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Abstract 
This conceptual study explores the integration and application of digital liter-
acy (DL) in the training of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) preservice 
teachers at Chinese normal universities. It reflects on the current digital com-
petencies of preservice teachers, the challenges they face in integrating tech-
nology into their pedagogy, and the effectiveness of existing teacher prepara-
tion programs (TPPs) in fostering essential digital skills. By critically analyzing 
the alignment of teacher training curricula with the digital demands of modern 
classrooms, this article identifies key areas for improvement and suggests in-
novative strategies for enhancing DL in teacher education. The study empha-
sizes the importance of bridging the gap between theoretical knowledge and 
practical application, offering recommendations for curriculum redesign and 
the integration of hands-on digital experiences. The goal is to contribute to the 
broader educational discourse on how DL can be more effectively embedded 
in EFL education, ultimately preparing future teachers to navigate the digital 
landscape of contemporary classrooms. 
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1. Introduction 

In the digital era, advanced technologies have fundamentally transformed com-
munication and information exchange, prompting scholars to extensively explore 
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the concept of digital literacy (DL) over the past three decades. Originally intro-
duced by Lanham in 1995, DL has evolved from a basic proficiency in navigating 
digital platforms to a multifaceted skillset encompassing a range of media litera-
cies. Gilster (1997) [1] expanded this definition, emphasizing DL as the ability to 
discover, evaluate, and effectively use internet content. Today, DL includes com-
petencies such as managing, integrating, and synthesizing digital resources to con-
struct new knowledge, create media expressions, and engage in effective commu-
nication (Martin, 2005) [2]. 

The American Library Association further refined DL as the ability to use in-
formation and communication technologies to find, evaluate, create, and com-
municate information, emphasizing both cognitive and technical skills. In addi-
tion, Alkalai introduced a comprehensive model that incorporates pictorial, in-
formational, and social-emotional literacies, marking a significant advancement 
in understanding the scope of DL. 

In China, the rise of digital information technology has spurred local scholars 
to adopt and adapt these global perspectives. Chinese researchers have tailored 
the definitions of DL to align with the unique socio-technical contexts of Chinese 
education. These adaptations emphasize not only the critical and creative aspects 
of DL but also its practical applications in everyday life and learning (Tejedor et 
al., 2020; Hijón-Niera et al., 2023) [3] [4]. Furthermore, DL now encompasses 
critical thinking, problem-solving, and an understanding of ethical and security 
concerns related to digital technology use (Jia & Bava Harji, 2022; Prior et al., 
2016) [5] [6]. 

Despite these advancements, research on DL, particularly in the context of Eng-
lish as a Foreign Language (EFL) teacher education, still faces several challenges. 
Previous studies have largely focused on defining DL and identifying its compo-
nents, but they often lack comprehensive frameworks that address the practical 
integration of DL into teacher preparation programs (TPPs). Furthermore, many 
studies emphasize the technical aspects of DL, while insufficient attention is given 
to the pedagogical challenges EFL preservice teachers face in applying these skills 
in real-world classroom settings. There is also a gap in analyzing how existing 
TPPs are aligning their curricula with the growing demands of DL, particularly in 
China, where the digital landscape presents unique challenges and opportunities. 

This study aims to address these gaps by examining the integration and appli-
cation of DL in the training of EFL preservice teachers at Chinese normal univer-
sities. Specifically, it focuses on two key research questions. 

1) How can digital literacy be effectively integrated into EFL classrooms in nor-
mal universities? 

2) What are the implications for EFL preservice teachers’ teacher preparation 
programs and curriculum design? 

Through a critical analysis of the literature and theoretical perspectives, this 
study evaluates the extent to which TPPs prioritize DL development and identifies 
the gaps in current practices. By providing an in-depth analysis of the existing 
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research and offering practical recommendations, this study seeks to enhance the 
understanding of how DL can be more effectively incorporated into EFL class-
rooms, contributing to the broader discourse on teacher education reform. It also 
aims to highlight the shortcomings in previous research, focusing on the need for 
innovative approaches that address both the theoretical and practical dimensions 
of DL integration. 

2. Review of Past Studies about EFL Preservice Teachers’ DL 

The DL of EFL preservice teachers has been a focal point of numerous educational 
studies. These studies have underscored the pivotal role of DL in shaping the fu-
ture of education, particularly in the context of teacher training programs. The 
literature reveals a consensus on the necessity for preservice teachers to not only 
master digital tools but also to understand their pedagogical applications and the 
broader implications for student learning. The review of past research highlights 
a dichotomy: while the integration of Information and Communication Technol-
ogy (ICT) in educational curricula is on the rise, there exists a notable disparity 
between the theoretical knowledge imparted and the practical skills required in 
the classroom. This section delves into the definitions, roles, and expectations 
placed upon preservice teachers, as well as the challenges they face in achieving 
DL, setting the stage for a more detailed exploration in the subsequent sections. 

2.1. Definition and Role of Preservice Teachers 

Preservice teachers, defined as students in secondary and higher normal schools 
or normal university students, are integral to the future of education. They are 
expected to possess exemplary moral character, a well-grounded professional 
mindset, extensive cultural and scientific knowledge, good physical and mental 
health, and outstanding teaching skills. Upon graduation, they are fully prepared 
to become competent educators. This study focuses on students majoring in EFL 
learning in normal majors in colleges and universities, covering their entire un-
dergraduate learning stage from the first to the fourth year, with a particular em-
phasis on EFL preservice teachers for horizontal comparison. 

2.2. The Importance of Digital Literacy in Teacher Education 

DL is a critical component of preservice teachers’ education, impacting the quality 
of teaching and playing a significant role in integrating technology into the class-
room. DL for preservice teachers is not just about proficiency in using digital tech-
nologies but also includes the ability to make sound pedagogic-didactic judgments 
and an awareness of the implications these technologies have on learning strate-
gies and the digital culture of students (Ilhami et al., 2021) [7]. Since 2010, educa-
tional institutions worldwide have been incorporating ICT into their curriculum 
to enhance the professional development of preservice teachers (Valtonen et al., 
2017) [8]. 

Despite the recognized importance of DL, many preservice teachers graduate 
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without acquiring sufficient digital competence skills. This gap between the digital 
demands of their future careers and the level of digital technology training re-
ceived during their education is a significant concern. Studies have shown that 
EFL preservice teachers often feel inadequate when it comes to integrating digital 
technologies into teaching and learning processes (Instefjord & Munthe, 2016) 
[9]. The lack of shared experiences, examples, and strategies from teacher educa-
tors leaves preservice teachers with passive, theoretical knowledge about digital 
technologies.  

To bridge the gap, it is necessary to provide EFL preservice teachers with 
courses that prioritize the use of ICT tools for instructional activities. Authentic 
experiences such as field experiences and teaching internships can further encour-
age the integration of ICT tools into their teaching practices. The alignment be-
tween technological knowledge and pedagogical knowledge is crucial for develop-
ing contemporary pedagogical skills. Subject specialists and technology specialists 
can be valuable resources in overcoming these challenges. 

3. The Integration of Digital Literacy in the EFL Classroom in 
Normal Universities 

In the evolving landscape of education, the integration of DL into the EFL class-
room has become a cornerstone for preparing preservice teachers at normal uni-
versities. This section will explore the multifaceted nature of DL, its impact on 
EFL education, and the challenges faced by EFL preservice teachers in acquiring 
and applying these skills. The current state of DL integration will be delved into, 
gaps in teacher training programs will be identified, and strategies to enhance the 
digital competencies of EFL preservice teachers will be explored. 

3.1. The Imperative of Digital Literacy in EFL Education 

Several studies have provided insights into the integration of DL in EFL education. 
Hamilton et al. (2016) [10] analyzed different approaches to teacher engagement 
with digital multimodal composition, while Sánchez-Cruzado et al. (2021) [11] 
proposed a teacher training plan for digital skills based on the INTEF framework. 
These studies underscore the significance of EFL preservice teachers’ DL in facil-
itating the successful integration of technology into language instruction and em-
phasize the necessity for continuous support and training to enhance preservice 
teachers’ DL skills. 

Normal universities are designed to equip emerging preservice teachers with 
the essential skills for their future careers. The optimal approach involves foster-
ing DL through in-person classroom engagement and hands-on teaching oppor-
tunities (Ottestad et al., 2014) [12]. However, a prevailing sentiment among pro-
fessionals is that teachers are not adequately prepared to incorporate technology 
seamlessly into their teaching methods (Lid, 2013) [13]. This lack of training can 
lead to educators entering the profession with doubts about their ability to harness 
educational technology effectively (Jamalvandi et al., 2017) [14]. The integration 
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of digital technology in education is an irreversible trend, and a substantial body 
of literature has emerged concerning the DL of EFL preservice teachers, focusing 
on various aspects of EFL education, including teacher-student interactions and 
the development of TPPs. 

3.2. The Role of Technology in Enhancing Language Learning 

The advent of modern technologies has enabled EFL learners to engage in lan-
guage learning within an educational setting (Nariyati et al., 2020) [15]. Studies 
have examined the consequences of integrating diverse technologies into educa-
tion, highlighting the significance of face-to-screen language learning in enhanc-
ing language skills (Aslam et al., 2021) [16]. Integrating technology into classroom 
instruction requires EFL teachers to seek innovative approaches that enhance stu-
dent motivation and facilitate learning. The educational advantages of digital in-
formation technology have made technology increasingly intertwined with the 
EFL teaching and learning. Without a proficient level of DL, EFL preservice teach-
ers will struggle to develop the same skills in their students during future EFL 
instruction. (Kahveci, 2021) [17]. 

The studies on EFL preservice teachers’ DL reveal various challenges and solu-
tions. Justefjord and Munthe (2016) [9] identified a scarcity of evidence regarding 
technology integration within curriculum documents for TPPs. Shively and Pali-
lonis (2018) [18] highlighted the strategic potential of digital thinking in developing 
a digital literacy curriculum. Baran et al. (2019) [19] emphasized the need for contin-
uous appraisal and feedback to improve EFL preservice teachers’ practical TPACK 
proficiencies. Hsu and Lin (2020) [20] found that self-reported knowledge and atti-
tudes toward ICT utilization significantly influence EFL preservice teachers. 

4. Enlightenment for EFL Preservice Teachers’ Teacher 
Preparation Programs and Curriculum Design 

The integration of digital literacy into EFL preservice teachers’ education is a com-
plex and multifaceted endeavor that requires a concerted effort from both TPPs 
and curriculum design. The success of this integration hinges on the ability of 
TPPs to provide comprehensive and practical training that equips EFL preservice 
teachers with the skills and confidence to leverage technology in their future class-
rooms. 

4.1. Enlightenment for EFL Preservice Teachers’ Teacher  
Preparation Programs 

TPPs play a critical role in shaping the future of education by equipping preservice 
teachers with the necessary skills to integrate digital literacy into their teaching 
practices. Benson and Huh examine the patterns of interactions between teachers 
and preservice teachers within an EFL literacy class, highlighting the importance of 
a supportive learning environment. Tzotzou emphasizes the need for comprehensive 
training courses that outline specific objectives and methodologies for both educators 
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and preservice teachers. 
Some findings reveal a widespread issue where EFL preservice teachers struggle 

with integrating information communication technology into their teaching prac-
tices due to insufficient instruction and support during their TPPs (Akram et al., 
2022) [21]. Faculty members often provide inadequate training, which hinders 
EFL preservice teachers’ ability to overcome barriers in the classroom (Kahveci, 
2021) [17]. This gap between self-reported proficiency and actual technology lit-
eracy levels underscores the urgency for intervention in TPPs. 

4.2. Enlightenment for EFL Preservice Teachers’ Curriculum  
Design 

Curriculum design is a critical component in addressing the challenges faced by 
preservice teachers. There is a recognized need to redefine the core curriculum to 
effectively incorporate 21st-century skills, a process that is both challenging and 
ongoing (Tondeur et al., 2012) [22]. Cherner & Mitchell (2021) [23] discuss the 
challenges faced by curriculum policymakers and researchers in the context of 
globalization, including the need to respond to global economic pressures and ad-
dress inequality and under-achievement among disadvantaged learners. 

To ensure the effective implementation of 21st-century skills, it is crucial to in-
tegrate them into all aspects of education, including curriculum and instruction 
in EFL digital teaching (Li, 2022) [24]. Sundarwati & Pahlevi (2021) [25] advocate 
for more comprehensive preparation in computer-assisted language learning 
(CALL) within TPPs to foster positive attitudes towards technology integration. 
Research across diverse language contexts confirms that integrating CALL into 
language education modules can enhance EFL preservice teachers’ ability to effec-
tively utilize technology in their future teaching practices (Montiel & Gomez-
Zermeño, 2022) [26]. 

In preservice education, the primary objective involves fostering the capacity of 
individuals to acquire the skills necessary for teaching EFL preservice teachers 
should be viewed not only as individuals gaining fundamental teaching skills but 
also as active participants who engage in reflective practices to make informed 
decisions about their teaching (Khan & Abid, 2021) [27]. Educators in normal 
universities play a vital role in supporting the growth of preservice teachers during 
their training, ensuring they are equipped with the knowledge and competencies 
to navigate the digital landscape effectively. 

5. Conclusions 

It can be seen that various studies have provided insights into the development of 
DL among EFL preservice teachers. Justefjord and Munthe (2016) [9] identified a 
scarcity of evidence regarding technology integration within curriculum docu-
ments for TPPs. Shively and Palilonis (2018) [18] highlighted the strategic potential 
of digital thinking in developing a digital literacy curriculum. Hsu and Lin (2020) 
[20] found that self-reported knowledge and attitudes toward ICT utilization signi- 

https://doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1112275


W. Q. Sun, D. P. Zou 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/oalib.1112275 7 Open Access Library Journal 
 

ficantly influence preservice teachers. 
In conclusion, the DL of EFL preservice teachers is a multifaceted issue that 

requires a comprehensive approach. Future research should focus on developing 
strategies that integrate DL into the TPPs, ensuring that preservice teachers are 
well-equipped to face the digital demands of the 21st-century classroom. The fu-
ture of DL in EFL education lies in equipping teachers with the knowledge and 
competencies required to navigate the digital landscape and leverage technology 
as a valuable tool for enhancing language learning experiences. Continuous pro-
fessional development initiatives can play a crucial role in empowering EFL pre-
service teachers to embrace and leverage digital resources, thereby maximizing the 
potential benefits of technology integration in EFL education. 
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