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EXPLORING ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNING BEYOND
THE CLASSROOM IN THE DIGITAL AGE: INSIGHTS
FROM ENGLISH MAJORED STUDENTS AT
A VIETNAMESE PUBLIC UNIVERSITY
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Abstract: With the rapid advancement of digital tools and platforms, the integration
of digital technology into learning English outside the classroom has gained
significant attention in recent educational research (Nguyen et al., 2024). This
research explores how out-of-class activities in this digital age influence the English
language learning of third-year students majoring in English language teaching at a
Vietnamese public university in the North of Vietnam. The study involved 100 student
participants who completed a questionnaire, with 10 of them taking part in individual
interviews. The results indicate that engaging in different out-of-class language
learning activities had positive effects on the participants’ language skills to varying
degrees. The research highlights the significance of incorporating out-of-class
activities into the language learning journey to enhance overall proficiency.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In light of rapid advancements in digital tools and platforms, the integration of digital
technology into the English learning process has garnered significant attention in recent
educational research (Lee, 2019; Nguyen et al., 2024; Trinder, 2017). Studies have
underscored the potential benefits of engaging in self-directed, technology-assisted
learning outside traditional classroom settings. These benefits include accessing authentic
learning resources, practicing language skills through social media and online platforms,
and nurturing learner autonomy (Choi & Nunan, 2018; Lee, 2019; Wang & Chen, 2020).

Autonomous learning, facilitated by a variety of digital tools and resources,
empowers students to assume greater control over their learning processes, leading to
enhanced competencies and academic achievement (Nguyen et al., 2024; Tragant et al.,
2021). Recent studies have highlighted the advantages of incorporating out-of-class
activities into language learning programs. For instance, Lee (2019) demonstrated that
participation in language clubs and cultural events significantly improves students'
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language proficiency and cultural competence. Similarly, Wang and Chen’s research
(2020) emphasized the positive impact of digital resources and online platforms on
informal language learning outcomes, calling for further exploration of technology’s role
in language acquisition.

Benson (2011) defines out-of-class learning as any language learning activity
occurring outside traditional classroom instruction, including self-study, interactions with
native speakers, language exchange programs, and digital resource engagement. This
approach allows individuals to tailor their learning experiences to their specific needs and
interests (Reinders & Benson, 2017).

In this digital era, the availability of portable devices such as mobile phones (Nguyen
et al., 2024) has significantly transformed out-of-class language learning, granting
learners unprecedented access to digital resources. Trinder (2017) highlighted the
transformative impact of technology, enabling learners to engage with language anytime
and anywhere for both learning and practical use. This is because many learners have
easy access to technology and frequently utilize it for out-of-class language learning
purposes (Wang & Chen, 2020). Consequently, many employ language learning apps and
participate in virtual language exchange communities to create additional opportunities
to enhance their communication abilities and proficiency (Brown, 2017; Reinders &
Benson, 2017; Tragant et al., 2021).

Several studies have explored the frequency of out-of-class learning practices,
including the prevalence of online activities such as using social media platforms like
YouTube (Wang & Chen, 2020) and using authentic materials such as websites, movies,
and radio broadcasts to practice English (Brown, 2017; Trinders, 2017). This points to
the significance of understanding how language learners make use of their affordances
and exercise their agency to create language learning opportunities (Choi & Nunan, 2018;
Nguyen et al., 2024).

Research consistently demonstrates that learners perceive the effectiveness of
various out-of-class activities in enhancing their English language learning. For example,
Trinder (2017) highlighted how technology supports vocabulary learning and listening
practice. Lee (2019) emphasized the effectiveness of online language exchange platforms
in improving speaking proficiency and intercultural communication skills. In the same
vein, Wang and Chen (2020) conducted a qualitative study with 20 EFL university
students in China, revealing that students frequently used YouTube to watch English
videos in their leisure time to enhance their English productive skills and communication
abilities. Additionally, Nguyen et al. (2024) explored the experiences of Vietnamese
students, highlighting a variety of online activities and their perceived benefits on the four
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language skills. These studies underscored the crucial role of authentic language use in
real-world contexts, such as watching authentic media and engaging in social media
interactions for developing learners' communication skills.

Studies also emphasize the importance of understanding students’ out-of-class
language activities and how these activities contribute to the language learning process
(Reinders & Benson, 2017; Lee, 2019; Tragant et al., 2021). Understanding out-of-class
learning factors that contribute to English language development among university
students is crucial for informing effective language education practices (Nguyen et al.,
2024). This is especially important given the notable focus on enhancing English
education in the Vietnamese higher education sector in response to globalization and
internationalization (Nguyen et al., 2022). As such, this study aims to investigate how
English language learning outside the classroom influences the students’ English
language abilities by examining their practices and attitudes towards out-of-class
activities Specifically, taking the English majored students at a Vietnamese university as
the participants, this study aims to answer two research questions:

1. What out-of-class activities do the students engage in to improve their English
language skills?

2. What are the students’ attitudes towards the impacts of these out-of-class activities
on their English language abilities?

2. RESEARCH CONTENT

2.1. Research Methodology

The current study adopted qualitative and quantitative methods using a questionnaire
and interviews to collect data to answer the research questions. This approach provides a
comprehensive understanding of complex phenomena, allowing for data triangulation and
enhancing validity and reliability to best understand the students’ practices and attitudes
towards out-of-class language learning activities.

2.1.1. Participants

For participant selection, 100 third-year students enrolled in the English language
teaching program at a public university in northern Vietnam were targeted (see Table 1).
These students, aged 20 to 23, were chosen from different classes to ensure a diverse
range of perspectives and experiences. The majority of the participants were female,
reflecting the teacher education program's demographics, but efforts were made to include
male participants to ensure gender diversity. A smaller group of participants, consisting
of 02 males and 08 females, was selected randomly for interviews to allow for an in-depth
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exploration of their experiences and perceptions. This approach aims to capture nuanced
insights that may not be revealed through questionnaires alone.

Table 1. Participant’s Demographic Information

Demographic Information Options Number (N=100) Percentage

20 10 10%

21 85 85%

Age

22 4 4%

23 1 1%

Male 9 9%

Gender
Female 81 81%

2.1.2. Data Collection Instruments

In this study, a questionnaire was used to collect quantitative data on the students'
out-of-class activities. A questionnaire is a structured tool for collecting data through
predetermined questions (Ddrnyei, 2007) and is particularly useful for gathering data
from a large number of participants quickly (Mertens, 2010). Additionally, the structured
format ensures consistency, making data analysis and interpretation straightforward
(Doérnyei, 2007) Online platforms like Google Forms enhance this process by facilitating
easy distribution and data management.

In this current study, the Google Form link was distributed to 100 participants via
their emails. The questionnaire consists of two sections: Section A collected demographic
information, including age and gender, providing a profile of participants. Section B
focuses on the participants' engagement in out-of-class activities aimed at enhancing their
English language abilities, asking them to select the activities they are involved in and
identify the skills they improve through these activities. The questionnaire uses a 5-point
Likert scale from "Never" to "Very Frequently" providing quantitative data on the
popularity and frequency of these activities. Section C focused on participants' perceived
improvements in their English language skills, asking them to select the skills they believe
they have enhanced the most and the least among Listening, Reading, Speaking, Writing,
Vocabulary, and Grammar. These insights will guide recommendations for tailored skill
development strategies. In addition, semi-structured interviews were conducted to gain
deeper insights into the participants' experiences and perspectives on informal language
learning. The interviews explored the participants' experiences in more depth, capturing
nuances that structured formats might miss (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Before the
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interviews, participants were informed about the study's purpose and procedures. The
interview sessions were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis.

2.1.3. Data Collection Procedure

The data collection procedure in this study followed three steps. Step 1 involved
distributing a questionnaire via a Google Form to 100 students. Following this, Step 2
entailed selecting 10 representative students from the questionnaire respondents for
interviews to gain deeper insights into their out-of-class language learning experiences.
The interview participants were selected randomly and included both male and female
students. In Step 3, individual interviews were scheduled with the selected participants,
ensuring their readiness and obtaining consent to record the interviews.

2.1.4. Data Analysis

First, for the data collected from the questionnaire, the researcher undertook a
quantitative analysis to gain a comprehensive understanding of the frequency and patterns
of out-of-class activities in which the students engaged. The analysis primarily focused
using descriptive statistics to provide an overview of the frequency of the activities
reported by the participants and the specific language skills that participants believed
these activities enhanced. Second, the analysis of the interview data involved several
stages, starting with accurate transcription to maintain data integrity and subsequent
readings of the transcribed interviews to familiarize with the content. The data was then
coded thematically, which allowed for the identification of recurring themes and patterns
within the interview data, offering a deeper understanding of the experiences and
perspectives of the participants (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Third, the quantitative results
from the questionnaire analysis and the qualitative insights from the thematic analysis of
the interviews were triangulated. The integration of both data sources enriched the
research by offering both quantitative and qualitative perspectives on the impact of
informal activities on the participants’ language skills.

2.2. Results

This section presents the findings from the study focused on the students’ experiences
and attitudes towards out-of-class learning activities.
2.2.1. The Students’ Out-of-Class English Learning Activities

The frequency of the reported out-of-class language learning activities can be seen
in Table 2.
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Table 2. The Frequency of the Students'Out-of-class Language Learning Activities
Activities M SD
1. Watching English-language movies or TV shows 2.61 1.67
2. Participating in English conversation clubs or language 561 147
exchange programs
3. Reading books or novels in English 3.26 1.25
4. Using English-language apps or websites 3.63 1.17
5. Engaging in informal conversations with native or fluent English 3.07 135
speakers
6. Listening to English-language podcasts or radio programs 2.99 1.29
7. Playing English-language video games 3.08 1.24
8. Writing in English, such as maintaining a diary or blog 2.65 1.23
9. Attending cultural events or activities related to English- 2 64 129
speaking countries
10. Using social media platforms in English 3.30 1.31
11. Joining online groups to discuss English language materials and 120 108
practice together
'12. Taking online courses specifically designed for language 131 126
improvement
13. Participating in English language competitions or events 3.00 1.25
14. Engaging in debates or public speaking events in English 3.02 1.21
15. Traveling to English-speaking countries 2.15 1.38
16. Listening to English music and paying attention to the lyrics for 308 135
language exposure
17. Reading English-language newspapers, magazines, or online 113 137

articles

Notes: M = Mean,; SD = Standard Deviation

The results reveal that the students frequently engaged in out-of-class activities with

an overall mean score of 2.99, indicating regular participation in these activities. The
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activity that students engage in the most is using English-language apps or websites (M
=3.63; SD = 1.17), indicating a moderately high level of participation among students.
The result suggests that digital platforms played a significant role in their language
learning. Following closely, the second most popular activity is taking online courses
specifically designed for language improvement (M = 3.31; SD = 1.26). Although slightly
lower than the top activity, it still demonstrates considerable engagement among students
seeking structured online learning opportunities. The use of social media platforms in
English came the third popular activity (M= 3.30, SD =1.28), suggesting that while social
media is utilized for language practice, its popularity is comparable to other online
activities designed explicitly for learning purposes. In the interviews, the students
explained that they “frequently use smartphones and laptops with internet connection to
use and practice English beyond the classrooms” (S6) and “online learning is very
convenient because I can learn everywhere” (S8). These findings highlight the significant
role of digital resources in facilitating language acquisition as students leverage
technology for self-directed learning and communication.

Listening to English music and paying attention to the lyrics ranks fourth (M= 3.28,
SD = 1.35). This indicates a moderate level of engagement, highlighting the role of music
as a supplementary tool for language exposure and comprehension. Reading books or
novels in English occupies the fifth position, with a mean score of 3.26 and a standard
deviation of 1.25. Despite being ranked fifth, the closeness in mean scores across
activities suggests that reading remains a commonly practiced method for language skill
enhancement among students.

Active participation in online activities such as engaging in debates or public
speaking events, joining study groups for language practice, and taking online courses
specifically designed for language improvement also garnered notable mean scores above
3. These activities emphasize the importance of active engagement and collaboration in
language learning, providing students with opportunities to practice and refine their
speaking and critical thinking skills.

Conversely, activities such as traveling to English-speaking countries for educational
purposes or language immersion were less frequently participated in (M = 2.15; SD =
1.38). This lower engagement is likely due to “financial constraints or limited
opportunities for international travel” as stated by S5 in the interview. Interviews with
participants clarified their motivations for participating in out-of-class activities,
underscoring the importance of English proficiency for employment opportunities and
the global economy. This motivates students to engage in various activities to enhance
their language skills.
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2.2.2. The Impacts of Out-of-Class Activities on English Language Learning

The data from the questionnaire show students’ perceived relationship between the
out-of-class language learning activities and the development of six essential language
skills—speaking, listening, reading, writing, vocabulary, and grammar (see Table 3).

Table 3. Students’ attitudes towards the impacts of out-of-class activities to their English
abilities

Perceived impacts (%)
Activities

L S R | W |V G

1}.1 Watching English-language movies or TV 294|127 105 3.8 |21.6 | 222
shows

2. Participating in English conversation clubs 18.1 1322 ] 94 | 53 | 154194
or language exchange programs

3. Reading English books or novels 2,8 | 6,4 [33,5(12,1]20,7]24,3

4. Us.mg English-language apps or websites for 226|126 | 13.7] 84 | 21 | 255
learning

5. Engagmg in 1nf9rmal conversations with 274 31 |13 77 | 106] 12
native or fluent English speakers

6. Listening to English-1 dcast
~istening o BNUS-language poceasts of | 36 41204 | 14,4 | 53 | 13,6 | 9.8
radio programs

7. Playing English-language video games 21 | 15,1 25,6 10,5]|18,4| 9,2

Writine in Enelish h taini
8. Writing in English, such as maintaining a 83 | 6.8 | 188361113188
diary or blog

. Attendi Itural t tiviti
9 endlng‘cu ura .evens o'r activities 2501285119 | 73 | 132 13.9
related to English-speaking countries

10. Using social media platforms in English 17,31 13,6 | 19,7 | 12,9 | 24,7 | 11,7

11. Joining stu.dy groups t'o discuss English 2230207212112 | 11.7] 12.8
language material and practice together

12. Taki li ificall
' aking onme. courses  specifically 1971193157 17 | 14 | 142
designed for language improvement
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Perceived impacts (%)
Activities

L S R | W |V G

13. Partlclpatmg”m or attending English 18] 27 [112] 1231 17 | 106
language competitions or events

14. E ing in debat bli ki
nfgagmg.m ebates or public speaking 247315105 | 92 | 13.6 105
events in English

15. Traveling to English-speaking countries
for educational purposes or language | 20,2 | 19,2 | 17,4 | 14,1 | 15 | 14,1
immersion

16. Plstenlng to Enghsh music and paying 324|155 127|113 | 14.8 | 13.4
attention to the lyrics for language exposure

17. Reading English-language newspapers, 122172 1332|108 | 15.1 | 20.9

magazines, or online articles

Notes: L = Listening, S = Speaking, R= Reading, W = Writing, V = Vocabulary, G =
Grammar

The results demonstrate the effectiveness of various activities that students find
helpful for improving their English listening skills. Listening to English-language
podcasts or radio programs is considered the most beneficial, with 36.4% of students
noting significant improvement. Traveling to English-speaking countries follows closely
at 32.4%, offering immersive and practical language practice. Watching English-
language movies or TV shows is also highly effective, with 29.4% of students reporting
improvement. Engaging in informal conversations with native or fluent English speakers
ranks next at 27.4%, providing real-time interaction and exposure to natural language use.
Listening to English music, while beneficial, is considered less effective compared to
more interactive methods, with a notable percentage of 32.4%.

Students feel that participating in English conversation clubs or language exchange
programs (32.2%), engaging in public speaking events (31.5%), engaging in informal
conversations with native speakers (31%), attending cultural events (28.5%), and
participating in language competitions (27%) significantly improve their speaking skills.
These activities provide structured opportunities for regular practice and exposure to
natural language use, helping students “gain confidence” (Student 2), “understand
idiomatic expressions” (Student 1), and “enhance practical language use” (Student 10).
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When it comes to reading skills, students believe that reading English books or novels
is the most beneficial activity (33.5%). This practice allows for deep language immersion,
vocabulary enhancement, and “understanding of complex sentence structures” (Student
4). In terms of writing skills, students feel that writing in English, particularly through
maintaining a diary or blog, is the most effective activity (36.1%). This practice enables
students to “regularly express their thoughts” (Student 6) to "refine their writing style
and “develop fluency” (Student 5).

The students expressed a preference for out-of-class activities because these activities
offer opportunities to apply language skills in real-life contexts, making learning more
dynamic and interactive as Student 9 said: “They are more practical, motivating, and
enhance interaction for learners, helping them discover personal talents.” (Student 8).
Out-of-class activities also foster personal growth, offering autonomy and self-directed
learning opportunities. Students appreciated the chance to develop essential skills like
time management, communication, and critical thinking because: “It increases students’
interest in learning due to its diversity.” (Student 2). However, challenges such as time
management, vocabulary acquisition, cultural barriers, and confidence issues persist.
Student 7 said that: “When participating in informal conversations with native speakers,
1 feel less confident and sometimes I don't always have the opportunity to speak with
them.”

In summary, the data indicate that the reported out-of-class activities enhance English
language learning by offering practical, engaging, and diverse experiences that promote
both linguistic proficiency and personal development. These activities provide valuable
opportunities for students to apply and advance their language skills in real-world
contexts.

2.3. Discussion

Upon examining the data, it becomes evident that a blend of traditional and
contemporary practices characterizes the language learning journey of third-year English-
majored students outside the classrooms. The utilization of language-learning
applications and online platforms has gained considerable traction, reflecting the
pervasive influence of technology on language-learning practices (Nguyen et al., 2024).
Furthermore, the proliferation of English-language media and cultural events has
emerged as a prominent feature of out-of-class language learning experiences. Students
actively seek out opportunities to immerse themselves in English-language media,
ranging from films and television shows to podcasts and online forums, capitalizing on
the rich linguistic input and cultural insights afforded by these mediums.
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Traditional methods, such as reading English literature, persist as a cornerstone of
language learning activities, with students gravitating towards this activity for its dual
benefits of linguistic enrichment and cultural immersion (Jones, 2017). In addition,
activities rooted in real-world interaction remain paramount in the language learning
repertoire of English language teaching students. Participation in language exchange
programs, for instance, continues to serve as a vital conduit for honing speaking
proficiency and fostering cross-cultural understanding (Reinders & Benson, 2017). This
underscores the enduring appeal of authentic language exposure and communicative
engagement in the language learning process.

The analysis of the survey data unveils the students’ perceived enhancements across
language domains, shedding light on the potential of specific activities to improve the
students’ language proficiency. The findings showed the significant role of English-
language media in strengthening listening comprehension, enriching vocabulary, and
refining grammatical acumen among English language teaching students (Nguyen et al.,
2024). This underscores the potency of authentic language exposure in engendering
linguistic competence, with students reaping substantial benefits from their engagement
with diverse media sources.

Moreover, active participation in language exchange initiatives emerges as essential
in the language learning journey of third-year English language teaching students,
facilitating a seamless transition from classroom learning to real-world communicative
contexts. By interacting with native speakers and fellow language enthusiasts, students
not only bolster their spoken proficiency but also cultivate intercultural competence and
communicative confidence. Nevertheless, the students reported coping with persistent
challenges such as time management, which emerges as a recurring concern with students
navigating the demands of formal learning alongside their out-of-class activities.
Additionally, vocabulary acquisition poses a formidable obstacle, particularly in
specialized domains or during interactions with native speakers (Trinder, 2017).

In brief, the exploration of out-of-class activities among third-year English language
teaching students illuminates a multifaceted landscape that combines traditional
pedagogies with contemporary technological advancements. The examination of how
these activities impact language learning abilities highlights the transformative potential
of experiential learning in fostering both linguistic competence and cultural fluency
among English language teaching students. By comprehending the interplay between
these factors, educators can develop tailored interventions to enhance student engagement
and facilitate comprehensive language development.
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3. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This study aimed to investigate how third-year university students engaged in out-
of-class language learning activities and their perceived impacts on their English learning.
The research utilized a questionnaire administered to 100 English-major students and
conducted semi-structured interviews with a subset of 10 participants. The goal was to
gather insights into the variety of activities students engage in outside the classroom and
to understand their perspectives on how these activities influence their English language
development.

The data reveal diverse out-of-class activities, including reading English books,
participating in language exchange programs, using language learning apps, and engaging
with English-language media. Technology emerged as a crucial facilitator, providing
access to authentic language input and interactive learning experiences. The findings
showed that these activities positively impact language learning abilities, with language
exchange programs enhancing speaking proficiency and English-language media
improving listening, vocabulary, and grammar skills. However, challenges like time
management and vocabulary acquisition were identified, indicating a need for targeted
support. Addressing these challenges is crucial. Educators and policymakers should
collaborate to implement support mechanisms, providing guidance, resources, and
financial assistance to ensure equitable access to these enriching learning opportunities.
Creating a supportive and inclusive learning environment that encourages active
engagement with English beyond the classroom is vital.

The implications offer actionable insights for educators and policymakers. The
diverse array of activities highlights the necessity for multifaceted approaches to language
learning and teaching. Teachers can encourage students to engage in out-of-class learning
experiences using digital technology and authentic language experiences, like cultural
events and interactive language practice, to help develop language skills and practical
language competencies essential for real-world communication.

Despite valuable insights, the study has limitations. It focused solely on third-year
students, which may limit the generalizability of the findings. The reliance on self-
reported data may introduce biases, such as social desirability or recall bias. Additionally,
the study did not explore the impact of demographic factors like gender, age, or
proficiency level on engagement in out-of-class activities. Future research could address
these limitations by employing more diverse samples and methodologies to provide a
comprehensive understanding of factors influencing out-of-class language learning
activities.
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KHAM PHA VIEC HOC TIENG ANH NGOAI LOP HOC TRONG THO'TI PAI SO: GOC
NHIN TU SINH VIEN CHUYEN NGANH TIENG ANH TAI MOT TRUONG PAI HOC

CONG LAP O VIET NAM

Nguyén Thi Ha Anh, Lai Khdnh Linh

Tém tat: Voi sw tién bé nhanh chéng ctia cong nghé théng tin va nén tang ky thuéat
s6, viéc tich hop coéng nghé sé vao viéc hoc tiéng Anh ngoai I6p hoc da thu hut duoc
sw chu y dang ké trong nghién ctu gido duc nhitng ndm gén day (Nguyen et al.
2024). Nghién ctru nay kham pha cach cac hoat dong tw hoc ngoai I6p hoc anh
hudéng nhw thé nao dén viéc hoc tiéng Anh cda sinh vién ndm thir ba chuyén nganh
gidng day tiéng Anh tai mét trirong dai hoc céng lap & Viét Nam. Trong nghién ctru
nay, 100 sinh vién da tham gia khéo sét truc tuyén va 10 sinh vién trong sé dé da
tham gia phdng van. Két qué phan tich chi ra rdng viéc tham gia vao céc hoat déng
hoc tap khéc nhau ngoai I6p hoc cé tac déng tich cuc dén ky nang tiéng Anh cua
nguoi tham gia & céc murc do khéc nhau. Nghién ciru nhdn manh tdm quan trong
cla viéc két hop cac hoat dong ngoai I6p hoc vao qué trinh hoc ngén ngir dé néng
cao trinh dé téng thé ctia ngudi hoc.

Twr khod: Hoc tiéng Anh bén ngoai I6p hoc, céng nghé sé, sinh vién

(Ngay Toa soan nhén dwoc bai: 25-8-2024; ngay phan bién danh gia: 12-9-2024;
ngay chép nhan dang: 08-10-2024)



