrooms, digital activities
therefore become valuable not simply because they are technologically attractive but
because they may create opportunities for participation, negotiation of meaning and
collaborative communication. Interactive games, digital presentations and collaborative
online tasks may encourage learners to engage verbally and socially when classroom
structures actively support communication around digital content. Consequently, digital
pedagogy increasingly emphasises interaction and participation rather than passive

technology consumption.

The relationship between technology, pedagogy and classroom content is also important
for strengthening the theoretical position of this study. The Technological Pedagogical
Content Knowledge framework suggests that effective technology integration depends on



teachers’ ability to connect technological knowledge with pedagogical aims and subject
content (Koehler, Mishra and Cain, 2013). This challenges a tool-centred view of digital
learning because it suggests that technology does not carry educational value
independently from the teaching decisions surrounding it. In the present study, this
perspective helps explain why the same type of digital tool could produce different forms
of participation depending on whether learners were only watching, responding to
teacher questions, working with peers or taking part in a familiar classroom routine. The
framework therefore supports a more precise analysis of digital pedagogy as the
relationship between tool design, teacher mediation and communicative participation,

rather than as the simple use of digital resources.

Digital competence literature similarly emphasises the importance of pedagogically
meaningful technology use within education. Redecker and Punie (2017) argue through
the DigCompEdu framework that digital competence involves far more than technical
ability alone and includes the capacity to use technology in ways that support learner
engagement, collaboration and participation. Within ESL classrooms, teachers therefore
require not only access to digital tools but also the ability to structure communicative
activities and interactive learning experiences around them. Such perspectives are
particularly relevant within classrooms involving young learners who may require

stronger teacher mediation and scaffolding during digitally supported tasks.

The educational role of technology has also become increasingly important within
Vietnamese ESL contexts where digital learning continues expanding rapidly across
private language centres and schools. Nguyen and Nguyen (2020) note that digital
technologies provide important opportunities for English language teaching in Vietnam,
particularly in relation to access to interactive materials and learner engagement.
However, they also emphasise challenges related to pedagogical implementation and
meaningful classroom integration. Dang and Robertson (2020) similarly found that
Vietnamese teachers often viewed digital technologies positively while simultaneously
recognising difficulties connected to classroom management, learner attention and
effective pedagogical use. These findings suggest that technology integration within
Vietnamese ESL classrooms remains strongly dependent on teacher mediation and

classroom interaction practices.

10



Overall, the literature suggests that digital learning in ESL education should be
understood through this debate between technological affordances and pedagogical
mediation. Digital tools may support motivation, visual engagement and collaborative
activity, but their educational value depends on how they are integrated into
communicative classroom practice (Chapelle, 2001; Koehler, Mishra and Cain, 2013;
Hockly, 2018; Selwyn, 2022). This study is positioned within this debate by examining
whether digital tools in a young learner ESL classroom produced only attention and
excitement, or whether they became part of meaningful participation through teacher

mediation, peer interaction and classroom routines.
2.3 Engagement and Classroom Participation

Learner engagement and classroom participation have long been recognised as important
components of successful language learning, particularly within young learner
educational contexts where communication, interaction and emotional involvement
strongly influence learning experiences. Engagement is often understood as a
multidimensional concept involving behavioural participation, emotional involvement
and cognitive investment within classroom activities. Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris
(2004) argue that learner engagement extends beyond simple classroom attendance or
task completion and includes learners’ willingness to participate actively, communicate
socially and remain emotionally connected to learning activities. From this perspective,
classroom participation becomes especially significant within ESL education because
communicative involvement directly shapes opportunities for language development and

interaction.

Within language learning classrooms, participation is closely connected to interaction
and communicative practice. Learners develop language not only through listening to
input but through opportunities to respond, negotiate meaning and interact socially with
teachers and classmates. Walsh (2011) emphasises that classroom discourse strongly
shapes participation opportunities because teacher questioning, scaffolding and
interaction patterns influence how learners engage verbally during lessons. Some
classroom environments encourage active communicative participation while others
unintentionally position learners as passive recipients of information. Consequently, the
organisation of classroom interaction becomes highly important when examining learner

engagement during digital activities.
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Young learners may additionally experience participation differently depending on
classroom atmosphere, confidence levels and interaction structures. Mercer and Littleton
(2007) argue that collaborative dialogue and supportive peer interaction may help
learners participate more comfortably within classroom environments, particularly during
shared tasks and communicative activities. In collaborative classrooms, learners often
support one another socially through shared problem-solving, repetition and peer
assistance, gradually developing greater communicative confidence over time. Such
perspectives are especially relevant within digitally mediated learning environments
where collaborative games and interactive activities may encourage more spontaneous

participation among young learners.

Participation is a complex concept because attention, excitement, engagement and
meaningful participation are related but not identical. Attention may involve learners
looking at the screen, following visual material or appearing focused during a digital
activity, but this does not necessarily show that they are using language or interacting
with others. Excitement may be visible through smiling, shouting, competitiveness or
enthusiasm during games, yet this can still remain superficial if learners are mainly
reacting emotionally rather than communicating. Engagement is broader and may include
behavioural, emotional and cognitive involvement in classroom activity, as Fredricks,
Blumenfeld and Paris (2004) explain. Participation refers more generally to learners’
involvement in the classroom activity, but meaningful participation refers to involvement
that is connected to communication, interaction or task-related language use. However,
from a classroom interaction perspective, participation becomes more meaningful when
learners are given opportunities to respond, repeat, negotiate meaning, collaborate or take
part in shared communicative activity (Walsh, 2011; Mercer and Littleton, 2007).

In this study, meaningful participation is understood as learner involvement that connects
digital activity to communication, interaction or task-related language use. For
Cambridge Pre-Al learners, this does not require long or independent speech, because
young learners at this level often participate through short answers, repetition, pointing,
choosing, matching, peer confirmation and supported classroom responses (Cambridge
Assessment English, 2018). Meaningful participation therefore refers to moments where
learners move beyond only watching or reacting and become involved in the classroom

task through verbal, social or partly non-verbal communication. This definition is

12



important for the present study because a digital activity could appear successful through
attention or excitement while still producing limited communicative participation. The
analysis therefore examines not only whether learners looked engaged, but how teacher
scaffolding, peer collaboration and classroom routines created opportunities for learners

to participate meaningfully during digitally supported activities.

2.4 Cambridge and Viethamese ESL Context

Cambridge Young Learner English programmes have become widely implemented
within private language centres and schools internationally, particularly within contexts
where communicative English learning is increasingly prioritised from an early age. The
Cambridge Young Learner framework is designed to support gradual language
development among children through communicative tasks, visual learning activities and
age-appropriate classroom interaction. According to Cambridge Assessment English
(2018), young learners develop language most effectively when classroom activities
combine meaningful communication, interaction and enjoyable learning experiences
rather than relying heavily on memorisation or isolated grammar instruction.
Consequently, communicative participation and learner interaction form important

components of Cambridge Young Learner classrooms.

Within Cambridge Pre-Al Starters classrooms specifically, young learners are typically
introduced to basic vocabulary and simple communicative structures through songs,
games, visuals and collaborative classroom activities. At this level, learners are not
expected to produce highly complex language independently but are encouraged to
participate verbally through repetition, short responses, guided interaction and classroom
communication. Digital learning tools may therefore appear particularly attractive within
these contexts because they provide visual support, interactive activities and
opportunities for game-based participation among children. However, communicative
interaction remains central because language development at this stage depends heavily

on learner participation, classroom talk and guided support from teachers and classmates.

Within Vietnam, English language education has expanded rapidly over recent decades
due to increasing social, educational and economic interest in English proficiency
(Nguyen and Nguyen, 2020; Dang and Robertson, 2020). Private language centres have

become especially important in providing communicative English education for children

13



outside mainstream public schooling contexts. At the same time, digital technologies
have become increasingly common within Vietnamese ESL classrooms, particularly
within urban educational environments where teachers frequently integrate videos,
interactive games and online learning tools into lessons. Nguyen and Nguyen (2020)
argue that digital technologies offer important opportunities for improving learner
engagement and access to interactive educational resources within Vietnamese English
teaching contexts. Young learners in particular are often highly motivated by visually
interactive classroom activities and digital games integrated into language learning.

Despite these opportunities, challenges surrounding digital pedagogy and meaningful
classroom interaction remain visible within Vietnamese educational contexts. Dang and
Robertson (2020) found that Vietnamese teachers generally viewed digital technologies
positively but also recognised limitations related to classroom management, learner
distraction and the difficulty of maintaining meaningful interaction during technology-
supported lessons. Such concerns are especially relevant within young learner classrooms
where children may remain visually focused on digital content without necessarily
engaging verbally or communicatively during activities. Consequently, the effectiveness
of digital learning may depend significantly on how teachers structure interaction,

support participation and create communicative opportunities around technological tools.

The present study is situated within this broader educational context involving both
Cambridge Young Learner pedagogy and expanding digital learning practices within
Vietnam. By examining classroom interaction within a Cambridge Pre-Al Starters
classroom using digitally supported activities, the study aims to contribute more detailed
classroom-based insights into how participation and communication develop among
young Vietnamese ESL learners during digitally mediated learning activities. The study
therefore connects broader discussions surrounding communicative language teaching,

sociocultural interaction and digital pedagogy within early ESL education.

2.5 Sustainability, Participation and Digital Learning

Within this study, sustainability is understood as more than environmental responsibility;
it also concerns educational practices that support continued participation, inclusion and
meaningful learning over time. In young learner ESL classrooms, this means creating

conditions where learners can participate actively, communicate with others and

14



gradually build confidence. Digital tools may attract attention, but their longer-term
educational value depends on whether they support interaction, collaboration and
communicative participation rather than passive screen-based activity (Redecker and
Punie, 2017; Selwyn, 2022).

Digital learning can therefore contribute to educational sustainability when it is
pedagogically designed to support engagement, access and participation rather than
passive screen-based activity. Redecker and Punie (2017) emphasise that digital
competence includes using technology to support learner engagement and collaboration,
while Selwyn (2022) argues that educational technology should be understood critically
rather than treated as automatically beneficial. This perspective connects directly with the
present study because the focus is not on digital tools as isolated resources but on how
they are socially mediated through teacher guidance, classroom interaction and peer
collaboration. By examining how learners participated during digital activities, the study
considers how digital pedagogy may support more inclusive, communicative and

sustainable learning practices in young learner ESL education.

2.6 Chapter Summary

This chapter reviewed literature on sociocultural theory, digital pedagogy, participation
and young learner ESL education. It showed that participation is socially mediated
through teacher guidance, peer interaction and shared classroom activity, rather than
produced by digital tools alone (Vygotsky, 1978; Lantolf, 2000). It also established a
debate between optimistic views of technology as a resource for engagement and critical
views that emphasise pedagogical mediation and classroom interaction (Chapelle, 2001,
Hockly, 2018; Selwyn, 2022). This foundation supports the study’s analysis of whether
digital activities produced only attention and excitement or more meaningful

communicative participation.

3. Method

This chapter explains the methodological approach used to investigate learner
participation and interaction during digitally supported activities within a Cambridge Pre-
Al Starters ESL classroom in Vietnam. Since the study focused on naturally occurring
classroom behaviour, communicative participation and social interaction during digital

learning activities, a qualitative research methodology was considered most appropriate.
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Qualitative educational research is suitable for examining classroom processes, meanings
and interaction patterns within real learning environments rather than reducing them only
to measurable outcomes (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). The study therefore
aimed not simply to measure participation numerically but to understand how learners
interacted, communicated and responded socially during digitally mediated classroom

activities over time.

The chapter outlines the interpretivist research paradigm and qualitative case study
design adopted throughout the study. It additionally describes the classroom context,
participants, digital learning activities and data collection procedures used during the
observation period. Finally, the chapter explains the thematic analysis process together
with the strategies employed to strengthen trustworthiness and maintain ethical research
practice throughout the study.

3.1 Research Paradigm

The study was guided by an interpretivist qualitative research paradigm. Interpretivist
research focuses on understanding how individuals construct meaning through social
interaction and experience within natural contexts rather than treating behaviour as
isolated measurable data (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Within educational
research, interpretivist approaches are particularly useful when exploring classroom
interaction, participation and communicative behaviour because they allow researchers to
examine how learning develops socially within authentic educational environments. This
also reflects the principles of naturalistic inquiry, where social behaviour is studied
within the ordinary context in which it occurs rather than removed from its setting
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Since the present study focused on communicative
participation during digitally supported activities among young learners, a qualitative
interpretivist approach was considered appropriate for understanding the classroom

interaction patterns emerging during lessons.

The study was additionally informed by sociocultural theory, particularly the work of
Vygotsky (1978) and later sociocultural perspectives developed by Lantolf (2000). From
this perspective, learning develops through communication, interaction and socially
mediated participation rather than through passive exposure to information alone.

Consequently, learner participation within this study was understood not simply as the
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number of verbal responses produced by students but as a socially situated process
shaped by teacher guidance, collaborative interaction and classroom communication. The
interpretivist paradigm therefore aligned closely with the study’s aim of examining how
participation and interaction developed during digitally mediated classroom activities

within a natural ESL learning environment.
3.2 Research Design

This study employed a small-scale qualitative case study design conducted within a
natural classroom environment. Case study research allows detailed exploration of a
specific educational context over a defined period of time while maintaining attention to
the complexity of naturally occurring classroom interaction. According to Cohen,
Manion and Morrison (2018), qualitative case studies are particularly useful for
investigating educational processes, behaviours and interaction patterns within real
learning environments. The present study therefore focused on one Cambridge Pre-Al
Starters classroom in order to examine participation and interaction during digitally
supported ESL activities in depth rather than attempting broad generalisation across

multiple educational settings.

The study was conducted across four weeks of regularly scheduled classroom lessons
during May 2026. Eight classroom lessons were observed involving young learners aged
seven years old participating in digitally mediated vocabulary and communicative
activities. The lessons integrated a range of digital learning tools including interactive
videos, Canva presentations, Wordwall activities and Baamboozle collaborative games.
Rather than controlling classroom conditions experimentally, the study aimed to observe
how participation developed naturally during ordinary teaching practice within the
classroom setting. This design was appropriate because the study was concerned with
classroom interaction, teacher mediation and learner participation as they occurred in

practice.

The qualitative case study design additionally allowed close attention to classroom
atmosphere, communicative interaction and participation changes occurring across the
observation period. Since the study explored social participation and classroom
communication rather than measurable language achievement outcomes, qualitative

observation methods were considered most appropriate for capturing the complexity of
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learner interaction within digitally supported classroom activities. This design also
supported the sociocultural orientation of the study because it allowed participation to be

examined as a social process shaped by guidance, interaction and classroom context.
3.3 Research Context and Participants

The research was conducted within a private English language centre in Vietnam offering
Cambridge Young Learner English courses for children. The observed classroom
consisted of fourteen learners aged approximately seven years old studying at Cambridge
Pre-Al Starters level using the Guess What! 2 coursebook series. The learners attended
English lessons twice weekly on Mondays and Wednesdays from 6:00 PM to 7:30 PM.
The classroom environment reflected a typical young learner ESL setting where students
regularly participated in vocabulary games, songs, communicative activities and digitally

supported classroom tasks designed for early English learning development.

The classroom lessons focused primarily on vocabulary and simple communicative
structures related to topics such as pets, clothes, rooms and meals. Throughout the
observation period, learners participated in a variety of interactive digital activities
integrated into the lessons, particularly during a focused thirty to forty-five minute digital
activity section within each class. English functioned as the primary classroom language
during activities, although occasional Vietnamese support was provided when necessary
to maintain understanding and classroom flow among the learners. This context was
relevant to the study because Cambridge Young Learner classrooms place emphasis on
visual support, short responses, games and communicative participation (Cambridge
Assessment English, 2018).

The researcher simultaneously held the role of classroom teacher throughout the study,
allowing direct access to naturally occurring participation and interaction patterns during
lessons. The learners demonstrated varying levels of confidence, participation and
classroom engagement across the observation period. Some students consistently
volunteered answers confidently while others participated more cautiously and appeared
increasingly communicative during collaborative activities and interactive classroom
games. This variation in participation was important for the study because it allowed
learner engagement to be examined as something shaped by classroom interaction,

teacher guidance and activity design rather than as a fixed learner characteristic.
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Table 1: Research Context and Participants

Category Information
Location Private English Language Centre in Vietnam
Course Cambridge Pre-Al Starters
Textbook Guess What! 2
Learner Age Approximately 7 years old
Number of Learners 14
Lesson Schedule Mondays and Wednesdays
Lesson Time 6:00 PM — 7:30 PM
Observation Period May 2026
Recorded Lessons 18 May, 20 May, 25 May 2026

3.4 Digital Learning Activities and Classroom Tools

The lessons integrated digital activities to support vocabulary learning, communicative
participation and learner interaction. These activities usually occurred during a focused
thirty to forty-five minute section of each ninety-minute lesson and were selected
according to learners’ age, level and familiarity with classroom routines. The aim was to
combine visual digital input with guided questioning, collaboration and communicative

response.

Song videos introduced or reviewed vocabulary related to topics such as pets, rooms and
meals. Instead of using them only for viewing, the teacher paused videos to ask short
recognition questions connected to the target vocabulary. Canva presentations supported
guessing games, “What’s Missing?” activities and question-answer tasks using visual

prompts and structured classroom routines.

Wordwall and Baamboozle were used for matching games, spinning wheel tasks and
team-based vocabulary review. These tools encouraged learners to respond quickly,
discuss possible answers and support classmates during digital activities. Overall, the
tools were used not only for vocabulary review but also to encourage participation,

interaction and collaborative communication.
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Table 2: Digital Tools Used During the Study

Digital Tool Main Purpose

Canva Presentations|\Vocabulary review, guessing games, communicative activities

Song Videos Vocabulary introduction and listening support
Wordwall Matching activities and collaborative review games
Baamboozle Team-based communicative review activities

3.5 Data Collection Methods

Data collection was conducted across eight classroom observations completed during
May 2026 within the learners’ regularly scheduled English lessons. The study focused on
examining participation and interaction during digitally supported classroom activities
integrated naturally into the observed lessons. Classroom observation was selected as the
primary method because it allows researchers to examine behaviour, interaction and
participation within authentic educational settings (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
This approach also reflected the principles of naturalistic inquiry, where social behaviour
is studied within the ordinary context in which it occurs rather than removed from its
environment (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Observation schedules were prepared for each
lesson in order to record participation levels, classroom interaction, peer communication

and learner responses during digitally mediated activities.

The observation sheets were designed by the researcher and structured around
participation patterns, teacher-guided questioning, peer interaction and learner
engagement. These categories were informed by sociocultural theory, classroom
discourse research and engagement theory (Vygotsky, 1978; Lantolf, 2000; Fredricks,
Blumenfeld and Paris, 2004; Walsh, 2011). The purpose was not simply to count
responses, but to capture how learners participated verbally, socially and emotionally

during digital activities.

Field notes were used throughout the observation period in order to capture detailed
descriptions of classroom interaction and participation patterns during lessons. The field
notes were written during and immediately after classroom observations and included

descriptions related to learner engagement, communicative responses, classroom
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atmosphere and interaction during digital activities. Particular attention was given to
moments where participation appeared to increase or decrease depending on the structure
of activities, teacher-guided questioning or collaborative interaction. The field notes
therefore supported richer reflection on classroom participation patterns that were not

always fully visible through observation tables alone.

Three digitally supported lesson sections were selectively audio-video recorded on 18
May, 20 May and 25 May 2026 to support observation accuracy. The recordings were
not fully transcribed, but were reviewed selectively to identify participation patterns,
communicative moments and examples of peer collaboration. They also helped the

researcher verify and expand field notes during analysis.

Observer triangulation was also used to support credibility. Two external observers, Tra
and Giang, completed independent observation sheets during selected lessons and
focused on learner participation, classroom interaction and responses to digital activities.
Tra had an English literature background from Yersin University in Da Lat, a TESOL
certificate and experience as a teaching assistant and English teacher for teenage learners.
Giang held a Bachelor’s degree in English from Dong Thap University and had teaching
experience in several language centres, including Cambridge English and International
Baccalaureate English contexts. Their notes provided perspectives outside the teacher-
researcher role and helped identify learner responses, peer support and participation
patterns that could be compared with field notes and recordings.

Table 3: Data Collection Methods

Data Source Purpose

Classroom Observations||Observe participation and interaction patterns

Field Notes Record classroom behaviour and reflections

Lesson Recordings || Verify participation and interaction moments

Observer Comments Support triangulation and credibility

3.6 Data Analysis

The collected data were analysed thematically to identify recurring participation patterns

across observations, field notes, recordings and observer comments. After each lesson,
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the researcher reviewed the data to note moments where participation increased,
decreased or changed according to activity type and teacher mediation (Cohen, Manion
and Morrison, 2018). Initial codes included teacher-guided questioning, learner
volunteering, peer support, collaborative guessing, whole-class repetition and reduced
participation during passive viewing. These codes were compared across data sources
and grouped into final themes: teacher-guided questioning, interactive digital
participation, collaborative peer interaction and participation development across the
observation period. Observer comments and recordings were used to verify patterns and

reduce reliance on isolated impressions.
3.7 Trustworthiness

Several strategies were employed throughout the study to strengthen the trustworthiness
and credibility of the research findings. Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that qualitative
research should demonstrate credibility, dependability and confirmability through careful
research design and transparent data handling. In this study, credibility was supported
through data triangulation involving classroom observations, field notes, selective
recordings and external observer comments. The use of multiple forms of data collection
allowed recurring participation patterns to be compared across different sources rather
than relying on one single perspective.

Observer triangulation was particularly valuable because Tra and Giang provided
additional perspectives on classroom participation that were separate from the teacher-
researcher’s immediate interpretation. Their comments helped confirm several recurring
patterns, including stronger participation during interactive games, increased peer support
during collaborative tasks and varied responses among quieter and more confident
learners. At the same time, their role was not to produce a separate assessment of learner
achievement, but to support the credibility of the classroom observations by identifying
participation details that could be compared with field notes and recordings. Repeated
observations across eight lessons also strengthened trustworthiness because participation
patterns could be examined over time rather than through isolated classroom moments.
This helped reduce the possibility that the findings reflected only one lesson, one activity

or one temporary classroom condition.

Selective recordings further strengthened observation accuracy by allowing the
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researcher to revisit important classroom interaction moments during the analysis
process. The recordings were compared with field notes and observer comments in order
to verify recurring participation patterns and interaction themes. Reflexivity was also
important because the researcher held the dual role of classroom teacher and researcher.
This position provided close knowledge of the learners, classroom routines and digital
activities, but it may also have influenced both learner behaviour and the researcher’s
interpretation of participation. For example, some learners may have participated more
readily because they already knew the researcher as their teacher, while the researcher
may have been more likely to notice successful moments in activities that he had
designed and taught. To reduce this risk, the analysis did not rely only on immediate
teacher impressions, but also used structured observation sheets, field notes, selective
recordings and external observer comments. These strategies supported a more balanced
interpretation of the data and strengthened the credibility of the findings in line with

qualitative trustworthiness principles (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).

3.8 Ethical Considerations

Several ethical considerations were followed throughout the study due to the involvement
of young learners and classroom recordings within an educational setting. Prior to the
recorded observations, parental consent forms were distributed in order to inform parents
about the purpose of the study, the use of recordings and the voluntary nature of
participation. Parents were informed that the recordings would be used exclusively for
academic research purposes related to the thesis and would not be shared publicly or
uploaded online. Learners’ identities remained confidential throughout the study and no
real student names were included within the thesis, observation sheets or field notes. The
research therefore focused on participation and interaction patterns rather than evaluating

individual learner performance.

The study additionally followed ethical principles related to respect, confidentiality and
child protection throughout the observation process. The Swedish Research Council
(2024) emphasises the importance of informed consent, responsible data handling and
protection of participants in research practice. Since the participants were children,
particular care was taken to maintain a familiar, supportive and non-disruptive classroom
atmosphere during observations. The study was also guided by child protection

considerations relevant to the Vietnamese educational context (Ministry of Education and
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Training Vietnam, n.d.). All collected recordings, field notes and observation documents
were stored securely and used only for educational research purposes throughout the

study.

The researcher’s dual role as both teacher and researcher also required ethical reflection.
Because the learners already knew the researcher as their teacher, the study was designed
to minimise disruption to ordinary classroom routines and avoid creating pressure on
learners to perform differently. Participation in classroom activities remained part of
normal lesson practice, while the research focused on observing interaction patterns
rather than judging individual learners. This was important in order to protect the
learners’ wellbeing and maintain an educational environment based on trust, familiarity

and respect.
3.9 Use of Generative Artificial Intelligence (GenAl)

Generative Artificial Intelligence (GenAl) tools were used during the preparation of this
thesis to support language refinement, proofreading, organisation and clarity of
expression. Al-assisted tools were not used to collect data, generate findings or replace
the researcher’s interpretation of classroom observations. All research decisions, data
interpretation, thematic analysis and final academic arguments remained the

responsibility of the researcher.

The use of GenAl was approached critically and transparently. Al-generated suggestions
were reviewed, edited and evaluated before being included in the thesis. The researcher
remained responsible for ensuring that the final text accurately represented the study, the
data and the cited literature. This declaration is included to acknowledge the use of Al-
assisted language support while maintaining the originality and academic responsibility

of the research.

4. Results

This chapter presents the main findings that emerged from the classroom observations,
field notes, selective recordings and observer comments collected throughout the study.
The findings are organised thematically rather than chronologically in order to show
recurring patterns of learner participation and interaction during digitally supported

classroom activities. Across the observation period, four main themes became visible:
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teacher-guided questioning, interactive digital activities, peer interaction and familiarity
with classroom routines. These themes are summarised in Table 4 and are discussed in

the following sections.

Table 4: Main Themes Identified During Analysis

Theme Focus
Teacher-Guided Participation increased when the teacher paused digital content
Questioning and asked guided questions

Interactive Digital | Games and visual tasks generated higher visible engagement and

Activities more verbal responses

) Collaborative tasks encouraged learners to support classmates
Peer Interaction
and respond together

Familiarity and Participation became more spontaneous as learners became

Confidence familiar with digital routines

4.1 Teacher-Guided Questioning and Learner Participation

One of the clearest patterns across the observation period was that learner participation
increased when digital content was interrupted by teacher-guided questioning. During
several video-based and presentation-based activities, learners appeared visually attentive
while watching the screen, but verbal participation remained more limited during
uninterrupted viewing moments. Participation became more visible when the teacher
paused the activity and asked short vocabulary-based questions such as “What animal is
this?”, “Where is the lamp?” or “Do you like noodles?”. These moments were frequently
followed by raised hands, short verbal responses and more active participation from the

class.

This pattern appeared across different lesson topics, including pets, clothes, rooms and
meals. During the pets lessons, learners became more verbally responsive when the
teacher paused the song video and asked recognition questions connected to the target
vocabulary. During the rooms lessons, several learners responded more confidently when
visual prompts were combined with questions about objects such as lamps, sofas and

mirrors. Field notes also recorded that some quieter learners were more willing to
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respond when the questions were short, visually supported and directly connected to the
digital material on the screen. One example from the rooms lesson showed this pattern
clearly. During a digital visual activity, most learners first looked at the image on the
screen but did not all respond verbally. When the teacher paused and asked “Where is the
sofa?”, several learners looked back at the image, pointed towards the object and gave
short spoken responses. This moment showed how the digital image alone supported
attention, while the teacher’s question created a clearer opportunity for communicative
participation. The example also showed that for Pre-Al learners, participation did not
always appear as full sentences, but often as short answers, pointing, repetition and

supported responses connected to the visual material.

The data also showed that teacher-guided questioning helped maintain interaction during
digital activities that might otherwise have remained mostly screen-based. When the
teacher allowed digital content to continue without interruption, learners often remained
attentive but contributed fewer spoken responses. When the teacher added guided
questions, repetition prompts or short recognition tasks, learners participated more
actively and used more target vocabulary. This pattern was visible across multiple

observations and became one of the main findings of the study.
4.2 Interactive Digital Activities and Classroom Engagement

Interactive digital activities generated higher levels of visible classroom engagement than
uninterrupted viewing activities. Canva presentations, Wordwall review games and
Baamboozle collaborative tasks produced frequent learner responses, raised hands and
visible excitement during the observed lessons. Activities such as “What’s Missing?”,
vocabulary guessing games, matching tasks and spinning wheel review games regularly
encouraged learners to volunteer answers and respond to visual prompts. These activities
appeared to create more opportunities for learners to participate verbally compared with

longer viewing sections.

Wordwall and Baamboozle activities were especially visible in the data as moments of
high classroom energy. During matching games and spinning wheel activities, many
learners responded quickly, reacted to classmates’ answers and showed excitement when
their turn or team was involved. Baamboozle activities also created repeated moments

where learners discussed possible answers with teammates before responding. However,
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the data also showed that visible excitement was not always the same as communicative
participation, because some learners reacted enthusiastically while still producing only

short or repeated language.

A more detailed example from the observations illustrates how the design of the digital
activity shaped the quality of learner engagement. During one Canva presentation, two
learners were talking to each other while the teacher was presenting the visual material,
and their attention appeared only partly connected to the task. However, when the
activity changed to a Wordwall game format, the same learners became more focused on
the screen, watched the turns more closely and appeared more competitive in trying to
give the correct answer. This moment was important because it showed that the digital
tool did not simply increase or decrease engagement by itself; rather, the structure of the
activity changed what learners were invited to do. In the Canva presentation,
participation was more dependent on teacher direction, while the Wordwall activity
created a clearer turn-taking and challenge-based structure. The example also shows that
excitement and competition need to be interpreted carefully, because they may increase
attention without automatically producing meaningful communication. In this case, the
engagement became more meaningful when the competitive format led learners to listen,

respond, check answers and participate in the vocabulary task.

The observations showed some differences between activity types. Song videos and
longer viewing sections often supported attention and vocabulary exposure, but verbal
participation was usually stronger when these activities were paused or followed by
guestions, games or recognition tasks. Interactive tasks appeared to involve a wider range
of learners because students could respond through short answers, pointing, repetition or
team-based participation. Several field notes recorded that quieter learners became more
active during guessing games and collaborative review activities than during teacher-led

repetition alone.
4.3 Peer Interaction During Collaborative Activities

Peer interaction became increasingly visible during collaborative digital activities.
Across several lessons, learners supported classmates during guessing games, team
activities and vocabulary review tasks. During Canva activities, Wordwall matching

games and Baamboozle review tasks, students often repeated answers together, pointed
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towards visual clues and helped classmates identify possible responses. These moments
showed that participation was not limited to individual answers directed only at the

teacher.

The strongest examples of peer interaction appeared during activities where learners were
encouraged to work together rather than respond individually. During Baamboozle
games, learners frequently discussed answers with teammates before giving a final
response. In one Baamboozle activity, a few learners discussed the answer quietly before
one student gave the response aloud while classmates repeated the word together. During
Wordwall activities, some students helped classmates match vocabulary words to
pictures or reacted positively when classmates answered correctly. Similar patterns were
recorded during Canva guessing tasks where learners sometimes repeated the target word
together before one student gave the answer aloud.

One observed Baamboozle activity also showed how peer interaction could support
participation before a final answer was spoken aloud. In this activity, some learners did
not immediately respond individually to the teacher, but first looked at the visual prompt,
spoke quietly with teammates and pointed towards possible answers. After this brief peer
checking, one learner gave the answer aloud, while other members of the group repeated
or confirmed the word together. This example is important because it shows that
participation was not always visible as immediate individual speech. Some participation
happened in quieter forms, such as whispering, pointing, checking with peers and waiting
for group confirmation before answering. For Pre-Al learners, these small forms of peer-
supported communication still mattered because they helped learners participate within
their limited language level. The example therefore suggests that meaningful
participation in a young learner classroom can include shared, supported and partly non-

verbal interaction, not only full spoken answers directed to the teacher.

Observer comments also recorded that collaborative activities supported participation
among some learners who were quieter during teacher-directed activities. In several
observations, students who participated minimally during video viewing or whole-class
repetition became more active during team games and peer-supported digital tasks. The
data showed that collaborative activities created more visible opportunities for shared

participation, although participation still varied between learners. Some students
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remained more confident and vocal, while others participated mainly through repetition,

pointing or support from peers.
4.4 Familiarity, Confidence and Participation Development

A final recurring pattern was that learner participation appeared to become more
confident and spontaneous across the observation period. During earlier lessons,
participation was often more dependent on teacher prompting and whole-class repetition.
Some learners waited for the teacher to ask direct questions before responding, while
others participated mainly by repeating vocabulary together with the group. As the digital
routines became more familiar, learners began to respond more quickly during games and

appeared more comfortable volunteering answers.

This development was especially visible during repeated activity formats such as
“What’s Missing?”, matching games, spinning wheel activities and team-based review
tasks. Because learners had already experienced similar activity structures in previous
lessons, they appeared to understand what was expected and responded with less
hesitation. Field notes from later lessons described learners volunteering answers more
confidently, reacting more quickly to visual prompts and supporting classmates during
collaborative tasks. Some quieter learners also began to participate more visibly during
familiar game-based activities. In a later Wordwall activity, a learner who had previously
relied mainly on group repetition volunteered an answer independently during a familiar

matching task.

A further classroom moment showed how familiar visual content could support both
emotional regulation and participation. During one lesson connected to rooms and
houses, one learner became visibly upset and asked for his mother. When the class
moved into the house-related visual activity, the learner responded to the image by
saying that it was like his house, or by connecting the picture to his own home
experience. This moment appeared to help him settle back into the classroom activity
because the visual material created a familiar and personally meaningful connection. The
example is important because it shows that digital visuals did not only function as
vocabulary prompts; they could also create emotional familiarity and help a young
learner re-enter participation after distress. However, this should be interpreted carefully,
because the study did not measure emotions or confidence directly. Instead, the
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observation suggests that familiar digital content may support participation by making
the classroom activity feel more recognisable, safe and connected to the learner’s own

experience.

The data did not show equal participation from all learners at all times. Some students
continued to participate more actively than others, and some activities produced stronger
verbal responses than others. However, across the observation period, the classroom
atmosphere appeared increasingly communicative during interactive digital activities.
Overall, the findings showed that repeated exposure to guided digital routines,
collaborative tasks and familiar classroom structures was associated with more visible

participation and greater learner confidence during the observed lessons.
4.5 Chapter Summary

This chapter presented the main findings from the classroom observations, field notes,
selective recordings and observer comments. The findings showed that learner
participation was strongest when digital activities were combined with teacher-guided
questioning, interactive tasks and collaborative classroom routines. The data also showed
that learners were often visually attentive during digital viewing activities, but verbal
participation increased when the teacher created opportunities for response and

interaction.

The findings further showed that peer interaction became more visible during
collaborative digital activities and that learner confidence appeared to develop across the
observation period. Participation remained varied across learners and activities, but
recurring patterns suggested that interactive and socially supported digital routines
created more opportunities for communicative participation. These findings are discussed
in the next chapter in relation to sociocultural theory, digital pedagogy, engagement and

educational sustainability.

5. Discussion

This chapter discusses the findings presented in the previous chapter in relation to the
theoretical framework and literature reviewed earlier in the study. The discussion
interprets what the findings mean for understanding learner participation during digitally

supported activities in a young learner ESL classroom. The chapter focuses particularly
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on teacher mediation, interactive digital pedagogy, peer interaction, classroom routines
and educational sustainability. These areas are discussed in relation to the research
questions and connected to sociocultural theory, digital pedagogy and classroom
participation literature.

The findings showed that learner participation was not shaped by digital tools alone.
Instead, participation appeared to depend strongly on how digital activities were
mediated through teacher-guided questioning, collaborative tasks and classroom
interaction. This supports the central argument of the study that digital learning should be
understood as a socially mediated classroom process rather than simply as the use of
technological resources. The discussion therefore considers how digital activities became
more communicative when they were connected to interaction, guidance and peer-

supported participation.

The main contribution of this study is that it shows how meaningful participation was
constructed moment by moment during digitally supported ESL activities. The findings
do not only confirm that teacher mediation matters; they show how mediation operated
through specific classroom actions such as pausing digital content, asking short visual
questions, inviting repetition, organising peer-supported tasks and returning to familiar
activity routines. This is important because learners did not participate in one single way.
Some learners participated through short spoken answers, while others participated
through pointing, group repetition, peer checking, visual attention or delayed
volunteering. The study therefore adds a more detailed understanding of participation as

a gradual and socially supported process in a young learner Pre-Al classroom.
5.1 Teacher Mediation and Sociocultural Learning

One of the clearest findings was that teacher-guided questioning increased
communicative participation more effectively than passive digital viewing alone. Across
several observations, learners often remained visually attentive during videos and digital
presentations, but verbal interaction increased when the teacher paused the content and
introduced short guided questions. This finding responds directly to the second research
question, which asked how teacher-guided questioning influenced communicative
participation during digital activities. The results suggest that guided questioning
functioned as a bridge between visual attention and verbal participation because it
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created immediate opportunities for learners to respond, repeat vocabulary and interact

with the teacher.

This finding aligns closely with sociocultural theory, which understands learning as a
socially mediated process shaped through interaction, guidance and participation in
shared activity (Vygotsky, 1978; Lantolf, 2000). From this perspective, learners do not
develop language only by receiving input but by participating in communicative
exchanges with teachers and peers. In the observed classroom, digital materials became
more educationally meaningful when the teacher used questions, prompts and follow-up
interaction to draw learners into communication. This suggests that teacher mediation
was central to transforming digital content from something learners watched into

something they could respond to socially and verbally.

The findings also connect with Walsh’s (2011) work on classroom discourse, which
emphasises that teacher talk, questioning and interaction patterns shape learners’
opportunities to participate. In this study, short guided questions linked directly to visual
materials appeared particularly useful for young learners because they reduced
communicative pressure while still encouraging verbal response. This was important for
quieter learners who appeared more willing to participate when questions were simple,
visually supported and connected to familiar vocabulary. The finding therefore suggests
that teacher mediation during digital activities should not be understood as teacher

control alone but as a way of opening communicative space for learner participation.

The findings also reflect Selwyn’s critical perspective on educational technology. Selwyn
(2018, 2022) argues that technology should not be treated as automatically
transformative because its educational value depends on the social and pedagogical
conditions in which it is used. The present study showed a similar pattern. Digital tools
attracted attention, but meaningful participation was strongest when the teacher actively
structured communication around them. This means that in young learner ESL
classrooms, the question is not simply whether digital tools are used, but how teachers

organise interaction, questioning and participation around those tools.
5.2 Interactive Digital Pedagogy and Learner Engagement

Another important finding was that interactive digital activities generated stronger visible
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engagement and more spontaneous participation than uninterrupted viewing activities.
Canva presentations, Wordwall review games and Baamboozle tasks produced frequent
learner responses, raised hands, excitement and peer-supported participation. This
finding responds to the first and third research questions because it shows both how
learners participated during digital activities and how collaborative digital tasks
influenced engagement and interaction. The strongest participation appeared during
activities that required learners to respond, guess, match, choose or collaborate rather
than simply watch digital content.

This finding also shows why it was necessary to distinguish between attention,
excitement, engagement and meaningful participation. In the observed classroom,
learners sometimes showed attention by watching the screen and following the visual
material, while excitement was visible through faster reactions, competitiveness and
enthusiasm during games. These responses mattered because they showed that digital
activities could attract learners and create energy in the classroom. However, they did not
always become meaningful participation unless learners were also invited to respond,
repeat vocabulary, check answers with peers, point to visual clues or take part in a shared
classroom task. This supports Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris’s (2004) view that
engagement includes different behavioural, emotional and cognitive dimensions, but it
also shows that engagement alone is not enough in a young learner ESL classroom. In
this study, participation became more meaningful when digital activity design, teacher
questioning and peer interaction turned learners from viewers or excited observers into

communicative participants.

These findings connect with digital pedagogy literature arguing that technology-
supported language learning should be evaluated according to the quality of language use
and interaction it supports, rather than the presence of technology alone (Chapelle, 2001,
Farr and Murray, 2016; Hockly, 2018). In this study, digital tools were most valuable
when they encouraged learners to speak, repeat, respond, check answers with peers or
participate in a shared classroom routine. However, not all digital activities supported
participation equally. Uninterrupted videos often maintained visual attention but
produced fewer spoken responses, while paused videos, guided questions and interactive
games created clearer opportunities for communicative involvement. This supports the

argument that digital tools should be understood as part of wider pedagogical design
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involving teacher mediation, activity structure and learner response, rather than as

isolated resources (Koehler, Mishra and Cain, 2013; Selwyn, 2022).

These findings position the study within the wider debate about whether digital tools
themselves increase participation or whether participation depends on pedagogical
mediation. The observations partly support the more optimistic view because Wordwall,
Baamboozle and visual Canva activities often increased visible attention, excitement and
willingness to respond. However, the findings support the more critical and sociocultural
interpretation more strongly because the same digital tools did not produce the same
quality of participation in every activity. This suggests that the educational value of
digital tools was not located in the technology alone, but in the way the tools changed
learner roles from viewers into respondents, teammates and classroom participants.
Therefore, the position taken in this thesis is that digital tools can support participation,
but they do not create meaningful communicative participation by themselves; their value

depends on how they are socially and pedagogically organised in the classroom.
5.3 Peer Interaction and Collaborative Participation

Peer interaction became increasingly visible during collaborative digital games, pair
activities and team-based tasks. Learners repeated answers together, pointed towards
visual clues and checked possible responses during Wordwall, Baamboozle and Canva
guessing activities. In one Baamboozle task, learners first looked at the visual prompt and
checked possible answers with teammates before one learner answered aloud and others
repeated or confirmed the word. This finding responds to the third research question by
showing that collaborative digital tasks created more opportunities for shared

participation than activities based mainly on individual answers.

This finding reflects sociocultural perspectives that view learning as shaped through
social interaction and participation in shared activity (Vygotsky, 1978; Lantolf, 2000).
Peer interaction appeared to reduce participation pressure because learners could repeat
together, consult classmates and respond as a team. This was particularly important for
quieter learners, who became more active during peer-supported games than during some

teacher-directed moments.

The findings also connect with Mercer and Littleton’s (2007) work on collaborative
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dialogue and Hall’s (2011) view of language learning as participation in socially situated
communicative practices. During collaborative digital activities, learners were not only
reviewing vocabulary but also taking part in routines involving turn-taking, peer support,
repetition and shared response. Although the language was usually short and vocabulary-
based, these interactions still created meaningful participation within the learners’ age

and Pre-Al level (Cambridge Assessment English, 2018).

5.4 Familiarity, Confidence and Classroom Routines

The finding on familiarity and confidence suggests that participation developed not only
through individual learner ability, but also through repeated classroom routines and
socially supported activity structures. From a sociocultural perspective, learning is
shaped by the environments, tools and interactional routines in which learners regularly
participate (Vygotsky, 1978; Lantolf, 2000). In the observed classroom, repeated
activities such as “What’s Missing?”’, matching games and team-based review tasks
became familiar communicative spaces where learners gradually understood what was
expected. This indicates that repetition and consistency were not only classroom
management strategies, but also part of how learners became more willing to respond,

volunteer and interact.

This finding also connects with engagement theory because learners’ increased
confidence was visible through behavioural and emotional participation. Fredricks,
Blumenfeld and Paris (2004) argue that engagement includes active involvement and
emotional connection to learning activities. In this study, faster responses, more
volunteering and greater willingness to interact with classmates suggested that
participation became more comfortable over time. However, this development was not
equal for all learners, as some students remained more cautious depending on confidence,
activity type and classroom situation. This shows that participation should be understood

as gradual and varied rather than as a simple outcome of using digital tools.

The finding is significant because it suggests that digital pedagogy should consider time,
routine and familiarity rather than focusing only on novelty. Digital tools may attract
attention because they are visually engaging, but young learners may need repeated
opportunities to understand how to participate communicatively within those tools.

Digital activities were most useful when learners could return to familiar forms of
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participation and gradually build confidence through guided interaction and peer support.
5.5 Educational Sustainability and Digital Participation

The findings also have implications for educational sustainability, which is an important
dimension of the Learning, Digitalization and Sustainability programme. In this thesis,
sustainability is understood not only as environmental responsibility but also as the
development of educational practices that support continued participation, inclusion and
meaningful learning over time. From this perspective, the study suggests that sustainable
digital pedagogy depends on whether digital activities create repeated opportunities for
communication, confidence and classroom belonging. This is especially important in
young learner ESL education, where participation may vary according to confidence,

familiarity, emotional readiness and the level of support provided during classroom tasks.

This interpretation connects with Redecker and Punie’s (2017) view that digital
competence involves the meaningful use of technology to support engagement,
collaboration and learner participation. It also reflects Selwyn’s (2022) argument that
educational technology should be examined critically rather than treated as automatically
beneficial. In the present study, digital activities became more sustainable educational
practices when they supported interaction, confidence and peer participation across
repeated lessons. In contrast, passive viewing moments appeared less sustainable from a
pedagogical perspective because they produced attention without the same level of

communicative involvement.

The sustainability contribution of this study is therefore connected to classroom inclusion
and long-term learner engagement. When quieter learners were supported through guided
questions, familiar routines and peer collaboration, they had more opportunities to
participate in ways that suited their confidence and language level. This is important for
young learner ESL education because sustainable learning environments should not only
engage the most confident students but should also create repeated opportunities for
broader participation. The study therefore suggests that digital learning can support
educational sustainability when it strengthens communicative access, learner confidence

and inclusive participation over time.
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5.6 Limitations of the Study

Although the study provides useful classroom-based insights, several limitations should
be acknowledged. First, the research was conducted in one Cambridge Pre-Al Starters
classroom in a private English language centre in Vietnam. The findings are therefore
context-specific and cannot be generalised to all ESL classrooms, all young learner
settings or all Vietnamese educational contexts. This limitation is expected within a
small-scale qualitative case study, where the aim is depth of understanding rather than

broad statistical generalisation (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).

A second limitation concerns the researcher’s dual role as both teacher and researcher.
This role was valuable because it allowed close access to naturally occurring classroom
interaction and helped the researcher understand the learners’ usual routines, confidence
levels and participation styles. The existing teacher-learner relationship may also have
supported more natural participation because the learners were already familiar with the
teacher and classroom expectations, which may have reduced the hesitation that could
occur with an unfamiliar researcher or observer. However, the same position may also
have shaped the data because learners may have responded differently to a familiar
teacher, and the researcher may have interpreted classroom participation through his own
expectations as the lesson designer. This limitation was addressed through reflexive
awareness and triangulation rather than removed completely. Structured observation
sheets, field notes, selective recordings and external observer comments were used to
compare classroom patterns across different sources of data and reduce dependence on
the researcher’s immediate interpretation. Therefore, the findings should be understood
as reflexive interpretations of one classroom context rather than as fully neutral or
generalisable claims, which is consistent with the aims of small-scale qualitative case

study research (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018; Lincoln and Guba, 1985).

A further limitation concerns the short observation period and the focus on participation
rather than long-term language achievement. The study examined eight lessons across
four weeks and did not measure test scores, vocabulary retention or wider academic
development. Therefore, the findings show how participation and interaction appeared
during observed digital activities, but they do not claim to prove long-term learning
outcomes. Future studies could build on this research by examining whether repeated

digitally supported participation contributes to language development over a longer
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period.
5.7 Recommendations for Future Research

Future research could examine digitally supported participation across different
classroom contexts, age groups and language levels. Since this study focused on one
Cambridge Pre-Al Starters classroom, comparative studies in other schools or language
centres could show whether similar patterns appear elsewhere. Longer-term research
could also combine classroom observation with vocabulary assessment, learner
interviews or teacher reflection to examine how participation relates to language
development over time. Finally, future studies could explore how teachers adapt digital
activities for learners with different confidence levels, participation styles and language

abilities.
5.8 Chapter Summary

This chapter interpreted the findings in relation to sociocultural theory, digital pedagogy,
classroom participation and educational sustainability. The discussion showed that
teacher mediation played an important role in transforming digital content into
communicative classroom activity. It also showed that interactive digital tasks
encouraged stronger engagement when learners were invited to respond, collaborate and
participate socially. Peer interaction and familiar classroom routines appeared to support
confidence and broader participation, especially among quieter learners. The discussion
also positioned the findings within a wider debate between optimistic views of digital
tools as engagement-enhancing resources and more critical views that emphasise teacher

mediation, classroom interaction and pedagogical design.

The chapter also argued that the study contributes to educational sustainability by
showing how digital tools can support continued participation, inclusion and meaningful
classroom interaction when they are pedagogically designed and socially mediated. The
limitations of the study were also acknowledged, including its small-scale case study
design, teacher-researcher role and limited observation period. Finally, the chapter
suggested future research directions involving different contexts, longer observation
periods and further investigation of the relationship between digital participation and

language development.
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6. Conclusion

This study explored how learner participation and interaction developed during digitally
supported activities within a Cambridge Pre-Al Starters ESL classroom in Vietnam.
Guided by a sociocultural perspective, the research focused on how teacher mediation,
collaborative digital activities and peer interaction shaped communicative participation
among young learners during classroom lessons. Using a qualitative case study design,
the study examined classroom observations, field notes, selective recordings and
observer comments collected across eight lessons involving fourteen learners aged seven

years old.

The findings showed that teacher-guided questioning played an important role in
supporting communicative participation during digital activities. Across multiple
observations, learners often remained visually attentive during videos and presentations,
while verbal participation increased more noticeably when the teacher paused the digital
content and introduced guided questions. The study therefore suggests that digital tools
alone did not automatically generate meaningful participation; teacher mediation and
communicative classroom support were also necessary. In this way, teacher questioning
often functioned as a bridge between passive visual attention and active verbal

participation during digitally supported activities.

The findings also showed that interactive digital activities such as Canva presentations,
Wordwall games and Baamboozle collaborative tasks encouraged stronger engagement
and more spontaneous participation than uninterrupted viewing activities. Learners
responded enthusiastically during collaborative games, guessing activities and visually
interactive tasks where communication and peer interaction formed part of the classroom
activity structure. Collaborative participation became increasingly important throughout
the study because learners often supported classmates, repeated answers together and
communicated more naturally during team-based activities and peer-supported review

tasks.

Another important finding concerned the gradual development of learner confidence
across the observation period. As learners became more familiar with the classroom
routines and digitally supported activities, participation appeared progressively more

spontaneous and collaborative. Quieter learners who initially participated cautiously
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often became more communicative during later collaborative activities and interactive
classroom games. This suggests that repeated exposure to supportive and communicative
classroom routines may contribute positively to learner confidence and willingness to

participate verbally during ESL activities.

The study also contributes to the sustainability dimension of digital education by
showing that sustainable digital pedagogy depends on more than the use of technology
itself. In this study, digital activities supported more meaningful participation when they
were connected to teacher mediation, peer interaction, familiar routines and inclusive
classroom practices. From this perspective, sustainable digital learning involves creating
classroom conditions where learners can participate repeatedly, confidently and socially
over time. This is particularly important in young learner ESL education, where
participation, confidence and interaction are central to communicative language

development.

This thesis contributes to the field by showing that meaningful participation in digitally
supported young learner ESL classrooms is not created by digital tools alone or by
teacher mediation in a general sense. Instead, participation was shaped through the
interaction between digital activity design, teacher-guided questioning, peer support and
familiar classroom routines. The study therefore adds a more detailed classroom-based
account of how young learners moved from visual attention towards communicative
involvement during digital activities. This contribution is especially relevant for Pre-Al
classrooms, where meaningful participation may include short answers, repetition,
pointing, peer confirmation and other supported forms of communication rather than

extended independent speech.

Although the study focused on one classroom context and therefore cannot be broadly
generalised, it provides detailed classroom-based insights into how digitally supported
activities shaped participation and interaction among young ESL learners. Future
research could explore similar patterns across different age groups, educational contexts
and forms of collaborative language learning. Overall, the thesis shows that digital tools
become educationally valuable when they are socially mediated, communicatively

purposeful and connected to inclusive classroom participation.
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Appendice

Appendix A
Table 5 Observation Schedule
Date Lesson Topic Digital Tools Used
4 May 2026 ||Pets Canva Presentation, Interactive Song Video
6 May 2026 |[Pets Canva Presentation, Wordwall
11 May 2026|/Clothes Canva Presentation, Baamboozle
13 May 2026|/Clothes Canva Presentation, Wordwall

18 May 2026|Rooms in the House|[Canva Presentation, “My House” Song Video

20 May 2026|[Rooms in the House||Canva Presentation, Wordwall

25 May 2026||Food and Meals Canva Presentation, Interactive Song Video

27 May 2026||Food and Meals Canva Presentation, Wordwall
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Sample Observation Sheet
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Appendix C

Sample Field Notes

.......

FIELD NOTES

)\/\Or\O‘O\ 95 Mou 2026
T@P)C : M@O\\ O 20nS gorrots Cer?a‘ Sk, 3
PQO'\S) PO#O\«LOC)_& , r e jo«d&/)i.&(’ ,{@05_&, )

. ; e dun
‘é&& ve. heok i uvideo wos P ceh - b

{\ e \\ ACHV 1 & SeGoN - Mo s+ | earn e
+he OZO:\Q\ \‘\;\a—k&e/\—k-\\/t lDVo/k U"SM\_B FO(_LASQO) Z\:\t\d
\O.:e/—\—\ﬁpk o/\u O“ﬁ L*Y\\Y\—\—C'(rur).;_eo( v ewn

\YR

. wohieall

SCQL +L—e \/\\ok@ t%l\” (cally

i \{Q\CL\M o . Sucl« of; V\/\fo/sf- Q)c)oA S

S+ okfﬁ’rﬁ

\Ole_pl M—egﬂh\S
S % ) L ke vice)» Several

R 1
s poe:i hear kamokg evak ojeve s hory

H\f\meo*\o&e rous
ve ¥ ho\ responses usw\& +he torgetr lo‘"ﬂ“‘“ﬁf
L i |
e _k(—}“loy\ ol G‘\v \+\€g q_e I/QOX ‘o r\{reQSe

C/\oro‘\ E/\Q\SS Yoo TQ\WOJ)@\—H 3 es o\‘cx(gj okw”\’x —+he
gF "HE wovdls ! Souage’) po%o{oe)\
9]

ovﬁw
pro NUArGA N \oa’\O\Cj—\ ce
ok cerea
b L@PM
= o she s\ides 46 07‘:{)« Canvan
Corer, wher they 3 el exeired  toh ohe b

> o) 4,1\@ e
P’?;?\wa\?\ ;\\c;«}\/a 4 ovol S@vmm\/ S Lind h OGH\H
;\;\Men 9 bécqm k) we1ge,HC Utr\:f e Sueessiy

o«q/NSla)jD

P2 LM

mr o, howk fﬁ-\fﬂ +eu( WYQJM1Y+l Jw
\ver vi™leo OKC,-H\/ \/o U\Yﬁﬁer |“D[€{,GMWB

Jif\ Lhe (onvon “meced™ aciving gl onswered wi vk
U" 03 P/V\ : PCC{ if\*efoc*ioﬂ l')(’,QS(IY\f ore V'i§iLlf »\eff akuxr(;@ +L€




Appendix D

Parent Consent Form

Y PARENTAL CONSENT FORM

Thesis Title:
Rethinking Digital Learning in Early ESL Education: A Sociocultural Analysis of
Learner Participation and Interaction in Cambridge Young Learner Classrooms

Researcher:
Dimitrios Asimoglou

Purpose of the Study:

This research is part of a Master’s thesis exploring how young learners participate
and interact during digital English learning activities in the classroom.

What Will Happen:

During selected English lessons, classroom activities may be observed and
occasionally audio/video recorded for educational research purposes only. The

recordings will focus on classroom interaction and participation during digital
learning activities.

Confidentiality and Privacy:

All student information will remain confidential. Students’ real names will not
appear in the thesis or any academic presentation. The recordings and
observation notes will only be used for research purposes and will not be shared

publicly or on social media.

Voluntary Participation:

Participation in this study is voluntary. Parents may choose not to allow their child
to participate in the recorded lessons.

Consent Statement:

| have read and understood the information above. | give permission for my child

to participate in this educational research study and for classroom recordings to
be used for academic research purposes only.

14 o %
student’s name:  \awfn toang Linb Sun
J- N i
Parent/Guardian Name: Rl Tl _Phadng Du
J

Parent/Guardian Signature: ‘P{é'/#—
pate: 4/ 5 /9




Appendix E

Sample Digital Materials

What food can you see?

MEALS

Welcome to our yummy lesson!

SESSION 7 - MAY 25th
SESSION 8 - MAY 27th
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What are these?

These are lemons.




