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	This personal account explores the self-directed development of teacher AI competence and professional agency within an under-resourced rural Vietnamese primary school. Operating independently of formal institutional frameworks, a Grade 3 English teacher navigated and integrated generative AI tools—including Suno AI, NotebookLM, and Gemini Live—into daily classroom practices over one academic semester. Grounded in systematic reflective practice, the study examines the autonomous selection, ethical adaptation, and pedagogical deployment of these emerging tools to address the rural digital divide. It highlights how bottom-up teacher agency and continuous self-reflection can effectively overcome systemic barriers, such as limited infrastructure, lack of professional training, and tool unfamiliarity. Crucially, this self-guided professional growth catalyzed a powerful learning movement, resulting in historic school achievements: 14 students qualifying for provincial competitions and three securing national prizes in the Internet Olympiads of English. This personal journey demonstrates that teacher agency is not just about tool mastery, but about pedagogical adaptation in challenging contexts. The account argues that fostering grassroots teacher agency is indispensable for ethical, sustainable technology integration in primary ELT, offering transferable, real-world strategies for educators navigating AI adoption in similar resource-constrained contexts worldwide.




INTRODUCTION: A TEACHER ALONE WITH A PROBLEM
No one told me to do this. There was no district circular instructing me to integrate generative AI into my Grade 3 English lessons, no training workshop preparing me for it, and no colleague who had already walked this path. What I had was a set of familiar, stubborn problems—large classes of 32 to 38 children, a single shared smartphone and television as our only classroom technology, and a persistent sense that my students' listening and speaking skills were not developing the way I knew they could—and a growing curiosity about whether the AI tools I had begun encountering in my own life might help.
This account is written in the first person because that is the truth of how this work happened: not as an institutionally sanctioned pilot programme with a steering committee and a budget line, but as one teacher's self-directed decision to learn, experiment, adapt, and occasionally get things wrong, in full view of 211 students across six classes who were depending on me to get it right often enough to matter. I offer this account not as a replicable experimental protocol—that story, with its research questions, instruments, and statistical comparisons, is told elsewhere—but as a more personal reckoning with a question I think many teachers in similar positions are quietly asking themselves: when nobody is going to build the AI-literacy pathway for you, what does it actually take to build it yourself, responsibly, for children who are not in a position to catch your mistakes?
I write this in the belief that the answer matters beyond my own classroom. Rural and under-resourced teachers across Vietnam, and across much of the Global South, are encountering generative AI tools at roughly the same historical moment as their better-resourced peers, but frequently without the institutional scaffolding—professional development, technical support, ethics guidance—that usually accompanies technology adoption in well-funded schools (Gayed, 2025). If teacher agency in AI-integrated education is only ever discussed as something institutions grant to teachers through policy and training, we risk overlooking the teachers who are already exercising it from the ground up, out of necessity, and the practical wisdom that this bottom-up process generates. This account is, in that sense, also a small case study in what Masters (2024) calls frugal education: making deliberate, resourceful pedagogical choices under real constraints, rather than waiting for resources that may never arrive.
UNDERSTANDING TEACHER AGENCY: A CONCEPTUAL GROUNDING
Before narrating what I did, it is worth being precise about what I mean by "agency," since the word is used loosely in education discourse. I draw on the ecological understanding of teacher agency developed by Priestley et al. (2015), who argue that agency is not a fixed personal trait a teacher either possesses or lacks, but something achieved through the interplay between a teacher's past experiences (the iterational dimension), their projected goals and concerns (the projective dimension), and the practical, cultural, and structural resources available to them in the present (the practical-evaluative dimension). Agency, in this view, is always relational and situated—it emerges from what a teacher brings, what she hopes for, and what her immediate context allows or constrains. This framing resonated with me because it explains why the same teacher, in a different school with a functioning AI-literacy programme, might have experienced this journey very differently: my agency here was shaped as much by the absence of institutional support as by my own initiative.
Biesta and Tedder (2007) make a related point that is central to this account: agency should be understood as something achieved by actors in particular contexts-for-action, not as a capacity that resides in the individual alone. For a rural primary school teacher, the context-for-action included a single shared smartphone, no formal AI training, no institutional data-privacy policy for AI tools, and no precedent to draw on. Exercising agency in this context meant, quite literally, constructing the "context-for-action" myself—deciding what counted as an acceptable, ethical, pedagogically sound use of AI, in the absence of anyone else deciding it for me.
I also found it useful to think about this journey through Mishra and Koehler's (2006) TPACK framework, which describes effective technology integration as the intersection of technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge. What TPACK does not fully anticipate, however, is a situation in which the "technological knowledge" component is evolving weekly, is not taught in any teacher-training curriculum I had access to, and must be built through trial, error, and self-directed inquiry rather than formal instruction. Put differently, what I was building week by week was not simply comfort with a set of apps, but AI literacy in the fuller sense this conference invites us to consider: the capacity to critically evaluate what a tool produces, judge where its limits lie, and align its use with my own pedagogical goals, rather than the narrower skill of knowing which buttons to press. In that sense, this account is also a case study in adult self-directed learning (Knowles, 1975) and reflective practice (Schön, 1983): a professional learning cycle constructed entirely by the learner herself, for herself, because no one else was going to construct it for me.
Finally, I want to name the gap this account speaks to. Much of the emerging literature on AI in language education, including my own earlier action-research work on this same intervention, understandably centers the learner: what happens to a student's willingness to communicate, vocabulary retention, or assessment outcomes. Far less has been written about what happens to the teacher during this process—about the professional agency, ethical judgment, and pedagogical creativity required to responsibly bring AI into a classroom with no map. Vähäsantanen (2015) describes professional agency as something exercised "in the stream of change," continually negotiated rather than settled once and for all; this account is one attempt to document that negotiation as it actually unfolded, week by week, in a rural Vietnamese classroom.
I should be transparent about my own position in this account, since a personal narrative is inevitably shaped by its narrator. I am not a neutral outside observer describing someone else's professional journey; I am both the teacher who made these decisions and the person now writing about them, which means this account carries all the strengths and limitations of first-person practitioner reflection. Its strength is access—no outside researcher could have reconstructed the private, evening-hours reasoning behind each ethical boundary described below, because much of it was never written down until now. Its limitation is equally real: memory is reconstructive, hindsight tends to smooth over the messiness of decisions that felt far less confident in the moment than they may read here, and I have every incentive, consciously or not, to narrate my own journey more favorably than a neutral observer might. I have tried to guard against this by naming the mistakes, the abandoned tools, and the moments of doubt alongside the successes, but readers should weigh this account as what it is: one teacher's honest, situated, and necessarily partial reconstruction of her own professional agency, not a generalizable case study governed by external validity checks.
FINDING MY OWN PATH: SELECTING TOOLS WITHOUT A PLAYBOOK
The first exercise of agency in this journey was, simply, choosing. Faced with a fast-growing and bewildering landscape of generative AI products, most of them designed for adult professional users rather than eight-year-old Vietnamese children, I had to develop my own selection criteria, because no curriculum authority or ministry guidance document existed to do it for me. This mirrors a broader pattern documented in the region: teachers exploring AI integration in English language teaching are frequently left to weigh potential and risk largely on their own, without established institutional protocols to guide tool selection (Kovalenko & Baranivska, 2024).
My working criteria, arrived at gradually rather than all at once, were essentially three. First, cost and infrastructure feasibility: whatever I chose had to run on a single shared smartphone connected to a classroom television, because that was the only technology I could reasonably expect to have available every week, for every class, without asking families to spend money they did not have. This ruled out several polished AI-education products I had read about, which assumed one-device-per-student access. Second, content boundedness: I was not willing to put an open-ended conversational agent in front of eight-year-olds without some mechanism limiting what it could say to them. This is what eventually drew me to NotebookLM over a more general-purpose chatbot for the listening-input role in our lessons—its behavior of generating content strictly from documents I uploaded myself felt like the closest thing available to a leash I could trust, given that I had no institutional content-moderation policy to lean on. Third, pedagogical fit: each tool needed to map onto something I already understood about how young learners acquire language—music and affect, authentic input, low-anxiety speaking practice—rather than being adopted simply because it was novel or impressive.
It took real trial and error to settle on Suno AI, NotebookLM, and Gemini Live as a working set. I experimented with, and eventually set aside, several other tools that were either too unpredictable in their output, too dependent on stable high-speed internet for a lesson delivered on a classroom Wi-Fi connection I could not always count on, or simply too complex for me to configure confidently without technical support. Choosing what not to use was, in retrospect, as much an exercise of professional agency as choosing what to use.
LEARNING BY DOING: ETHICAL ADAPTATION IN REAL TIME
The hardest part of this journey was not technical; it was ethical. In a well-resourced school, a teacher wanting to bring AI into her classroom might submit a proposal to a data-protection officer, consult an instructional-technology coordinator, or follow an institutional AI-use policy. I had none of these. Every ethical boundary in this project is one I had to reason through myself, in the evenings, often while grading books, before I could feel confident enough to bring a new tool in front of my students the following morning.
Three of these self-constructed boundaries mattered most to me. The first concerned data: I decided, without being told to, that none of these AI platforms would ever handle personally identifiable information about my students. Home-practice videos that families sent me were exchanged through a private family messaging channel and reviewed only by me—never uploaded to any AI platform. This was not a rule handed down by a policy document; it was a line I drew because I could not, in good conscience, expose children's voices and faces to systems whose data practices I did not fully understand or control.
The second concerned content safety, and it is the reason NotebookLM, rather than a more flexible conversational AI, became the backbone of our listening practice. I remember the specific moment this mattered: testing an open-domain AI tool with a sample prompt related to our curriculum, and watching it generate a fluent, confident, entirely plausible-sounding response that was subtly inaccurate. If I had not caught it, I could easily have played that content for 38 seven- and eight-year-olds who would have had no way to know it was wrong. That experience—mine, made alone, with no second reviewer—is what convinced me that source-bounded generation was not a nice-to-have feature but a non-negotiable requirement for any tool reaching my students directly.
The third concerned the line between practice and assessment. I made an early, deliberate decision that no AI tool in this ecosystem would ever be permitted to grade, score, or otherwise determine any student's academic result. This was partly a pedagogical judgment and partly, I will admit, a professional act of self-protection: as the sole adult making these decisions, without institutional oversight, I did not want to be in a position where I could not fully explain or defend how a child's grade had been determined. Keeping AI confined to rehearsal and assessment firmly in my own hands, using the same rubric I would have used without any of this technology, let me sleep at night. I now understand, having read more of the literature on AI ethics in education since, that I was groping my way toward what researchers call assessment validity and fairness safeguards; at the time, it simply felt like common sense and professional conscience.
FROM TOOL USER TO PEDAGOGICAL DESIGNER: CYCLES OF REFLECTION
Somewhere in the first month, I noticed a shift in how I related to these tools. I had begun as a consumer, someone using AI products largely as their designers intended. I ended the semester as something closer to a designer myself, treating each tool as raw material for a pedagogical structure I was building, one that no vendor had anticipated and no manual described.
The clearest evidence of this shift was in how my own thinking about lesson organization changed between the first weeks and the last. Early on, I ran what I privately called an "AI Circle": small groups rotating through two- to three-minute turns speaking with Gemini Live while everyone else worked independently. It seemed sensible on paper. In practice, watching my own classroom week after week, I noticed something that no article had warned me about: children were just beginning to relax into the conversation when their turn ended, and those waiting their turn began drifting off-task. I had designed a rotation, not a learning experience. This was my own reflective practice at work, in the Schön (1983) sense—reflection generated in and through the doing, not before it—and it pushed me to redesign the activity from scratch into a three-station rotation, giving each small group a longer, more structured turn at the AI corner while the rest of the class stayed purposefully engaged elsewhere. No one assigned me this redesign; I made it because I trusted what I was observing over what I had originally planned.
A parallel shift happened in how I wrote prompts. My early instructions to Gemini Live were, looking back, too permissive—I gave the AI a general persona and hoped for the best, and the responses it generated were sometimes linguistically too complex for my students to follow. Refining this, unit by unit, into what I eventually thought of as a personal rule of thumb—give the AI a clear persona, bound its content strictly to the vocabulary of the lesson, and constrain its output format explicitly—was not something I read in a guide. It was something I derived, slowly, from watching which prompts produced confident, chattering children and which produced blank stares. By the end of the semester I had, without setting out to, built a reusable bank of twenty character prompts, twenty song lyric sets, and eighteen podcast source files—an unplanned by-product of simply paying close attention and refusing to repeat a mistake twice.
I want to be honest that this was not a smooth, linear progression. There were prompts that produced strange or unusable results, a week where the shared Wi-Fi connection failed and I had to abandon a planned NotebookLM listening activity mid-lesson, and more than one evening where I questioned whether the extra hours I was pouring into this were sustainable alongside everything else a rural primary school teacher is asked to do. Agency, in my experience of it, did not feel like confidence. It felt like a willingness to keep adjusting.
A WEEK IN THIS PRACTICE: A COMPOSITE SNAPSHOT
It may help to make this less abstract. On a fairly typical Tuesday, midway through the semester, my lesson with 3D began the way most of these lessons did: a Suno AI song filling the classroom for three minutes while 38 children sang, mimed the vocabulary with their hands, and, for a few of them, visibly forgot to be self-conscious about their English—something I had rarely seen happen so early in a lesson before this project began. I remember watching one boy, usually among the quietest in the room, mouthing the words with unusual confidence simply because everyone else was singing too and no one was listening specifically to him.
Ten minutes later, we were listening to a NotebookLM podcast built from that week's unit, pausing every thirty seconds so the children could predict what the two voices would say next. I had learned by then not to trust my first instinct about where to pause; my early attempts paused either too often, breaking the children's concentration, or too rarely, losing the class in a wash of unfamiliar sound. Getting this right had taken several weeks of quiet trial and error that no lesson plan template I had ever used anticipated.
The final stretch of the lesson was the three-station rotation, the one I had redesigned after the disappointing early weeks of the AI Circle model. At the AI corner, a small group took turns talking with Gemini Live, one girl carefully trying out a full sentence about her family, visibly bracing for correction, and instead simply being asked a friendly follow-up question. I watched her shoulders drop slightly, the tension leaving them, and she kept talking. That single, small moment—a child choosing to keep speaking English because nothing bad had happened when she tried—is, more than any statistic I could cite, the reason I kept doing this extra, unpaid, unsupported work through a demanding semester.
None of this was inevitable. Each piece of that Tuesday lesson—the song's pacing, the podcast's pause points, the station rotation's timing—was the accumulated residue of earlier lessons that had gone less well, quietly rebuilt week after week by a teacher with no one checking her homework.
THE RIPPLE EFFECT: WHAT CHANGED IN MY CLASSROOM AND BEYOND
I want to be careful here, because this account is not the place to make the empirical case for what changed for my students—that evidence, with its baselines, comparisons, and classroom-observation data, belongs to a different kind of paper. But I would be understating the significance of this journey if I omitted what it eventually contributed to. By the end of the semester, 14 of my Grade 3 students had qualified for the provincial round of the Internet Olympiads of English, and three went on to win national prizes—the first time, according to the school's own records, that Grade 3 students here had ever reached the national level. I do not claim sole credit for this; these are the achievements of hardworking, talented children. But I do believe that a teacher's willingness to build unfamiliar competence, under real constraints, without being told to, is part of what made the conditions for that achievement possible.
The ripple effect extended into my professional community as well. Colleagues who had watched my initial hesitancy—and, at times, my visible frustration—began asking questions once results became hard to ignore. A few started experimenting with Suno AI in their own classrooms, borrowing the one part of the ecosystem that required the least technical confidence to try. This kind of peer-to-peer diffusion, driven by visible classroom results rather than top-down mandate, echoes findings elsewhere that teachers' own perceptions of AI's effect on student engagement are often what determines whether they adopt it further (Zainuddin, 2024). I do not think of this as me "training" anyone; I think of it as agency proving contagious once it produces something colleagues can see and touch.
WHAT THIS JOURNEY TAUGHT ME: IMPLICATIONS FOR GRASSROOTS TEACHER AGENCY
If another rural teacher, facing a similarly under-resourced context, asked me what I had learned, I would offer four things, none of them technical.
First, agency has to be built before it can be exercised well. My earliest decisions in this journey were more anxious and less confident than my later ones, not because the tools changed, but because I had accumulated enough small, self-directed successes and failures to trust my own judgment more. Institutions hoping to support teacher AI literacy should recognize that this kind of confidence is built through iteration, not through a single training session.
Second, ethical reasoning does not require an ethics committee, but it does require humility and a refusal to shortcut caution for convenience. Every safeguard in this account—the data boundary, the source-bounded content requirement, the wall between AI practice and human assessment—emerged from a teacher sitting with a genuine "what if this goes wrong" question and taking it seriously, not from a policy document. I would encourage other teachers in similar positions to treat that instinct as a professional resource, not an obstacle to be worked around.
Third, the constraint of limited infrastructure was, paradoxically, clarifying. Having only a single shared smartphone and television forced every decision to be pedagogically justified rather than technologically driven; I could not simply throw resources at a problem, so every choice had to earn its place. I suspect this is a more generally useful discipline than it might first appear, even for better-resourced teachers.
Fourth, and perhaps most importantly, tool mastery was never really the point. What mattered was the pedagogical adaptation underneath it: knowing when a rotation model was failing my students and being willing to rebuild it mid-semester; knowing when a prompt was linguistically inappropriate and being willing to rewrite it; knowing where the line had to sit between AI-assisted practice and human-controlled assessment, and holding that line even when no one was checking. This, I would argue, is what AI literacy actually looks like for a classroom teacher: not a certificate earned after a workshop, but a durable, adaptive disposition rebuilt in the small decisions of every lesson. Institutions designing teacher professional-development programmes for AI adoption would do well to teach this adaptive, reflective disposition explicitly, rather than treating AI competence as a checklist of tool operations to be mastered once. A teacher who can only operate a specific tool will be stranded the moment that tool changes or disappears; a teacher who has practiced this underlying adaptive disposition will simply carry it into whatever comes next.
CONCLUSION
This account has tried to honor a simple truth: somebody has to go first, and in many rural and under-resourced schools, that somebody is a single teacher, working largely alone, without a playbook. I do not offer my choices as a template to be copied uncritically—every context is different, and the specific tools, prompts, and rotations described here will need to be reinvented, not merely imported, by anyone attempting something similar. What I hope is transferable is the underlying disposition: the willingness to select tools deliberately rather than opportunistically, to construct ethical boundaries oneself when institutions have not yet caught up, to treat every misstep as data for the next redesign rather than a reason to retreat, and to remember, always, that agency is measured not by how fluently a teacher operates a piece of software, but by how thoughtfully she adapts her practice, again and again, in service of the children in front of her. If this account helps even one other teacher trust that instinct in herself, it will have done its work.
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