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Abstract 
The advent of digital technologies has a great deal of potential to enhance education. As one such 
technology, the iPad has been adopted as a teaching tool at some institutions in order to provide 
interactive, student-centered learning environment. For this purpose, ESL teachers benefit from the 
iPad through a sheer number of educational apps and its functions as a digital learning tool. 

While introducing the iPad to an educational setting contributes to enhancing the learning 
environment, ESL teachers might also face some challenges incorporating this technology into their 
daily practice. Karsenti and Fievez (2013) state that when starting to use the iPad, most teachers 
experience issues when incorporating it into their current teaching methods. Similarly, Livingstone 
(2012) argues that when teachers simply introduce a new technology such as the iPad, they 
experience difficulties in creating an effective learning environment because they mainly focus on the 
technology itself rather than on how to use it. Furthermore, research shows that applying three 
knowledge areas, i.e., technical, pedagogical, and content, do not necessarily promote an effective 
classroom environment unless these areas are intertwined (Misha & Koehler, 2006). Thus, there is a 
need for teacher training for the achievement of successful integration of the iPad into classroom 
practice. 

Using the technological pedagogical content knowledge (TPCK) model as a theoretical framework for 
teacher professional development, the presenter will share and evaluate the results of a survey on the 
perceptions of teachers who use iPad and its educational apps in ESL classes at a Middle Eastern 
college. The survey seeks answers on a variety of areas, such as iPad training for teachers and the 
iPad’s place in teaching core language skills, i.e. listening, speaking, reading, writing. The presenter 
will then discuss the need for teacher training and how TPCK model might help meet this need. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Since its release in 2010, the iPad has received much attention from the field of education. At 
conferences on educational technologies, it is not uncommon to find a session in which a teacher 
demonstrates a classroom activity that involves this tablet or a booth where a company promotes an 
educational iPad application. Thanks to the amount of teacher interest and the sheer number of 
applications, many teachers find it increasingly easier to create a more student-centered, interactive, 
yet still effective learning environments. Their reasons for including the iPad in such learning 
environment range from improving their classroom management skills to incorporating educational 
games in their lessons. As a result, recent research has focused on how effectively teachers 
incorporate this device into their teaching (Gallagher et al., 2015; Livingstone, 2012; Zammit, 2016). 
More specifically, researchers ask questions such as: Do teachers have enough administrative 
support in creating lessons that involve the iPad (Dogan & Almus, 2014)? Does the iPad in fact help 
with classroom management (Livingston, 2012)? Is this device in fact used to teach/improve student 
skills such as reading, listening, writing, and if so, how (Sessions et al., 2016)? What is the role of 
teachers’ knowledge areas in integrating ICTs such as the iPad in the curriculum (Mishra & Koehler, 
2006)? Does teacher training provide efficient support for teachers? 

Thus, the discussion on iPads revolves around institutional support, classroom management, various 
uses of the iPad, teachers’ capabilities of integrating the iPad into the curriculum, and most 
importantly, teacher training (Sessions, et al., 2016; Zammit, 2016). In other words, how should the 
curriculum and teacher training address the relationship between the iPad, curriculum objectives, 
learning outcomes, and so on? Since its release seven years ago, how do teachers perceive the iPad 
as an educational tool? 

One view pertaining to this phenomenon is that the use does not go beyond being a technical tool 
similar to any other information and communication technologies (ICTs) because it is not integrated in 
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the curriculum and that teachers do not receive training or guidelines on how to align this tablet with 
learning outcomes (Livingstone, 2012). While there are countless apps and features teachers benefit 
from in their classes, it can be quite challenging to match these with curriculum objectives and observe 
the educational value of the iPad. This mainly results from the lack of a clear link between the 
curriculum and the iPad.  

A viable framework that will help close this gap and empower teachers with the necessary knowledge 
and skills to integrate the iPad in their teaching practices more efficiently is Mishra and Koehler’s 
Technological, Pedagogical, Content Knowledge (TPCK). In this framework, Mishra and Koehler 
(2006) explain that many teachers already possess pedagogical and content knowledge, a sphere that 
encompasses both knowledge areas. They further claim that technology unfortunately is still 
considered a separate knowledge area from the other two, and that this distinction results in the failure 
of properly integrating ICTs such as the iPad in teaching practices and the curriculum. 

Using this framework as a basis, this survey looks at the perceptions of teachers who use the iPad 
and its educational apps in ESL/EFL classes at a Middle Eastern college. The survey questions cover 
a variety of areas such as iPad training for teachers, the iPad’s role in teaching core language skills, 
i.e. listening, speaking, reading, writing, and its place in the curriculum. Discussing the survey results 
will help see whether and how the TPCK model can be applied to develop iPad training for teachers 
and ensure its place in the curriculum. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
This survey was conducted in an intensive English program of a four-year college in the United Arab 
Emirates. The program prepares low English proficiency students for the academic English that is 
required in their respective bachelor’s studies. It comprises of four proficiency based course levels, 
Level 1 being the lowest proficiency course and Level 4 being the highest. Participants of the survey 
(n=16) consisted of EFL teachers, all of whom teach courses in these levels and hold MA degrees in 
TESOL or related fields. These teachers use the iPad to teach academic writing, vocabulary, and 
grammar. As a program requirement, every student must have an iPad with specific apps such as 
Keynote and iMovie. In addition, as a part of a college initiative, the iPad constitutes the main 
educational tool in the program. Therefore, each of the teachers who took part in the survey had 
extensive experience teaching with iPads.  

The survey aimed to determine teachers’ perceptions of the iPad as the main course tool. It consisted 
of 20 items ranging from Likert scales to ranking questions. The items focused on areas such as 
classroom practices, skills taught, uses of the iPad both by teachers and students, and teacher 
training. Accordingly, the findings were evaluated based on these areas and grouped under (a) 
frequency of the use of iPad, (b) uses of the iPad (c) impacts on teaching and learning, (d) 
pedagogical aspects. Also, because some items measured more than one area, the corresponding 
answers to these items applied to the discussion of multiple areas. For example, the answer to the 
item “Because of the classroom management issues I have had, I avoid using the iPad in my classes” 
fell under the categories of both impacts and pedagogical aspects. 

3 FINDINGS 
This section presents the survey findings in the four aforementioned categories. The results were 
analyzed both qualitatively and quantitatively depending on the question content. 

3.1 Frequency of the use of the iPad 
The survey results showed that 69% of the teachers use the iPad to teach and/or present material a 
few times or more per week. Considering that each of these teachers has a teaching load of 22 to 24 
hours a week, this amount indicates they use the device in more than half of their teaching hours. 
Surprisingly, the teachers also reported that their students use the iPad a few times of more per week 
in the classroom (every lesson, 63%; every other lesson, 12%; a few times a week, 25%). Regarding 
the frequency of the use of iPad’s specific features such as predictive text and applications such as 
the embedded dictionary, the results indicated a different scenario. Fifty-six percent of the teachers 
reported that more than 50% of their students use the specific iPad features (predictive text, auto 
correction, and so on). When asked about the student use of the dictionary, only 25% of the teachers 
stated that more than 50% of their students use either the embedded dictionary or a downloaded one. 
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3.2 Uses of the iPad 
The survey included four items regarding the various uses of the iPad. item #3 asked the teachers to 
rank nine types of student uses of the iPad from 1 to 9, 1 being the highest and 9 the lowest. 
Interestingly, the results showed that 31% of the teachers ranked internet search as the most frequent 
use of the iPad by students. Unfortunately, 38% of the teachers gave reading a ranking of 9, which 
made it the lowest ranking use by students.  

When asked which skill they utilize the iPad most to teach, 63% of the teachers gave vocabulary the 
highest ranking out of six skills (reading, writing, listening, speaking, vocabulary, and grammar). On 
the other hand, 63% of the teachers gave writing a ranking of 9 as the skill with the lowest ranking. 
This clearly shows that teachers use the iPad the least when teaching writing. Similarly, when asked 
which skill their students use the iPad most to learn, the results were quite similar, vocabulary 
receiving the highest ranking and writing the lowest.  

One noteworthy finding was that reading did not receive a high ranking in terms of how frequently 
students use the iPad to study reading. Teachers ranked it 4th for student use and 3rd for teacher use. 
This contradicts with the notion that the iPad’s most common use is for reading purposes. On the 
other hand, the teachers also reported that when reading text on the iPad, their students benefit from 
the following features with varying frequency: annotating, highlighting/underlining the text, using the 
dictionary, zooming in/out, copying and pasting, taking screenshots. Among these, taking screenshots 
and using the embedded dictionary were ranked 1st and 2nd respectively.  

3.3 Impacts on teaching and learning practice 
The survey included a number of items each of which proposed a positive or negative impact of the 
iPad on the learning environment. Teachers were asked to rate each impact on the Likert scale based 
on their own experience as well as that of their students’. The results showed that teachers generally 
agree to the proposed items, both positive and negative, so there is a general agreement that the iPad 
has both positive and negative impacts on the learning environment. For example, 94% of the 
teachers agreed on the positive items that the iPad provides easy access to information, and 56% of 
them reported that it helps schema activation compared to 19% who reported it does not.  

Regarding the negative items, 50% of the teachers considered the iPad as a source of distraction, 
while only 19% of them stated it is not. Also, while 56% of the teachers reported that the iPad is not 
conducive to writing on the iPad, 19% responded it is. Similarly, 56% of the teachers reported that 
getting the students to read on the iPad is a challenge in their class while 19% of them stated that they 
do not see this as a challenge.  

The responses on the negative items clearly indicates that although teachers agree on the benefits of 
this device, they also agree that it constitutes challenges for them. The only proposition with equally 
divided answers was the item “Using the iPad increases student-teacher interaction.” While 38% of the 
teachers agreed to this item, 27% of them did not.  

3.4 Pedagogical aspects 
The survey also included a set of items which explored teachers’ pedagogical understanding of the 
iPad in certain areas such as its place in the curriculum and iPad training for teachers. The results 
indicated that teachers do not see a connection between the iPad and the curriculum. Only 13% of the 
teachers agreed that the curriculum clearly states which learning objectives align with the iPad while 
50% of them disagreed and 37% of them neither agreed nor disagreed. 

The results also showed that 71% of the teachers highly valued the formal training they took when 
they started their job. Similarly, the same percentage of them agreed that the professional 
development sessions on the use of the iPad helped them integrate it in their teaching. This result was 
consistent with the responses from the items which looked at teachers’ experience with technical and 
classroom management aspects of the iPad. Nine teachers stated that technical issues do not 
discourage them from using the iPad. The same number of teachers also reported that classroom 
management issues do not prevent them from utilizing this tablet in their lessons. Only 13% of the 
teachers reported that they avoid using it in their classes because of technical issues while 25% of 
them stated that they do so because of classroom management issues.  
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4 DISCUSSION 
Because the survey completely drew on the answers of teachers who have extensive experience 
using the iPad in their ESL/EFL classes, the results are a valid indicator of their perceptions of the 
iPad and preferences toward its uses. 

4.1 Frequency of the use of the iPad 
The survey revealed that most teachers frequently use the iPad. Clearly, teaching with digital 
materials through the iPad constitutes an essential part of their teaching. It would be deceptive to 
attribute this high frequency use to various practical features of the iPad, i.e., predictive text, 
embedded dictionary, and so on. The results indicate that features such as these are not frequently 
employed by the students. This is quite interesting as the data showed that all the students use their 
iPad at least a few times a week but not these assistive features and applications. These results might 
mean that students do not find these features useful and thus do not consider them valuable 
components of their learning practices. As the teachers also reported in the survey, this could result 
from the lack of link between the lesson objectives and the curriculum. A curriculum that does not 
involve the iPad as an ICT might be a strong factor for teachers’ not being able to incorporate it in their 
practices. Thus, placing the iPad in the curriculum and creating objectives is crucial in helping 
teachers find meaningful ways to incorporate the iPad in their lessons (Livingstone, 2012). This will 
allow them to create opportunities for students to benefit from its features. 

4.2 Uses of the iPad 
Given the fact that the iPad is a mobile device that allows internet access, it is not surprising that 
teachers ranked internet search the most frequent use by the students. This clearly demonstrates the 
iPad’s ability to provide easy access to the students. Combined with its mobility, this feature makes 
the iPad an invaluable resource not only for students but also for teachers. While students gain partial 
ownership of their learning as active learners, teachers can enrich learning materials and learning 
environment thanks to a myriad of easily accessible resources (Karsenti & Fievez, 2013; Zammit, 
2016).  

The results showed that out of six core skills, i.e., reading, writing, listening, speaking, grammar, and 
vocabulary, teachers use the iPad most to teach vocabulary. This possibly results from the ease of 
available applications for teaching vocabulary. It indicates that the availability of materials has a direct 
impact of the type of the use because the professional development sessions in the intensive English 
program where these teachers work mostly focus on show-and-tell sessions that mainly cover 
vocabulary applications.  

Interestingly, writing received the lowest rating for both teacher use and student use. Similarly, reading 
did not receive a high ranking as it was ranked 3rd for teacher use and 4th for student use. This 
illustrates the challenge to use the iPad to teach reading and writing. In their survey on the uses of the 
iPad by teachers and students in Canadian schools, Karsenti and Fievez (2013) also found that 
teachers and students do not employ the iPad for reading and writing activities. It is disappointing to 
see that students do not benefit from the features that would prove invaluable to them, such as making 
notes, highlighting, saving their annotations, etc.  

Considering the assistive features and applications such as autocorrect, predictive text, highlighting, 
annotating, embedded dictionary, iAnnotate, and Nearpod, which theoretically make reading and 
writing more interactive and effective, it seems that not many students use these resources. Thus, 
even though the iPad has the potential to make the learning of these two skills more interactive, it 
seems that the full potential of the iPad is not realized in these two areas. What makes the teaching 
and learning of reading and writing a challenge might possibly lie within the realm of the activities and 
assignments in these two skills. It could be that reading passages and writing assignments are still 
based on the traditional modal that puts greater focus on the text itself rather than other modalities, 
such as audio and visuals. Research also shows that creating multimodal reading and writing 
assignments significantly contributes to the overall student skill development (Sewell & Denton, 2011). 
Gallagher et al. (2015) also emphasize the vital role multimodality plays in improving the learning 
environment: 

In full multimodal applications, the students acquired information, processed and evaluated it, 
used their syntheses to make decisions, and organized and shared ideas. These students 
applied their learning in authentic contexts in both informal and formal presentations. The iPad 
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was a means to mediate learning for these students so they could interact in their learning 
community as they connected to construct a representative database. (p. 24) 

Thus, even though teaching reading and writing with the iPad seems challenging, it is in fact the 
modality of the practices that cause this inconvenience. Instead of traditional reading and writing 
practices and assignments, the focus should shift toward teaching with and learning through 
multimodal materials that involve ICTs such as the iPad. 

4.3 Impacts on classroom practice 
Teachers also agreed on the benefits and challenges posed by the use of the iPad in their ESL/EFL 
classes. As mentioned before, the majority of the teachers surveyed considered easy access to 
information a valuable aspect since it enables students to study more independently and teachers to 
have more resources. Teachers also agreed that the use of the iPad contributes to schema activation, 
which is a crucial process for most language learning tasks such as reading exercises (Gallegher et. 
al, 2015). On the other hand, it is clear that this tablet computer does not come without its challenges 
as 50% of the teachers in the survey considered it a source of distraction. This is a natural side effect 
of easy access to information as students have the freedom to navigate the device according to their 
wishes. It is also apparent that teachers do not experience a great benefit when teaching writing as 
the majority of teachers do not find it conducive to typing essays on the touch screen. More 
interestingly, they reported that getting students to read on the iPad presents a challenge as well. As 
mentioned earlier, this is indeed quite disappointing considering the range of features and applications 
that have the potential to make reading more interactive. These challenges could also result from the 
disconnection between the iPad and the curriculum. Even though reading and writing are both core 
learning objectives and exist in almost all language learning curricula, it is hard to find a reading or a 
writing objective that includes the use of the iPad (Karsenti & Fievez, 2013). Thus, it is of high 
importance to revise the curriculum so that teachers and students maximize their experience and 
improve students’ reading and writing skills through the iPad. 

4.4 Pedagogical aspects 
Teachers obviously feel the gap between the iPad and the curriculum which causes detrimental 
effects on the learning environment. As the survey results showed, the curricular objectives do not 
align with the use of the iPad as an educational tool. This discrepancy indeed forms the core of the 
issue with the iPad and other ICTs. Because the advent in the ICTs over the last two decades has 
been so fast, the education field has not caught up with the proliferation of the technologies in terms of 
revamping the curriculum (Livingstone, 2012). Still, most curricula today do not state what specific 
objectives should involve what specific ICTs such as the iPad. Thus, it becomes quite challenging to 
create learning objectives that align with ICTs.  

One possible way to close this gap is to provide teacher training sessions based on Mishra and 
Koehler’s TPCK model. Instead of focusing on pedagogical, technical, and content knowledge areas in 
isolation, this model suggests equipping teachers with the common area of these three knowledge 
systems (Figure 1).  

 
Figure 1. The Three Circles Represent Pedagogy, Content, and Technology Knowledge. Adapted from 

“Technological, Pedagogical, Content Knowledge: A framework for teacher knowledge,” by P. Mishra and 
M.J. Koehler, 2006, Teachers College Record, 108(6), p. 1017-1054. Copyright 2006 by Teachers College 

Record. 
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Rather than treating these three knowledge areas as separate entities, Mishra and Koehler (2006) 
argue for a combination of them: 

In this model, knowledge about content (C), pedagogy (P), and technology (T) is central for 
developing good teaching. However, rather than treating these as separate bodies of 
knowledge, this model additionally emphasizes the complex interplay of these three bodies of 
knowledge. (p. 1025) 

Creating teacher training sessions that focus on pedagogy, content, and technical knowledge has the 
potential to help teachers maximize the benefits of the iPad. Karsenti and Fievez (2013) also agree 
that it is of utmost importance to provide training that places pedagogy and technical aspects of the 
iPad.  

The suggestion the TPCK model makes is consistent with the survey results. The teachers indicated 
that receiving training has a positive impact on their practices as they do not find technical and 
classroom management issues discouraging. The main reason for the teachers not finding technical 
and classroom management issues deterrent might be the fact that all of the participant teachers have 
continuously received iPad training that focused not only on technical aspects but also on pedagogical 
aspects. For example, one iPad application that these teachers frequently use is Nearpod. During a 
number of PD sessions offered on the use of application, trainers not only explained the technical 
features (application settings, opening an account, etc.) but also the pedagogical aspects (how the 
application helps with classroom management and interaction). Adding the content knowledge to 
these PD sessions (what kind of articles or what kind of writing genres can be taught through this 
application) will turn them into TPCK based sessions and thus will potentially help alleviate the 
challenges regarding the low use of the iPad in teaching reading and writing.  

Through such training, teachers will be able to incorporate the iPad into the curriculum. More 
specifically, they will have the opportunity to align specific reading and writing objectives with the iPad. 
For instance, the curriculum can state objectives such as “Students will be able to annotate an online 
text on the iPad” or “Students will be able to type essays on their iPad in a given amount of time.” This 
will first ensure the iPad’s place in the curriculum and also help teachers develop their practices in a 
clearer manner as they will develop more awareness of the connection between the iPad and the 
curriculum. Thus, teacher training on the iPad should not solely focus on technicality but also 
pedagogy and content. 

5 CONCLUSION  
This survey conducted by ESL/EFL teachers with extensive experience attempted to delve into 
teachers’ views of the iPad as an ICT. Because the number of participant teachers was limited to 17, 
the survey does not attempt to find solutions to all the issues caused by the iPad. It simply tries to 
reflect on the practices of a group of teachers who have been immersed in the use of the iPad in an 
educational setting. 

Considering the high frequency use of the iPad, the range of various skills taught through it, and its 
positive impacts on the learning environment. It is apparent that teachers generally have a positive 
view of the iPad. These clearly point out the potential the iPad has as an educational tool. Of course, 
the iPad does not create a challenge-free learning environment. The survey revealed that it is not 
considered the most effective device for teaching and learning reading and writing skills and that it 
could be a distraction for students. While these issues currently seem to prevent teachers from 
creating the most effective learning environment, through proper training and a revised approach to a 
curriculum that incorporates the iPad, they can potentially be improved, if not eliminated.  

Most importantly, it is imperative to remember that the iPad and other ICTs are not a panacea for all 
issues pertaining to student performance, motivation, curriculum development, and so on. The sheer 
existence of these technologies will not suffice if the goal is to create an effective learning environment 
that maximizes learners’ potential as well as teachers’ skills. What counts is the meaningful use of 
ICTs in the classroom. In order to achieve this, departments need to assist teachers through a revised 
approach to training and a revamped curriculum. While the training should focus not only on technical 
and content but also pedagogical aspects of the iPad, the curriculum should include specific objectives 
addressing the uses of the iPad. Although such an approach will not resolve all the issues mentioned 
in this survey, it will surely help teachers maximize the iPad’s full educational value in their classes.  
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