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Abstract 

The development of digital technology in recent decades has influenced English education, especially in teaching 

vocabulary. Several previous studies have been investigated that focus on teaching vocabulary challenges through 

technology. However, all of those studies do not touch on the use of technology in special needs students. This study 

investigated the teachers’ challenges in developing students with special needs through technology. A qualitative 

approach with a case study design was used in this study. This study involved six EFL female teachers who taught 

students with special needs in one of the inclusive schools in Central Java, Indonesia, with several criteria, including 

having at least five years of experience in learning by using technology for teaching children with special needs, one of 

which is in the context of teaching vocabulary to students with special needs themselves. A semi-structured interview 

was designed to collect the data to obtain detailed information about teachers' barriers to using technology to develop 

students with special needs vocabulary. Thematic analysis was conducted to analyze the qualitative data in some steps: 

transcription of the interviews, identification of the main themes, coding, categorizing the themes, and making a 

conclusion. The study's findings indicated that teachers faced three main challenges: students’ concentration, 

engagement, and language. 
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1. Introduction  

The development of digital technology in recent decades has had many positive impacts on life, one of which is 

in the world of education. Technology is beneficial for teachers in delivering learning materials and communicating with 

their students (Beardsley et al., 2021; Hidayat, Setiawan, et al., 2023; Mahmood, 2021; Santos & Castro, 2021). 

Technology makes the teaching-learning process in the classroom more enjoyable (Goffe & Sosin, 2005; Haleem et al., 

2022; Szymkowiak et al., 2021). It also makes the students more active and cooperative in the teaching-learning process. 

Moreover, it assists them in developing their language learning, especially vocabulary (Arifani et al., 2020; Hao et al., 

2021; Zakian et al., 2022). 

Technology use in teaching vocabulary has been investigated in several studies (Bashori et al., 2024; Tai et al., 

2022; Xodabande & Atai, 2022; Yu et al., 2022). All of those studies describe that the use of technology in English 

teaching supports them in developing their vocabulary. Moreover, it also develops their cognitive and English 

achievement (Bernacki et al., 2020; Hanham et al., 2021). However, the use of technology in the English teaching-

learning process also provides challenges such as the unreadiness of teacher and learners in using technology (Hidayat, 
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2022; Metruk, 2022; Taghizadeh & Basirat, 2024), internet connection and facilities (Emelogu et al., 2022; Hidayat, 

Afdholy, et al., 2023) and time management (Hidayat, Afdholy, et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2021). However, none of those 

studies touch on the use of technology in special needs students, while students with special needs require more attention. 

Moreover, teaching an inclusive class with special needs students is more challenging. Therefore, the studies explore the 

teachers’ challenges in teaching special needs students, which is essential.   

This study aims to identify and analyze teachers' difficulties in using technology to improve the vocabulary of 

students with special needs. By understanding these barriers, it is hoped that this research can provide insight into the 

factors that hinder the development of technology in inclusive education. In addition, the findings of this study are also 

expected to be relevant for educational institutions and the government to support teachers in integrating technology into 

more effective learning in order to improve the quality of understanding of students with special needs. 

Teaching Vocabulary through Technology 

In recent years, the use of technology in English language learning, especially in vocabulary learning, has 

increased rapidly. Technology allows for a more interactive and adaptive approach to learning, which can be adapted to 

students' individual needs (Alam, 2023; Cui et al., 2018; Singh & Kaunert, 2024). It also makes the classroom 

atmosphere more fun and conducive (Goffe & Sosin, 2005; Haleem et al., 2022; Szymkowiak et al., 2021). The use of 

technology in English learning is claimed to improve students' vocabulary and academic performance (Bernacki et al., 

2020; Hanham et al., 2021; Zakian et al., 2022).  

MALL or CALL-based technology has positively affected students' vocabulary development (Arifani et al., 

2020; Çakmak et al., 2021; Katemba, 2019; Weisi et al., 2024). By using this approach, students are more flexible and 

independent in learning new vocabulary without any time and place restrictions. In addition, multimedia-based 

technologies such as animated videos enrich students' experience in learning vocabulary. He (2023) and Reynolds et al. 

(2022) revealed that using videos can aid in learning and retaining incidental vocabulary. Furthermore, using animated 

videos combined with context-based learning strategies effectively attracts young learners' attention and improves 

vocabulary acquisition, especially verbs and adverbs (Minalla, 2024).  

However, those various studies still have not touched on the use of technology for vocabulary learning for 

students with special needs, even though it has made a great contribution, especially in improving the quality of 

education for children with special needs. 

 

Teachers’ Challenges in Teaching Students with Special Needs 

Several studies have been investigated to analyze the challenges teachers face in meeting students’ special needs. 

Kaur and Salian (2024) conducted a pilot study investigating the teachers’ barriers to implementing inclusive education 

in India. They find that the teachers face several barriers, such as a lack of specialized training, insufficient support 

services, and inadequate teaching materials. Donaire et al. (2024) explore the teachers’ experiences in teaching special 

needs students through qualitative study in the Philippines. They point out that the teachers face several difficulties 

during the teaching-learning process, such as addressing reading issues, limited school activities and facilities, time 

constraints, and the pressure to submit immediate reports. Tayco and Motus (2024) analyze the teachers’ experience in 

teaching students’ special needs. They identified five challenges faced by teachers, including the delivery of instruction, 

sudden shift of pedagogy, limited resources, lack of knowledge and time, lack of parental participation, and heavy 

workload. All the previous studies identified several challenges faced by the teachers in the special needs class. It 

indicates that teaching special needs students is challenging and needs more attention. However, teachers' challenges in 

teaching English vocabulary using technology in special needs students' classes do not get much attention. Meanwhile, 

the use of technology in teaching language is increasing. Moreover, it will be more challenging when the teachers teach 

foreign languages through technology to students with special needs. 

Therefore, it is essential to conduct research which digs deeper on the teachers’ challenges in developing students’ 

with special needs vocabulary through technology. To accomplish that aim, the following research question is provided 

by the researcher: What are the teachers’ main challenges in teaching vocabulary using technology in special needs 

students' classes? 

 

2.Method  

This research used a qualitative approach with a case study design to explore in depth the challenges faced by 

teachers in vocabulary learning using technology for students with special needs. The qualitative design was chosen 

because this study is expected to understand the subjective perspectives of teachers, as well as the factors that influence 

their success in integrating technology into vocabulary learning.  

The participants in this study were EFL teachers who teach students with special needs in one of the inclusive 

schools in Central Java, Indonesia. The criteria for selecting participants were teachers with at least five years of 

experience in learning by using technology for teaching children with special needs, one of which is teaching vocabulary 

to students with special needs. By selecting experienced participants, this study was able to collect rich and in-depth data 

on the challenges they faced and the strategies they used. A total of six female teachers have experience teaching special 

needs students for more than ten years, and one has experience teaching mentally disabled students from 2015 until now. 
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The main instrument in data collection was a semi-structured interview designed to obtain detailed information 

about teachers' barriers to using technology. The interview consisted of several main questions covering aspects of the 

challenges they faced when teaching vocabulary using technology (teachers’ ways in teaching, technology availability, 

students’ motivation, engagement, students’ interaction, and students’ development during the teaching-learning process) 

and their strategies for dealing with these challenges. Data collection was carried out in stages. It started with the 

researcher approaching the principal to get permission to conduct research at the school. Afterward, interviews were 

conducted individually with each teacher in a conducive and comfortable atmosphere so that participants could talk 

openly about their experiences. Each interview lasted about 10-15 minutes and was recorded to facilitate transcription 

and data analysis. 

The data obtained was analyzed using the thematic analysis method. The first step in the analysis was verbatim 

transcription of the interviews to ensure data accuracy. After that, the researcher conducted repeated readings to identify 

the main themes that emerged related to teachers' difficulties in learning using technology. Relevant codes were then 

grouped into thematic categories: technology skills, technical support, preparation time, and infrastructure challenges. 

This analysis was conducted manually with a qualitative perspective in mind to keep the interpretation of the findings 

contextualized. 
 

3. Findings and Discussion  

Based on the interview results from six EFL teachers, the researcher categorized them into three themes: students’ 

concentration, engagement, and digital tools.   

 

Students’ Concentration 

 

Teacher 1:  “My main challenge in teaching vocabulary is keeping the students focused on the video or learning 

materials during the teaching-learning process. Many of them have special needs, especially in attention 

deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD); thereby, they are easily distracted by small things such as voice, 

movement, or lamps. Moreover, the use of laptops often becomes a distraction. They are more interested in 

focusing on the keyboard, mouse, or other tools provided on the screen.” (T1) 

 

Teacher 3:  “To keep my students’ attention on the screen is difficult for me. Most of them have short attention spans 

and get bored when asked to focus on videos or pictures on a laptop or computer. Some students are more 

interested in other visual aspects such as button color in laptop or mouse lamp than to the learning 

materials.” (T3) 

 

The results of the interviews with the teachers indicated that the first and third teachers had challenges with 

student concentration. They had difficulty maintaining students' concentration and focusing on learning for a long time. 

This is because the majority of the students have special needs in attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). In 

addition, when learning was done using technology such as laptops, they were easily distracted by other things that were 

not related to learning, such as sound, movement, keyboard color, and mouse lamp. 

 

Students’ Engagement 

 

Teacher 2: “My challenge is how to make my students more active in the teaching-learning process. When I ask 

questions, some of them are silent. Sometimes, they do not respond to my instructions. Technology does 

help to make the visualization of learning materials more interesting and sophisticated. However, it does not 

automatically increase their engagement in the teaching-learning process. We need to apply a personal 

approach to make them feel more comfortable.” (T2) 

 

Teacher 6:  “One of the biggest challenges is how to make them more active in the teaching-learning process. Although 

I have used several interactive media, such as video and animation, some students are still passive. They are 

more likely to be an audience than active participants. Even though technology assists me in creating 

interactive learning materials and media and making the learning atmosphere more interesting, it does not 

guarantee that it helps them to be more active.”(T6) 

 

The interview results indicated that one of the main challenges in teaching English vocabulary through technology 

to students with special needs was providing a comfortable learning atmosphere that encourages students to engage in 

learning. Although the English teacher stimulated them by delivering questions and using technology to visualize the 

materials, they were still inactive in the teaching-learning process. Moreover, the teachers used technology, including 

interactive media, videos, and animations, to make the teaching-learning process more interesting, but it did not make the 

students more active in the teaching-learning process. Most of them are passive and only accept the materials without 
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participating a lot. They realized that the personal approach is essential to establishing a connection and providing a 

comfortable atmosphere for students with special needs. 

 

Language 

 

Teacher 4: “My major challenge is language. English is a foreign language in my class, and most of them are not 

familiar with it. They are used to using Indonesia in their daily life and in the class. All communication and 

activities are using Indonesia. Although I combined the use of technology and games in teaching 

vocabulary in my class, most of them still find it difficult to understand. Additionally, it will be more 

challenging for students who have communication disorder or language delay.” (T4) 

Teacher 5: Many digital learning materials, interactive media, and games are used to teach English vocabulary. 

However, it is still difficult for me to help them in memorizing English vocabulary. It is caused by language 

differences. They are still unfamiliar with the words. Additionally, they are never used in daily 

communication, making them difficult to memorize.”  (T5) 

 

The following teacher’s challenge was a language barrier. English is a foreign language for the students. In the 

daily activities and teaching-learning process, they used Indonesian. It made understanding and memorizing English 

words difficult, especially for those with communication disorders and language delays. This challenge is getting more 

difficult because of the lack of exposure and English use outside the class. As a consequence, their ability to develop  

 

This study aims to identify and analyze the teachers' challenges in developing students with special needs English 

vocabulary through technology. The result of this study finds three main challenges in developing the English vocabulary 

of special needs students, including students’ concentration, engagement, and language. 

In developing English vocabulary for students with special needs, the teacher's first challenge is students’ 

concentration. Students with special needs end up having a limitation in maintaining their focus during the teaching-

learning process. Technology such as video and interactive media multiplies their attention because of the interesting 

visual view. It indicates that in teaching students with special needs, the teachers need to have a simple technology 

design and focus more on the learning materials customized to the specific students’ needs to support effective learning. 

It aligns with the previous studies by Maryanti et al. (2022) and Posey and Lyons (2024), which indicated that 

customizing learning materials to address the special needs of students with disabilities is essential. Moreover, Teachers' 

ability to develop learning materials adapted to the needs of students with disabilities determines the effectiveness of 

learning (Arpacık et al., 2024; Zulkifli et al., 2022).    

The second main challenge is students’ engagement. Although technology has a big potential to attract students’ 

interest, teachers often face difficulties consistently keeping students engaged with special needs. Several factors, such as 

the complexity of learning materials and lack of interaction and personalization, can inhibit their engagement during the 

teaching-learning process. The direct interaction with the teachers and classmates is essential for students with special 

needs because they need more support and attention personally to understand a new concept. Aspelin et al. (2021) and  

Gaitas et al. (2024) assert that positive interaction between them can enhance to social inclusion and acceptance which is 

essential for their development in the teaching-learning process. Although technology provides interest learning material, 

it is not always effective in offering personalization level that is need by them. Without discussion opportunity and 

feedback, the students feel isolated which decrease their willing to participate actively in teaching-learning (Harunasari & 

Halim, 2019; Tseng & Er, 2024). To what extend the technology can be used to be customized to students’ the learning 

styles can affect the students’ engagement in the classroom. Every student with special needs has unique way in learning 

and technology sometimes technology cannot be personalized to them. It can hinder the effectiveness of the teaching-

learning process. Moreover, it will lead to decrease in their motivation and interest in joining the vocabulary learning. 

Jordan et al. (2009) highlight that students with special needs often struggle with the complexity of learning materials. 

Moreover, those who have autism often have difficulties concentrating and involve in classroom activities during 

technology-based learning (Bachtsis et al., 2024; Khowaja et al., 2021). 

The last significant challenge is the language factor. Many students with special needs have difficulties 

understanding the basic concept of English. They are not familiar with it in their daily life. Moreover, most teachers use 

Indonesian as a language of instruction in classroom activities. Although the use of Indonesian can assist them in 

explaining the teaching material, it can limit their exposure on English; thereby they are not enough to be exposure to 

English vocabulary. Over-dependence on Indonesia as language of instruction in the classroom can slow down the 

process of mastering English vocabulary (Wulandari et al., 2021). Additionally, some students have communication 

disorders and language delays, which add to the teachers' load. Students with language delay and communication 

disorder often difficulty to express and understand the vocabulary that be taught by the teachers. Bobzien et al. (2015) 

and Liu et al. (2018) emphasized that students with communication disorders often struggle to memorize new 

vocabulary. The teachers need to provide positive environment that support more inclusive communication by 

communication such as pictures, word cards or technology which help them in conveying their understanding. Stewart 
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(2009) points out that most students with special needs, especially those from non-native speakers, experience 

misunderstandings of basic English concepts.  

 

4. Conclusion 

Based on the findings, it can be concluded that teachers face three main challenges in teaching English vocabulary 

through technology for students with several needs, including students’ concentration, engagement, and language. 

Although technology helps teachers make the teaching-learning process more interesting, it does not run well for students 

with special needs. It is essential to highlight that the use of technology as a learning supporting tool for them needs to be 

followed by a holistic approach. 

Although this study has several implications for teachers, stakeholders, and educational policymakers, it also has 

several limitations. First, this study only investigates from teachers’ perspective without involving students' participation, 

whereas it is essential to explore. Second, this study uses qualitative research with interviews as the main data collection 

instrument. The next research can conduct mixed methods. Lastly, the participants of this study were only six female 

teachers from one of the inclusive schools in Central Java, Indonesia. It would be better for future research to conduct 

similar research with large participants of different genders and areas or other countries. 
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