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Abstract

Sub-Saharan Africa has experienced a technological revolution in recent decades, with the rapid propagation
of mobile devices and internet access influencing various aspects of life. This technological advancement has
opened new frontiers for language learning in education, presenting both challenges and opportunities,
particularly in the Mbeya region of Tanzania. This qualitative study explores the current state of technology-
assisted language learning in Mbeya, identifying key obstacles and potential for growth. Through in-depth
interviews and Focussed Group Discussions with educators, students, and policymakers, the research delves
into the access and utilisation of technological resources within the language learning ecosystem. The findings
of this study are significant, revealing disparities in connectivity, device availability, and digital literacy,
particularly among marginalised communities, which limit their ability to fully leverage technology for
language acquisition. However, the study also underscores the necessity of a comprehensive, multi-pronged
strategy that includes investments in infrastructure, teacher training, and culturally relevant digital content.
This strategy is urgent and crucial, aiming to inform stakeholders and contribute to developing equitable and
sustainable technology-enhanced language learning strategies in Mbeya and beyond.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, sub-Saharan Africa has undergone a significant technological revolution,
marked by the proliferation of mobile devices and increased internet access, influencing various
sectors, including education. This transformation aligns with global trends, where technology has
reshaped educational landscapes, fostering new methods of language learning through digital
platforms, mobile applications, and online resources. However, the extent and impact of this
integration vary across regions, often influenced by infrastructure, policy support, and socio-
economic conditions.

In developed regions such as North America and Europe, robust infrastructure, high digital
literacy, and supportive educational policies have facilitated the widespread adoption of digital tools
for language learning. Platforms like Duolingo and Babbel have gained popularity, while blended
learning models combining face-to-face instruction with online resources have enhanced language
proficiency and learner engagement. These successes highlight the transformative potential of
technology in education, particularly when key enabling factors are present (Godwin-Jones, 2018;
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Golonka et al., 2014). In contrast, developing regions such as sub-Saharan Africa face substantial
barriers, including limited internet connectivity, lack of devices, and inadequate teacher training,
which hinder effective technology integration in education (Ngugi, 2016; Walsh et al., 2018).

The case of Tanzania, particularly in the Mbeya region, reflects these broader challenges. While urban
areas have witnessed rapid digital infrastructure expansion, rural regions continue to experience
significant disparities in access and utilization of technological resources for educational purposes
(Kasuga, 2020). Similar trends are observed in other developing nations, where digital divides
exacerbate educational inequalities. For instance, research in Kenya and Nigeria suggests that mobile
learning offers flexible and cost-effective solutions for language learning, yet systemic issues such as
poor infrastructure and socio-economic inequalities limit its reach and impact (Otieno et al., 2018;
Akin-Adaramola, 2021).

In Asia, countries like South Korea and China have successfully integrated technology into
language learning through government initiatives promoting digital textbooks, language learning
apps, and online courses (Kim, 2017; Wang & Vasquez, 2012). These initiatives are supported by
strong digital infrastructure and policies encouraging innovation in educational technology. However,
regions such as Southeast Asia face similar challenges to those in sub-Saharan Africa, where
disparities in technological access and varying levels of digital literacy affect the effectiveness of
digital language learning interventions (Cahyani & Cahyono, 2020). Tanzania can draw lessons from
these experiences, particularly in the role of policy-driven interventions that address infrastructure
development and digital literacy enhancement.

The importance of culturally relevant digital content in technology-assisted language learning
has been recognized globally. Research from Latin America highlights that culturally adapted digital
content enhances learner engagement and language acquisition, particularly in multilingual contexts
(Chik, 2014). Similarly, studies from the Middle East indicate that integrating local cultural elements
into language learning applications improves learning outcomes and learner satisfaction (Alzubi &
Singh, 2020). This insight is particularly relevant to Tanzania, where the development of localized
digital resources aligned with linguistic and cultural needs remains a significant challenge (Mgaya &
Mosha, 2019).

Despite the growing body of literature on technology-assisted language learning globally,

research specifically focused on the Mbeya region remains limited. While existing studies provide a
broad overview of challenges and opportunities in sub-Saharan Africa, they often lack in-depth
analysis of specific contexts that could inform targeted interventions. Furthermore, while the barriers
to technology integration are well-documented, there is less emphasis on exploring community-
driven and localized solutions that address these challenges.
This study aims to bridge this gap by investigating the current state of technology-assisted language
learning in the Mbeya region of Tanzania, identifying key obstacles, and exploring opportunities for
enhancing language education through technological means. By employing a qualitative approach,
this research seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of the access, utilization, and
effectiveness of technological resources in Mbeya’s language learning ecosystem. The study’s
findings will inform policymakers, educators, and other stakeholders about the complexities and
potential solutions in this domain, ultimately contributing to the development of equitable and
sustainable strategies for technology-enhanced language learning in Tanzania and beyond.

METHODS

This study employed a qualitative research design, with 20 educators, 15 secondary school
students, and 10 educational stakeholders (education officers, Non-governmental Agencies) in the
Mbeya region. The participants were selected through purposive sampling to provide diverse
perspectives on the state of technology-assisted language learning. Data were collected through
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Focus group discussions, semi-structured interviews, and documentary reviews, allowing for an
exploration of personal experiences, challenges, and insights into using technology in language
learning. The data were analyzed thematically, focusing on key issues such as access to technology,
the effectiveness of digital resources, and the role of policy in shaping technology integration in
education.

FINDINGS
1. Disparities in Access and Digital Literacy

The study identified significant technological access disparities among different communities
in Mbeya, particularly between urban and rural settings. Through semi-structured interviews,
educators from urban schools highlighted progress in integrating digital tools for language learning.
For instance, one teacher noted, “In our school, we use tablets and whiteboards for teaching English,
which has made lessons more interactive and engaging for students.” However, this contrasts sharply
with rural and marginalized communities, where substantial barriers persist. These barriers include
limited internet connectivity, lack of device access, and low digital literacy among students and
educators.

In focus group discussions, rural teachers expressed frustration with the lack of infrastructure.
One rural educator stated, “We only have one computer for the entire school, and it is often broken
or used for administrative purposes rather than teaching. ” This was echoed by students who reported
that their exposure to technology was minimal, often limited to using shared mobile phones with
limited data capabilities, if at all. Documentary reviews of school reports from rural areas further
corroborated these findings, revealing that many schools lacked essential technological equipment
and reliable internet access, with some documents noting that “only a few rural schools have
functional internet connections suitable for educational purposes.”

2. Challenges in Technology Integration

The integration of technology in language learning is further hindered by inadequate teacher
training and low digital literacy levels among educators. Many teachers reported feeling ill-equipped
to use technology effectively, emphasizing the need for targeted professional development and
support. As one urban teacher noted in an interview, “We received tablets from a donor organization,
but no training on how to integrate them into our lessons. They are just in storage because we do not
know how to use them.” This sentiment was shared by rural educators, one of whom stated during a
focus group discussion, “There is no training provided for us to use the little technology we have. We
are expected to figure it out on our own, which is very difficult.”

The documentary review of training records highlighted a significant gap in professional
development. Very few teachers in the region had received any formal training on the use of digital
tools in education. This lack of training contributes to a wider sense of digital disesmpowerment
among educators, which directly affects their ability to facilitate technology-assisted language
learning effectively.

3. Intensification of Educational Inequalities

The disparities in access and digital literacy worsen existing educational inequalities,
particularly affecting marginalized communities. In interviews, several stakeholders acknowledged
the challenges but cited budget constraints and competing priorities as barriers to addressing them.
One Educational officer commented, “We are aware of the digital divide, but there is limited funding
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for expanding infrastructure to rural areas. Our focus has been on improving basic education
standards first.”

Focus group discussions with educators from rural schools revealed the impact of these
disparities on teaching experiences. One educator shared, “I have heard about apps that can help
with learning English, but | ~ave never used one because we do not have computers at school.” This
lack of access to digital resources limits students' ability to engage with modern language learning
tools, placing them at a disadvantage compared to their urban counterparts with better access to such
technologies.

Documentary reviews of educational performance reports indicated that students in rural areas
consistently scored lower in English language assessments than their urban peers. The reports noted
that “students from schools with access to digital learning tools performed better in language
proficiency tests than those without access,” highlighting the impact of technological disparities on
educational outcomes.

4. Need for Targeted Interventions

The findings underscore the need for targeted interventions to bridge the digital divide and
support educators in utilizing technology for language learning. Respondents across different data
sources consistently highlighted the importance of professional development for teachers. A rural
teacher suggested, “If we had proper training and support, we could use the technology we have more
effectively, even if it is limited.” Similarly, a focus group of urban educators proposed that
“collaborative training sessions between urban and rural schools could help share knowledge and
resources.”

Moreover, documentary reviews of successful interventions in other regions of Tanzania
suggested that community-driven initiatives, such as local ICT hubs and partnerships with tech
companies, could offer scalable solutions to improve access and utilization of digital resources in
rural schools. These reviews highlighted case studies where “community involvement and external
partnerships significantly improved digital literacy and technology use in education,” suggesting a
potential pathway for Mbeya to follow.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study reveal significant disparities in access to technology and digital
literacy between urban and rural communities in Mbeya, Tanzania, which have serious implications
for language learning and educational equality. The following discussion integrates relevant studies
to compare and contrast the challenges and potential solutions for technology-assisted language
learning in this context.

1. Disparities in Access and Digital Literacy

The study found significant differences in access to technological resources between urban
and rural schools in Mbeya. Urban institutions reported better integration of digital tools into language
learning, such as tablets and whiteboards, which aligns with similar findings in other urban settings
across sub-Saharan Africa (Sinyolo, 2020). This progress in urban areas is often attributed to more
substantial infrastructure, better funding, and support from donor organisations, which facilitate the
adoption of educational technologies (World Bank, 2019). For example, urban schools in Nairobi,
Kenya, have similarly benefited from robust digital initiatives that enhance language learning (Otieno
etal., 2018).

Contrastingly, rural and marginalised communities in Mbeya face substantial barriers,
including limited internet connectivity, lack of access to devices, and low digital literacy among both
students and educators. This mirrors findings from rural schools in other parts of sub-Saharan Africa,
such as Uganda and Ethiopia, where technological infrastructure remains weak and unevenly
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distributed (Kidd & Murray, 2021). However, a study by Tooley and Dixon (2019) contrasts these
challenges by highlighting cases where low-cost private schools in rural Nigeria have managed to
leverage minimal technological resources through community initiatives and local partnerships,
demonstrating that strategic, low-cost interventions can make a meaningful impact even in resource-
poor settings.

2. Challenges in Technology Integration

Technology integration into language learning is further hampered by inadequate teacher
training and low digital literacy levels among educators, as observed in both urban and rural contexts
in Mbeya. Similar findings have been reported in South Africa, where teachers in many schools lack
confidence in using digital tools due to insufficient training (Isaacs, 2017). These challenges are not
unique to Africa; studies from Latin America, such as Peru, have shown that without proper training,
adopting technology in education is often superficial and fails to significantly enhance learning
outcomes (Severin & Capota, 2019).

Conversely, in more developed educational settings like those in South Korea, extensive
teacher training programs have been a cornerstone of successful technology integration, which
contrasts sharply with the challenges faced in Mbeya (Kim, 2017). These programs emphasise the
technical aspects of using digital tools and how to integrate them effectively into the curriculum. This
highlights a critical gap in Mbeya, where teacher professional development is minimal. As a result,
even when digital tools are available, they remain underutilized due to a lack of knowledge and
confidence in their application (Pelgrum, 2019).

3. Intensification of Educational Inequalities

Disparities in access to technology and digital skills are deepening existing educational
inequalities in Mbeya, particularly for marginalized communities. This study found that students in
rural areas consistently perform worse in English language assessments compared to their urban
counterparts, a trend supported by global evidence. For instance, research in the United States has
shown that students with better access to technology tend to achieve higher academic outcomes,
reinforcing the view that access to digital resources plays a critical role in educational success
(Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010).

However, some studies provide a contrasting perspective. For example, research in Finland
suggests that while technology can enhance learning, it is not a panacea, and other factors, such as
teacher quality and pedagogical approaches, play equally essential roles (Salomaa & Matsuo, 2018).
This suggests that while improving access to technology is crucial, it must be part of a broader strategy
that includes enhancing teacher skills and developing pedagogically sound digital content. In Mbeya,
the lack of access to technology is compounded by the limited availability of culturally relevant digital
resources, which further hinders the effectiveness of technology in language learning (Mgaya &
Mosha, 2019).

4. Need for Targeted Interventions

The findings emphasize the urgent need for targeted interventions to bridge the digital divide
and support educators using technology for language learning. Respondents in Mbeya highlighted the
importance of professional development for teachers, suggesting that collaborative training sessions
between urban and rural schools could facilitate the sharing of knowledge and resources. This
approach is consistent with recommendations from UNESCO (2020), which advocates for context-
specific professional development programs to address teachers' unique challenges in low-resource
settings.

Contrasting views come from studies in high-income countries, where interventions have
focused more on individualized professional development and integrating technology directly into
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teacher education curricula (Tondeur et al., 2017). While such comprehensive approaches may be
ideal, they are often not feasible in low-resource contexts like Mbeya due to financial and logistical
constraints. However, evidence from community-driven initiatives in Rwanda shows that leveraging
local resources and partnerships can effectively enhance digital literacy and technology use in
education, even with limited budgets (Trucano, 2016). This suggests that similar models could be
adapted and scaled in Mbeya, using local ICT hubs and strategic partnerships to improve access and
utilisation of digital resources in rural schools.

The discussion highlights the common challenges and unique opportunities for enhancing
technology-assisted language learning in Mbeya. By comparing and contrasting similar contexts, it
becomes clear that while the challenges are significant, targeted, context-sensitive interventions that
combine infrastructure improvements, professional development, and community engagement can
make a meaningful difference. Stakeholders should prioritise a holistic approach that addresses
technological access and pedagogical capacity, ensuring that all students, regardless of location, have
equitable opportunities to benefit from technology in education.

CONCLUSION

This study has highlighted the significant disparities in access to technology and digital
literacy between urban and rural communities in the Mbeya region of Tanzania, revealing a complex
landscape where technology’s potential to enhance language learning remains largely untapped,
especially in marginalised areas. While urban schools have made strides in incorporating digital tools
such as tablets and interactive whiteboards, rural schools face substantial challenges, including
limited internet connectivity, lack of devices, and insufficient digital skills among educators and
students. These disparities hinder the effective integration of technology into language education and
intensify existing educational inequalities, placing students in rural areas at a significant disadvantage
compared to their urban counterparts.

The challenges identified in this study reflect broader issues observed across sub-Saharan
Africa and other developing regions, where infrastructure deficits, inadequate funding and a lack of
professional development for teachers pose persistent barriers to technology integration in education.
The findings emphasize the need for a multi-faceted approach that goes beyond merely providing
digital tools. Investments must also be made in building the capacity of educators through targeted
professional development, ensuring that they are equipped to use technology effectively in their
teaching. Moreover, interventions should be context-specific, addressing the unique needs and
challenges of rural schools, including the development of culturally relevant digital content that aligns
with local linguistic and educational contexts.

To bridge the digital divide and promote equitable access to technology-enhanced language
learning, it is crucial for stakeholders, including policymakers, educational institutions, and the
private sector, to collaborate on comprehensive strategies that prioritise both infrastructure
development and human capacity building. Community-driven initiatives, such as local ICT hubs and
partnerships with technology companies, offer promising avenues for scaling up access and utilisation
of digital resources in rural areas. By adopting a holistic and inclusive approach, it is possible to create
an educational environment where all students, regardless of their location, can benefit from the
transformative potential of technology in language learning. Addressing these challenges will
enhance language proficiency and contribute to closing the educational gaps between urban and rural
communities, fostering a more equitable and inclusive education system in Mbeya and beyond.
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