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Teacher Professional Identity amid Digital Transformation and Generative AI: A Mixed-Methods Study of Primary English Teachers in Mountainous Northern Vietnam
Abstract
Teacher identity shapes how teachers respond to technological change, including generative AI, yet it is rarely studied among primary English teachers in under-resourced settings. This mixed-methods study explored how primary English teachers in mountainous northern Vietnam understand their roles as digital professionals. Survey data from 1,338 teachers, based on the six DigCompEdu domains, and open-ended responses from 1,080 teachers were interpreted through a multidimensional view of professional identity. Self-rated competence was highest for professional engagement (M = 4.02) and lower for assessment (M = 3.55). Attitudes toward technology were strongly positive (83.5–88.0% agreement) but somewhat less so among teachers aged 40 and over, although competence did not differ by age. Equipment and connectivity dominated reported difficulties, and 22.1% of commenting teachers mentioned AI tools, mainly as a training need. The findings suggest a committed, change-oriented identity whose enactment depends on context and support.
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Tóm tắt
Bản sắc nghề nghiệp chi phối cách giáo viên đón nhận công nghệ, kể cả AI tạo sinh, nhưng ít được nghiên cứu ở giáo viên tiếng Anh tiểu học vùng khó khăn. Nghiên cứu hỗn hợp này khảo sát 1.338 giáo viên miền núi phía Bắc theo sáu miền DigCompEdu cùng 1.080 câu trả lời mở, diễn giải theo bản sắc nghề nghiệp đa chiều. Giáo viên tự đánh giá cao nhất về tham gia nghề nghiệp (M = 4,02), thấp hơn về đánh giá (M = 3,55). Thái độ với công nghệ rất tích cực (83,5–88,0%), giảm nhẹ ở giáo viên từ 40 tuổi dù năng lực không khác biệt. Thiết bị và kết nối là khó khăn chính; 22,1% nhắc đến AI, chủ yếu như nhu cầu bồi dưỡng. Bản sắc gắn bó, hướng đổi mới, nhưng phụ thuộc bối cảnh và sự hỗ trợ.
Từ khóa: bản sắc nghề nghiệp; năng lực số; AI tạo sinh; giáo viên tiếng Anh tiểu học; Việt Nam


1. Introduction
English education has become central to educational reform across Asia (Nunan, 2003). In Vietnam, compulsory English from Grade 1 places new demands on primary teachers, who must teach early language skills in environments that increasingly draw on digital resources, now including artificial intelligence (AI) tools for lesson preparation, feedback, and assessment. AI literacy frameworks describe what teachers should know and do, such as evaluating AI outputs critically and using them ethically (Long & Magerko, 2020; Miao & Cukurova, 2024). Yet language teachers may lack these abilities, and guiding students to use AI responsibly was the least developed competence in one intervention study (Moorhouse et al., 2024). The frameworks say less about how teachers see themselves in relation to such expectations.
Research on digital competence typically asks what teachers can do with technology (Redecker, 2017; UNESCO, 2018). Less is known about whether teachers see themselves as competent digital practitioners, what they believe their role to be, and how they imagine their professional futures. These are questions of professional identity, which is not a by-product of competence but influences which innovations teachers take up and how they interpret their development needs (Beijaard et al., 2004; Varghese et al., 2005).
The question is pressing where resources are limited. English teachers in Asia face pressure to adopt digital practices amid curriculum reform (Kessler, 2018), and rural and mountainous regions often face limited connectivity and equipment (Selwyn, 2010; UNESCO, 2018). DigCompEdu studies in Vietnam include secondary school teachers in Hanoi, among whom assessment was the lowest-rated area (Pham et al., 2024), but research on primary English teachers in mountainous provinces appears limited and, to our knowledge, few studies have used a professional identity lens. This study explores how primary English teachers in these provinces understand their professional position amid digital transformation and generative AI.
2. Theoretical Background
2.1. Teacher Professional Identity and Positioning
Beijaard et al. (2004) characterize professional identity as an ongoing, individual and contextual process of interpreting experience. For language teachers, identity is situated in practice and shaped by the positions teachers take up or are offered (Varghese et al., 2005), and it is dynamic and relational (Barkhuizen, 2017). Kelchtermans (1993) distinguishes self-image, self-esteem, job motivation, task perception, and future perspective, which, with the contextual emphasis of Beijaard et al. (2004), gives a multidimensional lens. Positioning theory adds that selves are produced through the positions people take up in talk and writing (Davies & Harré, 1990), so teachers' comments about what they need and who should support them can be read as positioning acts toward schools, leaders, and learners (Kayi-Aydar, 2019). In CALL, teachers' technology-related self-images and roles have been used to explore professional identity (Shafiee et al., 2022), which the competence ratings can speak to most directly.
2.2. Digital Competence, AI, and Professional Identity
DigCompEdu describes six competence areas: professional engagement, digital resources, teaching and learning, assessment, empowering learners, and facilitating learners' digital competence (Redecker, 2017). Studies tend to find stronger competence in professional engagement and resources and greater difficulty in assessment and learner empowerment (Caena & Redecker, 2019; Rubio-Gragera et al., 2023). In language education, the value of technology depends on pedagogical use, not only access (Bax, 2003; Hubbard, 2008), and technology-mediated assessment of language skills is particularly demanding (Chapelle & Douglas, 2006). These patterns are usually read as differences in skill. A complementary reading is that they reflect how comfortably teachers can see themselves as communicator, resource curator, task designer, or assessor. Identity may matter more as AI takes over tasks teachers have owned, such as preparing materials, giving feedback, and scoring: whether teachers regard assessment as a core responsibility may shape whether AI supports their judgment or replaces it. We treat this as a conceptual proposition, not a finding.
2.3. Conceptual Framework and Research Questions
Professional identity is treated as multidimensional and context-embedded, and Table 1 shows how it is operationalized. The mapping is interpretive, since the survey was not designed as an identity instrument. RQ1: How do teachers rate themselves across the DigCompEdu domains, and do ratings differ by age, experience, or province? RQ2: What do their views of technology and willingness to change suggest about task perception and future perspective, and do these vary by career stage? RQ3: What conditions do teachers report, and how do open-ended accounts, including references to AI, illustrate how they position themselves?
Table 1
Operationalization of Professional Identity Dimensions
	Identity dimension
	Source in the data

	Self-image and self-esteem
	Self-rated competence across six DigCompEdu domains

	Task perception
	Views on the role of technology; desired training (open-ended)

	Job motivation and future perspective
	Willingness to change practice; confidence in and willingness to improve

	Context and relations
	Rated facilities and connectivity; perceived barriers and school support

	Positioning
	Open-ended accounts of difficulties, needs, and priorities


3. Methodology
3.1. Participants and Instrument
A total of 1,338 primary English teachers from nine mountainous and semi-mountainous provinces of northern Vietnam took part (86.0% female; 70.3% with more than 10 years of experience; 84.1% aged 30–49; 96.9% with a bachelor's degree). The largest groups came from Phu Tho (23.8%), Son La (16.1%), and Lao Cai (15.4%). The online questionnaire (Google Forms, 2025–2026, voluntary response sampling through professional networks) contained background items and two facility and connectivity ratings (items 1–7), 26 competence items aligned with the six DigCompEdu domains (items 8–33), 16 items on conditions, readiness, and proposed solutions (items 34–49), and three open-ended questions on the main difficulty (Q1), desired training (Q2), and the top priority at school or management level (Q3). Likert items used five points (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree); five negatively worded items were reverse-coded, and item 36 was excluded. Three experts reviewed the instrument. Reliability was high for the 41 Likert items (α = .94) and the 26 competence items (α = .92) but lower at the domain level (α = .51–.82; assessment α = .66), so domain scores are treated as descriptive indicators. In total, 1,080 teachers answered at least one open-ended question (Q1, n = 1,063; Q2, n = 982; Q3, n = 940). These data were linked to the survey by teacher code, and response rates did not differ by age, experience, province, or qualification (Cramér's V ≤ .05).
3.2. Data Analysis
Domain differences were tested with a Friedman test (Kendall's W) and Wilcoxon signed-rank tests. Group differences by age, experience, qualification, province, and gender were tested with Kruskal–Wallis or Mann–Whitney tests (epsilon-squared, ε², as effect size), with Holm adjustment within each factor across 11 outcomes; with this sample size small effects reach significance, so effect sizes guide interpretation. Open-ended responses were coded with a keyword dictionary by one coder, without independent verification; codes are not mutually exclusive, and percentages refer to teachers who answered each question. As a partial check, codes were correlated with matching survey ratings. AI mentions (AI, artificial intelligence, ChatGPT, Gemini, Copilot) were identified by a separate search, and the proportions mentioning selected codes were compared by age, experience, and province with chi-square tests (Cramér's V; Holm adjustment across 12 tests). Results were interpreted through Table 1, and illustrative excerpts, translated by the authors and identified by teacher code, were read through positioning theory (Davies & Harré, 1990). These readings are interpretive, and we refer to identity indicators, not measured constructs.
4. Results
4.1. Self-Rated Competence Across Domains
Self-ratings differed across domains (Table 2), χ²(5) = 1,453.4, p < .001, W = .22. Professional engagement was highest (M = 4.02), followed by digital resources (M = 3.80). Assessment (M = 3.55) was significantly lower than professional engagement (difference = 0.47, r = .67), digital resources (0.25, r = .52), teaching and learning (0.12, r = .29), and empowering learners (0.08, r = .22), all Holm-adjusted p < .001, but not lower than facilitating learners' digital competence (M = 3.56, p = .71); it is thus one of the lowest-rated domains, not the single lowest. This suggests a self-image anchored in established roles (communicating, sharing resources) and lower self-esteem as assessor and developer of learners' digital competence, although differences among the lower domains are small and reliability is limited. Competence did not differ by age (H = 6.0, ε² = .004), experience (H = 1.3, ε² = .001), qualification, or gender (Holm-adjusted p > .05). Province was the one associated factor (H = 56.3, ε² = .042), with the highest means in Son La (M = 3.81) and Lao Cai (M = 3.80) and the lowest in Tuyen Quang (M = 3.54).
Table 2
DigCompEdu Domain Scores
	Domain
	M
	SD
	α

	Professional engagement
	4.02
	0.57
	.82

	Digital resources
	3.80
	0.52
	.78

	Teaching and learning
	3.67
	0.53
	.57

	Assessment
	3.55
	0.57
	.66

	Empowering learners
	3.63
	0.54
	.63

	Facilitating learners' digital competence
	3.56
	0.54
	.51


Note. N = 1,338. Negatively worded items were reverse-coded. α = Cronbach's alpha.
4.2. Attitudes, Task Perception, and Career Stage
Attitudes were strongly positive (Table 3): 88.0% recognized the role of technology in teaching primary English, 83.5% were willing to change their methods, 87.5% were confident they could improve their digital competence with support, and 86.6% were willing to do so. Attitudes varied slightly by career stage (Table 4). Teachers aged 40 and over rated all four items lower than those under 40, with the lowest willingness to change (M = 3.94) and confidence (M = 3.95) among those aged 50 and over. Teachers with 5–10 years of experience were the most positive (recognition of technology's role, M = 4.31) and those with more than 10 years the least (M = 4.14). Effects were small (ε² = .008–.027). Because attitudes varied with age and experience while competence ratings did not, identity indicators appear distinct from competence.
Table 3
Agreement With Attitude, Condition, and Solution Items
	Item
	% agree
	M

	Attitudes

	Recognize the role of technology in teaching primary English
	88.0
	4.18

	Willing to change teaching methods
	83.5
	4.10

	Confident can improve digital competence with support
	87.5
	4.16

	Willing to improve digital competence with support
	86.6
	4.16

	Conditions

	Limited equipment and infrastructure greatly affect my teaching
	40.5
	3.22

	Few opportunities for training in digital teaching
	38.0
	3.19

	I receive the support I need from my school
	89.4
	4.22

	Proposed solutions

	Teachers should take the initiative in self-study
	86.1
	4.13

	Teachers should change their mindset toward technology
	90.7
	4.31

	Schools should invest in equipment and infrastructure
	90.8
	4.27

	School leaders should support and encourage teachers
	89.8
	4.25

	Training should emphasize digital pedagogy
	89.8
	4.28

	More practical training is needed for mountainous teachers
	82.3
	4.10

	A competence framework for primary English teachers is needed
	90.2
	4.33

	Priority policies for mountainous teachers are needed
	84.5
	4.12


Note. N = 1,338. % agree = agree or strongly agree.
Table 4
Group Differences in Competence and Attitudes
	Factor
	Total competence
	Recognizes role
	Willing to change
	Confident
	Willing to improve

	Age
	6.0 (.004)
	35.4 (.026)***
	27.4 (.020)***
	36.1 (.027)***
	30.9 (.023)***

	Experience
	1.3 (.001)
	15.1 (.011)**
	10.7 (.008)*
	10.9 (.008)*
	13.1 (.010)*

	Province
	56.3 (.042)***
	16.5 (.012)
	26.2 (.020)**
	15.5 (.012)
	26.9 (.020)**


Note. Cells show Kruskal–Wallis H (ε²). Holm-adjusted p within each factor across 11 outcomes: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
4.3. Conditions and Priorities
Ratings of conditions were mixed. Most teachers rated school facilities as average (46.0%) or good or very good (34.9%), and 19.1% as limited or very limited; for Internet connection, 50.7% rated it average, 33.8% good or very good, and 15.5% weak or very weak. Overall, 40.5% agreed that limited infrastructure greatly affected their teaching, yet 89.4% agreed they received the support they needed from their school, and agreement with every proposed solution was high (82.3–90.8%; Table 3).
Open-ended responses showed a different emphasis. Among 1,063 teachers naming a difficulty, 56.2% mentioned equipment, 26.3% Internet connectivity, 20.9% learners' or families' conditions, and 12.1% their own skills or confidence. Desired training centered on interactive tools (27.3%), lesson and material design (23.3%), and AI tools (21.8%), with assessment (10.9%) and listening and speaking (5.8%) less prominent. Training (45.1%), infrastructure investment (31.3%), and leadership or policy (21.7%) led the priorities, while self-directed learning was rarely named (2.8%) although 86.1% agreed that teachers should take the initiative in self-study.
Codes also varied by career stage. Equipment was named more often by teachers under 30 (62.3%) and aged 30–39 (62.1%) than by those aged 40–49 (48.7%) and 50 and over (48.2%), V = .14, Holm-adjusted p = .002, and more often with 5–10 years of experience (63.6%) and under five years (62.0%) than with more than 10 years (52.1%), V = .10, p = .043. Teachers' own skills or confidence were named more often under 30 (18.9%) and at 30–39 (15.2%) than at 40–49 (8.5%) and 50 and over (7.9%), V = .11, p = .035. Equipment and Internet mentions correlated as expected with ratings of facilities (r = −.13) and Internet connection (r = −.18), but mentions of skills and of assessment did not correlate with competence scores (r = .02 and −.01), so the convergent evidence is partial.
4.4. AI and Illustrative Positions
AI appeared in the comments of 239 of 1,080 teachers (22.1%): 14 in Q1, 214 in Q2, and 49 in Q3. Most were training requests. Of the 214 naming AI in Q2, 91 also referred to lesson planning or materials, 38 to testing or assessment, and 21 to listening or speaking ("using AI to design lesson plans, PowerPoint and multimedia applications," R128; "skills for using AI to mark students' paper tests," R443). Mentions did not differ significantly by age (V = .06), experience (V = .05), or province (V = .10), and teachers mentioning AI had slightly higher competence (M = 3.76 vs. 3.69, r = .06), not significant after Holm adjustment (all p ≥ .36). Ethical considerations appeared only occasionally and implicitly: one teacher raised parental consent when pupils use personal phones to make storybooks with an AI tool (R4), and another described turning away from digital technology after unreliable ChatGPT output requiring heavy editing (R658).
Reading excerpts through a positioning lens suggested four illustrative positions. They were not derived through separate coding, and no claim is made about their prevalence.
The constrained practitioner. Teachers located obstacles in the environment: "facilities are still lacking, and network equipment is unstable" (R938); "teachers teach a lot, so they have not done much self-development" (R794).
The recipient of practice-oriented guidance. Teachers asked for training usable immediately: "step-by-step guidance that is easy to apply straight away in lessons" (R614); "detailed guidance on how to teach a lesson with digital technology at primary level in English" (R772). Some located the difficulty in themselves: "teachers are not yet confident and have not been fully equipped with skills in using technology linked to teaching methods" (R8).
The self-directed explorer. A smaller number positioned teachers as active agents: "teachers need to be active and proactive in researching and exploring AI applications" (R4).
The evaluated professional. One teacher proposed making digital competence "a firm criterion for evaluation and ranking" (R6), positioning teachers as assessed against policy as well as in need of support.
5. Discussion
5.1. A Role-Dependent Self-Image
Teachers' self-image as digital professionals was strongest where technology serves communication, collaboration, and resources, a pattern prior DigCompEdu studies report in terms of competence (Caena & Redecker, 2019; Pham et al., 2024; Rubio-Gragera et al., 2023). We read this as role identification: teachers appear more comfortable as communicators and resource users than as designers of technology-mediated assessment or developers of learners' digital competence (Varghese et al., 2005). The contrast should be held cautiously, because assessment did not differ from facilitating learners' digital competence, domain reliability was limited, and assessment was not prominent in open-ended responses (10.9%). The proposition that technology-mediated assessment is where teachers feel least secure therefore receives only partial support.
5.2. A Committed Identity That Varies With Career Stage
Task perception and future perspective were strongly positive (83.5–88.0%), which challenges deficit portrayals of teachers in disadvantaged regions, although acquiescence and social desirability may inflate such agreement. Attitudes were somewhat less positive among teachers aged 40 and over and those with more than 10 years of experience, while competence did not differ, consistent with identity not being a by-product of competence (Beijaard et al., 2004). Younger teachers also named equipment and their own skills more often; our data cannot show why. Provincial differences in competence suggest that context matters for what teachers can do, fitting agency as achieved through the interaction of teachers and their circumstances (Priestley et al., 2015).
5.3. AI as an Emerging Part of the Teacher's Task
About a fifth of commenting teachers named AI tools, and AI was among the three most frequent training wishes, suggesting that AI is becoming part of what many teachers see as their task (task perception; Kelchtermans, 1993). Requests were mainly instrumental: planning, materials, and, less often, marking. Ethics, integrity, and privacy were rarely raised. Language teacher educators report ethical dilemmas with generative AI (Zhang et al., 2026), so the scarcity here is notable, although we do not infer a lack of ethical awareness, since the questions did not ask about it. The teacher who turned away after unreliable AI output (R658) shows that a negative early experience can reshape willingness to engage. For AI-aware assessment, the teacher's role as final judge of quality and fairness is not yet visible in how teachers describe their needs, a hypothesis for future research; agency over AI-supported assessment has been examined through an ecological lens (Barrot, 2026).
5.4. Positions, Conditions, and Limitations
Many teachers asked for step-by-step guidance, which can position them as recipients of guidance, a reasonable response to unreliable conditions and overly theoretical training. A smaller number positioned teachers as explorers, and 86.1% agreed that teachers should take the initiative in self-study. Development that only delivers procedures may reinforce an implementer position, whereas inviting teachers to investigate and adapt practice with colleagues may support a more agentive identity, including as teacher-researchers, a question for further inquiry. One teacher envisaged digital competence as a formal evaluation criterion (R6), positioning teachers as assessed professionals. Conditions present a similar duality: only 40.5% agreed that infrastructure greatly affected teaching and 89.4% reported school support, yet equipment and connectivity dominated open-ended difficulties, which is compatible with conditions adequate on average but uneven across schools and provinces.
6. Limitations
The findings rest on self-reports, and agreement items may reflect acquiescence. The instrument was not designed to measure identity, so our mapping is interpretive, and domain reliability was low to moderate for four of six domains. Open-ended data were coded by one coder with a keyword dictionary, many responses matched no code, convergent evidence was partial, and the positions are illustrative. The survey had no AI items, so AI findings rest on unprompted comments. The sample was predominantly female and experienced, voluntary response sampling may have favored technology-engaged teachers, and Holm adjustment only partly addresses multiple testing.
7. Implications
For professional development. Programs for AI-integrated teaching should engage teachers' professional identity, not only skills: building on strengths in professional engagement, offering practice-oriented activities that include AI-supported planning and assessment while keeping the teacher as judge of quality and fairness, attending to career-stage differences, and creating opportunities to investigate and adapt practice with colleagues.
For policy and institutions. Identity can be enacted only where basic conditions exist, so investment in devices and connectivity, visible leadership support, and differentiated support for lower-rated provinces are preconditions for AI literacy initiatives; making digital competence an evaluation criterion should come with support.
For research. Studies that measure identity directly, independent coding of open-ended data, and research on teacher-researcher identity in this population would test the interpretations offered here.
8. Conclusion
This study approached the digital competence of primary English teachers in mountainous northern Vietnam as a question of professional identity. The findings suggest a committed, change-oriented identity, anchored in professional engagement and somewhat less positive among older and more experienced teachers, although their competence ratings did not differ. AI is emerging as part of what teachers see as their task, mainly as a wish for training, with ethical questions appearing only occasionally. Teacher development should address who teachers are able to be as well as what they are able to do, which requires supportive conditions and opportunities to investigate and adapt their own practice.
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