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Abstract   
Mastering all the four language skills has been the topmost priority among both ESL and EFL 
learners all over the world. Apparently, speaking skills remains to be the most challenging 
among other skills in which many learners are still struggling to speak proficiently. Past studies 
suggest that Mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) could be applied as a potential 
instructional approach in the pursuit of helping learners to gain speaking proficiency. 
However, there are limited reviews done on current studies which indicate the effectiveness 
of MALL for speaking particularly in ESL and EFL contexts. Hence, this paper sought to fulfill 
the gap by presenting a systematic review of relevant published studies done in MALL 
environments to enhance ESL and EFL learners’ speaking skills from the year 2016 to 2020. 
The findings of the review suggest that the application of MALL propagates the concepts of 
the constructivism theory, promotes stress-free environment, supports situated learning, and 
provides ease of use. Further analysis indicate that mobile devices’ general built-in features 
and mobile applications could be used as possible tools in helping learners to enhance their 
speaking skills in MALL environments. However, most of the reviewed studies’ focus on 
tertiary education has created a literature gap. Thus, there is a need to study the 
implementation of MALL in both primary and secondary schools so that it could be benefited 
by ESL and EFL learners of all ages particularly in developing speaking skills.  
Keywords: Mobile-assisted Language Learning (MALL), Language Skills, Speaking Skills, ESL, 
EFL 
 
Introduction 
  The need to be proficient in all four English language skills has been given continuous 
emphasis and made as the topmost priority around the world due to the current demands of 
the 21st century skills. Every individual is expected to master all the language skills to be 
distinguished as a ‘global player’ and not being left out. Correspondingly, Rao (2019) opined 
that there has been growing concerns in the education system worldwide particularly in 
countries which regard English as a Second Language (ESL) and English as a Foreign Language 
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(EFL) whereby multiple efforts are being taken to master the language skills. Regardless of 
that, speaking which is perceived to be the most important skill (Richards, 2008) remains to 
be the most challenging skill to be acquired among other language skills (Bailey & Savage, 
1994) and even more strenuous for many ESL and EFL learners worldwide (Leong & Ahmadi, 
2017; Abugohar et al., 2019; Paneerselvam & Mohamad, 2019). Abugohar et al. (2019) further 
asserted that EFL learners tend to label their inability to speak proficiently as a true failure for 
them in language learning. Moreover, speaking skills are regarded significant for ESL and EFL 
learners’ future career path (Rao, 2019) as the inability to communicate in English is one of 
the main reasons for unemployment. For this reason, the mastery of speaking skills is made 
crucial for both ESL and EFL learners and there appears a need to review on suitable 
pedagogical methods, techniques and approaches which could elucidate educators on how 
the teaching and learning of speaking could be made fruitful.  
 The rapid advancement in technology in this globalised era has influenced the 
instructional processes and myriads of technologies have been used to enhance the 
acquisition of speaking skills among ESL and EFL learners. One of the areas that has 
significantly indicated positive outcomes is Mobile-assisted Language Learning (MALL). MALL 
broadly refers to learning language anytime, anywhere whereby language activities are 
conducted through mobile devices without being restricted by physical location or a 
determined time (Traxler & Kukulska, 2016). Mobile devices include portable and personal 
handheld devices such as laptops, personal digital assistants (PDA), tablets, smart phones, 
and mobile phones and they make learning easier for learners (Hashim et al., 2017). Sharples 
(2009) claimed that mobile devices are suitable for modern education and in fact, their 
ubiquitous feature has resulted MALL to be widely advocated in the educational context 
worldwide (Traxler & Kukulska-Hulme, 2015; Kukulska-Hulme et al., 2017). As a matter of fact, 
past studies indicate that MALL has helped enhancing learners’ speaking skills in remarkable 
ways (Darmi & Albion, 2017; Kusmaryani et al., 2019; Nanjundan et al., 2020).  

Nevertheless, there is a paucity of systematic reviews done on recent studies to shed 
some light on how MALL could offer plausible ways in enhancing learners’ speaking skills 
especially in the ESL and EFL contexts. Several systematic reviews examined language learning 
in MALL by reviewing studies conducted over the period from 1993 to 2016 (Burston, 2015; 
Sung et al., 2016; Persson & Nouri, 2018). However, to the researchers’ best knowledge, 
review done specifically on studies investigating MALL for the development of speaking skills 
among ESL and EFL learners from the year 2016 to 2020 is still scarce. Therefore, the current 
systematic review aims to fill in the literature gap by synthesising the findings of past studies 
conducted to enhance ESL and EFL learners’ speaking skills in MALL environments from the 
year 2016 to 2020. Besides, the review intends to highlight possible mobile device tools that 
could be used for the teaching and learning of speaking. This study employs a mixed-method 
systematic review approach in which studies from different research traditions but focused 
on the same topic were combined to generate evidence to guide decision-making (Pearson et 
al., 2013). It is also regarded as a process of conducting comprehensive analysis of two or 
more types of data (e.g. quantitative and qualitative) and then synthesised into a final and 
combined single primary synthesis being qualitative and quantitative (The Joanna Briggs 
Institute, 2014). 
 This systematic literature review (SLR) aims to analyse and synthesise research articles 
on MALL for speaking among ESL and EFL learners between the years 2016 to 2020 and 
sythesise their findings to meet the proposed objectives: 1) to understand the pedagogical 
approaches offered by MALL in the teaching and learning of speaking skills among ESL and 
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EFL learners and 2) to discover potential mobile device tools that could be used in enhancing 
speaking skills among ESL and EFL learners. 
There are two research questions that have been outlined to direct the SLR and they are: 
1. What are the pedagogical approaches offered by MALL in the teaching and learning of 

speaking skills among ESL and EFL learners? 
2. What are the potential mobile device tools that could be used in enhancing speaking skills 

among ESL and EFL learners? 
 
Speaking Skills 
 Speaking, as a productive skill, is very complex and requires the use of multiple abilities 
at the same time, which often develop at different rates. According to Harris (1969), there are 
five components in relation to speaking skills which are grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, 
fluency, and comprehension. These components are generated based on two main aspects of 
speaking skills: accuracy and fluency. The ability to carry on a conversation by speaking the 
language competently is almost always set as a benchmark of successful acquisition of a 
particular language (Nunan, 1999; Brown, 2001; Burkart & Sheppard, 2004). This further 
substantiates the reason for speaking skills been given the topmost priority in ESL and EFL 
contexts (Richards, 2008).  
 
Importance of Speaking Skills among ESL and EFL Learners 
 The significance of speaking is identified with the integration of the other language 
skills. Leong and Ahmadi (2017) opine that speaking which helps learners to develop their 
vocabulary and grammar will eventually make them better writers. Learners who can express 
their ideas, tell stories, talk, and discuss verbally will be able to pen down their thoughts with 
less hassles. The idea that people learn how to speak before learning how to read has been 
accepted for a long time and now, it is believed that both speaking and reading skills have 
reciprocal relationship (Richards, 2008). In other words, as speaking skills increase, so does 
the reading skills. Speaking skills are also examined by Krashen (1988) to have strong relation 
with listening skills. He stated that when learners speak, they provide evidence that they have 
acquired the language through successful listening.   
  Other than that, good speaking skills can nurture the process of socialisation 
(Lucanus, 2017). Socialisation takes place when one puts a message together, communicate 
the message and interact with other people. Paneerselvam and Mohamad (2019) view ‘social 
skills’ as an advantage as it connects one with another. In relation to the 21st century skills, 
they have further explained that social skills will enable people to work collaboratively, to 
solve problems, think critically and communicate effectively. These are some among those 
qualities expected to be possessed by employees in today’s globalised world. Supporting this, 
Rao (2019) stated that having good communication is the passport to get better employment 
opportunities. Hence, it is apparent that speaking skills play a vital role among ESL and EFL 
learners and they need to be adequately prepared with good speaking skill so that they can 
compete as a ‘global player’ in various aspects of life. 
 
The Concept of MALL 

Trifonova and Ronchetti (2003) explain mobile learning as using Information 
Technology (IT) in enhancing teaching and learning experience through mobile devices. Thus, 
MALL could be referred as the use of diversified mobile technologies as assistance to expedite 
language acquisition. Naismith et al. (2004) identify two dimensions of mobile technologies: 
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1) personal and shared, and 2) portable and static. Past studies suggested that the use of 
mobile technologies in learning applies six learning theories namely constructivism, 
behaviorism, collaboration, situated, informal learning and lifelong learning, and support in 
teaching and learning (Naismith et al., 2004; Rahamat et al., 2017; Cakmak, 2019). 
 Traxler and Kukulska-Hulme (2015) claimed that MALL has been advocated by many 
teachers and a review done by Hashim et al. (2017) proven that MALL has developed over the 
past decade as a field within its own right, with an increasing number of articles that examine 
the use of mobile devices in both formal and informal language learning. They are discovered 
to provide richer learning content by extending learners’ learning environment beyond the 
classroom setting (Kukulska, 2009). MALL environments are added more values by the unique 
attributes of mobile devices identified by Klopfer et al. (2002): 

• Portability: the mobile devices allow movability 

• Social interactivity: the mobile devices facilitate and enhance communication between 
users 

• Context sensitivity: the mobile devices provide real data in learners’ location, 
environment, and time 

• Connectivity: the devices can be connected to each other or a shared network 

• Individuality: the devices allow individual learning 
These attributes make learning possible without being bounded by physical location and time 
as well as embrace the self-learning concept which promotes autonomy among learners.  
 
Application of MALL in ESL and EFL Contexts  
 Keeping abreast of MALL affordances that have made language learning attainable 
through the mentioned attributes, numerous studies have investigated its efficacy in ESL and 
EFL learning contexts. The ubiquity of mobile devices allows a group of Iranian EFL learners 
involved in Foomani & Hedayati’s (2016) study to be indulged in limitless learning 
opportunities in everyday life experiences as well as virtual spaces which promotes 
autonomous learning. Similarly, Ali et al. (2019) reported that a group of Pakistani EFL learners 
were able to carry out learning flexibly as they could perform learning anywhere at any time. 
This further allows learners to control their own learning with more empowerment (Kukulska 
Hulme & Shield, 2008).  
 Other than that, MALL is believed to maintain learners’ interest, increase engagement, 
and increase their motivation in learning (Khan & Islam, 2019). Besides, they connoted that 
learners could communicate among teacher and peers in a collaborative situation as they 
discuss and share feedbacks in learning language skills. In addition, the connectivity of MALL 
offers ESL learners with opportunities to communicate with native speakers and speakers 
from other countries (Hashim et al., 2017). Octavia et al. (2019) claimed that mobile devices 
provide authentic materials which are more accessible than those in conventional teaching 
settings.  
 Past studies imply that MALL facilitates the acquisition of language skills and linguistic 
knowledge in second and foreign language learning. A study conducted by John and Yunus 
(2019) investigated the use of different writing mobile apps and learners’ writing 
performance has significantly improved as they were able to learn with enjoyment, ease, and 
interest. A review on English learning mobile apps by Gangaiamaran and Pasupathi (2017) 
suggested a list of mobile apps for primary, secondary, and tertiary learners as being helpful 
in enhancing listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills. Mobile apps are believed to be 
authentic, exciting, and joyful for learners. A recent study by Supti (2019) MALL through 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN PROGRESSIVE EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT  
Vol. 1 0 , No. 1, 2021, E-ISSN: 2226-6348 © 2021 

495 
 

mobile phones as a great platform for collaborative learning, vocabulary acquisition, reading 
and writing skills improvement through text messaging. Learning is no longer confined to a 
specific space and time due to MALL’s versatility. 
 Nonetheless, several studies examined the acceptance of MALL for language learning 
among ESL learners (Soleimani et al., 2014; Azli et al., 2018) and EFL learners (Chung et al., 
2015; Hsieh et al., 2017; Gamble, 2018) signified that MALL has been positively accepted 
among learners as the use of mobile devices is perceived to be both useful and easy for 
language learning. The studies further conveyed that learners’ positive acceptance of MALL 
influences their attitude and behaviour to continue using mobile devices for learning 
purposes.  
 
Method 
 In order to produce an unbiased and extensive set of findings, systematic reviews 
make use of a broad search strategy in order to guide the inclusion and exclusion criteria of a 
review. A systematic review is regarded as a piece of research guided by an explicit and 
transparent set of methods and stages with the potential to be replicated and updated (EPPI, 
2016). In this study, systematic reviews of literatures were done by searching articles from 
two prominent databases namely Google Scholar and Educational Resources Information 
Center (ERIC). As for the phases of the review, five-steps of conducting a systematic review 
proposed by Khan et al. (2003) was employed as shown in Figure 1 below.  
Figure 1.The five phases of systematic literature review proposed by Khan et al. (2003) 

 
Phase 1: Framing questions for a review 
 
 Recently, the demand on improving speaking skills among ESL and EFL learners has 
lead educators around the world to study the incorporation of MALL in the teaching and 
learning of speaking worldwide. However, limited reviews were done on these studies to 
understand how MALL environments could possibly help in enhancing learners’ speaking 
skills. Therefore, this paper aims to review the articles published on this area from the year 
2016 to 2020. The study is directed by two research questions and they are a) What are the 
pedagogical approaches offered by MALL in the teaching and learning of speaking skills among 
ESL and EFL learners? and b) What are the potential mobile device tools that could be used in 
enhancing speaking skills among ESL and EFL learners? 
 
Phase 2: Identifying relevant work 
 As the second phase of the study, the researcher has identified relevant work which 
provided meaningful and useful information to meet the objectives of the review. As the 
initial step, the researcher has gathered 35 relevant articles by searching in electronic 
databases. In reducing the risk of biasness, a more extensive scope of searching was done 
based on the reference lists provided by some selected articles. Since studies done on the use 
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of mobile learning to enhance speaking skill among ESL learners alone was apparently limited, 
the context of EFL was included to provide richer content for the review. This review has 
included conference proceedings articles based on empirical evidence besides full-text 
articles and peer-reviewed journal articles. They were obtained from electronic data bases 
such as general internet search engine, Google Scholar and ERIC. Google Scholar and ERIC 
provide rich information in the discipline of education (Kaliisa & Picard, 2017) under which 
the study belongs. Therefore, both Google Scholar and ERIC were deemed to be most 
appropriate to be used in this review in achieving the objectives.  
 
Phase 3: Assessing the quality of studies 
 In order to ensure the quality of this review, the articles searched were analysed based 
on the inclusion and exclusion criteria adopted and adapted from systematic reviews done by 
Kaliisa and Picard (2017) and Zakaria et al. (2019). Articles chosen for this review were 
ensured to have met both the inclusion and exclusion criteria as stated in Table 1 below. 
 
Table 1.  
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria For This Systematic Review 

Criterion Inclusion criterion Exclusion criterion 

Focus of study Uses mobile technologies  Does not use mobile technologies 
Devices Smart phones, iPads, tablets, 

MP3 players and other 
handheld devices. 

Computers and other non-
handheld devices. 

Features  Must have used in built 
features of mobile phone or 
other available features 

None of the mobile features is 
used 

Field of study MALL must be implemented in 
the education field. 

MALL is not implemented in the 
education field. 

Language skill Speaking skill or other skills 
with inclusion of speaking skill 

Other than speaking skills- 
listening, reading, writing 

Context of study ESL or EFL learners Native learners  
Year of 
publication 

Published between 2016-2020 Not published between 2016-
2020 

  
 Both the inclusion and exclusion criteria are crucial in designing high quality research 
protocol (Zakaria et al., 2019). Hence, the inclusion and exclusion criteria were adhered 
closely to provide credible answers for the research questions.  
 
Phase 4: Summarising the Evidence 
 The electronic databases used to search articles for this study are Google Scholar and 
ERIC. The keywords such as ‘The use of mobile technologies to enhance speaking skill among 
ESL and EFL Learners’, ‘Mobile-assisted Language Learning to enhance speaking skill among 
ESL and EFL Learners’ and ‘Mobile learning for speaking among ESL and EFL learners’ were 
entered in the search engine and the range of years was customised to be between 2016 to 
2020.  
 The articles published within the year 2016 to 2020 in the first database, Google 
Scholar resulted in 11,250 articles in total. The articles were then filtered by focusing on the 
use of MALL particularly in ‘speaking skills’ and among ESL or EFL learners. Next, the use of 
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mobile devices in the articles was strictly ensured to be ‘handheld devices’ such as smart 
phones, iPads, tablets and laptops. The filtration has remained 35 articles. The process is 
furthered by identifying only full-text articles, conference proceedings with empirical 
evidence and peer-reviewed journal articles which has left 23 articles to be included in the 
final selection process. 
 As for the second database, ERIC, the initial search process has resulted in 147 articles 
in total. The articles were then filtered again by applying the same keywords used in Google 
Scholar. Likewise, only 10 journal articles, 3 conference-proceedings with empirical evidence 
and peer-reviewed were considered appropriate. Hence, it has left the researcher with 13 
articles in which 3 articles were removed as they do not provide full access of the texts. 
Therefore, there were only 10 articles left to be included in the final selection process for the 
review.  
 Finally, a total of 33 articles were gathered from Google Scholar as well as ERIC. After 
considering the inclusion and exclusion criteria of the review, 18 articles from the total were 
excluded and only 15 articles were selected to be the most appropriate for the analysis and 
synthesise of this systematic literature review as they have investigated MALL for speaking 
among ESL and EFL learners and provided empirical findings. Among them, 11 articles were 
from Google Scholar and 4 were from ERIC. Out of 15 shortlisted published articles, one article 
was published in 2016, two were published in 2017, ten were published in 2019 and two were 
published in 2020. The year 2019 marked the highest number of publications.  
 
Phase 5: Interpreting the findings 
 The findings of the studies were analysed using mixed-method systematic review 
approach in which they are combined, and relevant themes were generated in order to 
answer the proposed research questions. Table 2 below shows the analysis done on the 
databases and methods used in the studies reviewed. From the table, it is evident that most 
of the studies adopted mixed method, followed by quantitative and qualitative. In terms of 
levels of education, most of the research settings were tertiary institutions meanwhile the 
rest were secondary and primary institutions as reviewed in Table 3. 
 
Table 2. 
Analysis on The Methods And Levels of Education Used In The Studies Reviewed 

 
Database 

Method  
Total Quantitative Qualitative Mixed method 

Google Scholar 5 2 4 11 

ERIC 1 0 3 4 

Total 6 2 7 15 

 
Table 3.  
Analysis on The Levels of Education of The Studies Reviewed 

 
Database 

Level of education  
Total Primary Secondary Tertiary 

Google Scholar 1 1 9 11 

ERIC 1 1 2 4 

Total 2 2 11 15 

 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN PROGRESSIVE EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT  
Vol. 1 0 , No. 1, 2021, E-ISSN: 2226-6348 © 2021 

498 
 

Results  
From a systematic review of educational research published between 2016 to 2020 in MALL 
environments to enhance speaking skills among ESL and EFL learners, 15 articles were chosen 
to be the most appropriate and they formed the basis for answering the proposed research 
questions.  
 
RQ1: What are the pedagogical approaches offered by MALL in the teaching and learning of 
speaking skills among ESL and EFL learners? 
 All the relevant articles were reviewed, and their findings were listed down. The 
findings were then synthesised to look for similar patterns. The synthesis of the results is 
summarised in Table 4 below.  
 
Table 4.  
Summary on The Pedagogical Approaches Offered By Mall In The Teaching And Learning of 
Speaking  

No Article/ Study Participants & 
Context 

Results  
(Pedagogical Approaches offered by MALL) 

1 Moghaddas and 
Bashirnezhad 
(2016) 

30 Iranian EFL 
learners at a 
Language 
Institute 
(tertiary) 
Iran 

The experimental group outperformed the 
controlled group by having improved 
speaking fluency through autonomous 
learning, responsibility towards learning, and 
joint social collaboration in line with ZPD. 

2 Darmi and 
Albion (2017) 

76 Malaysian 
undergraduate 
ESL learners at a 
higher education 
institution 
(tertiary) 
 
Malaysia  

The performance of learners in the 
experimental group increased in terms of oral 
communication skills. 
Learners think, learn, and construct their own 
knowledge through experience. 
Social interaction that took place has 
promoted collaborative learning. 

3 Sun et al. (2017) First grade 
Chinese EFL 
learners  
(primary) 
 

China  

The gain in English fluency was higher among 
the learners in the experimental group 
whereby they were able to speak with low-
stress and in situated contexts. 
The use of Papa SNS is regarded to be an easy 
means to practice speaking skills as it is user-
friendly. 

4 Abugohar et al. 
(2019) 

49 Arabian EFL 
learners from 
higher education 
institutions 
(tertiary) 
 
Saudi Arabia 

Smartphone applications are regarded as a 
good source of authentic materials, helping shy 
anxious learners in less stressful teaching and 
learning environment towards better fluency, 
accuracy, and confidence. 
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5 Almarshadi et 
al. (2019) 

209 EFL 
undergraduate 
learners    
(tertiary) 
 
Saudi Arabia 

Learners believe that the use of M-learning 
helps them in improving speaking skills in these 
aspects: 
-content delivery and creation 
(learn words and phrases from authentic 
materials) 
- contextual learning  
(improves pronunciation, grammar accuracy, 
oral comprehension) 
- supporting communication 
(able to communicate with friends) 
- encouraging personal engagement (building 
confidence and the ability to express thoughts 
in English) 

6 Azlan et al. 
(2019) 

8 participants; 4 
participants from 
urban pre-school 
in Selangor and 4 
participants from 
rural primary 
school  
(primary) 
 
Malaysia  

Majority of the learners acknowledged that 
Instagram motivates and boosts their interest 
to practice English speaking and at the same 
time improve their speaking skills. Other 
benefits of using Instagram include: 
- creating a lively learning environment which 
is interactive and engaging 
- developing a strong learning collaboration 
and active interaction between pupils and 
teacher 

7 Gonulal (2019) 97 EFL learners  
(tertiary) 
 
42 different 
countries  

 

The use of Instagram platform as a tool in 
MALL is seen to have potential in developing 
all the language skills in general, and 
vocabulary and communication skills. 
It can serve as a bridge between formal and 
informal language learning. 

8 Kusmaryani et 
al. (2019) 

38 learners in 
speaking class  
(tertiary) 
 
Indonesia 

Learners’ speaking skill improved in terms of 
fluency, pronunciation and accent, 
vocabulary, grammar and details. 
Learners’ critical thinking skills improved. 
MALL is related to constructivist learning 
where students construct their own 
knowledge through principles such as; active 
process, adaptive, contextual, constructive, 
personal, social, sense making, experiencing 
and comprehending, interaction, and 
effective learning. 

9 Nanjundan et 
al. (2020) 

41 Electrical and 
Electronics 
Engineering 
students  
(tertiary) 
 

The findings indicate that MALL has improved 
all the language skills acquisition by learners. 
 
Websites and apps that involve in language 
learning should be encouraged among 
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India learners as they promote self-study and 
learner-autonomy. 
 
Speaking to unknown persons through mobile 
phone is seen to enhance confidence in 
speaking.  

10 Shamsi et al. 
(2019) 

9 participants (6 
females and 3 
males) 
(tertiary)  
 
Syria 

The results show that MALL has significantly 
decreased the learners’ anxiety in speaking 
English. 
The learners have achieved communication 
comprehension, decreased fear of feedback 
by peers and teachers and decreased fear of 
language tests. 

11 Sherine et al. 
(2020) 

110 
undergraduate 
engineering 
students  
(tertiary) 
 
India 

Improvement in speaking skill was indicated 
in terms of several aspects such as fluency 
and coherence, lexical resource, grammatical 
range and accuracy, and pronunciation.  
 
Learners have also positively responded 
towards the use of Whatsapp and how it 
improves their speaking skill on the aspects 
mentioned earlier. 

12 Soto and 
Zenteno (2019) 

31 7th grade EFL 
learners  
(secondary) 
 
South America 

The learners’ speaking fluency improved in 
terms of expression and volume, phrasing, 
smoothness, and pace. 
The learners have provided positive feedback 
on the benefits of video recording on their 
speaking fluency and the ease of use. 
 

13 Tonekaboni 
(2019) 

60 Iranian EFL 
learners at a 
Language 
Institute 
(secondary) 
 

Iran 

Learners who have used the ‘English Daily’ 
mobile app had a significantly better 
performance on speaking posttest than the 
control group.  
The use of the app is positively accepted by 
the learners as it maintains their interest and 
motivates them.  

14 Wan (2019) A group of 
Chinese EFL 
learners  
(tertiary) 
 

China 

Generally, the studies done on the use of this 
mobile app has yield positive outcomes in 
terms of providing rich learning content 
anytime and anywhere, realises 
communication teaching, and implements 
new learning system. 

15 Yin (2019) 86 Chinese EFL 
learners from a 
civil aviation 
vocational 
college 

Learners improved in speaking skills in the 
aspects of pronunciation, accuracy, fluency, 
appropriacy and completeness. 
Learners have provided positive perceptions 
on the use of MALL in terms of more 
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(tertiary) 
China 

engagement in learning, enhanced 
motivation, interactive connection, situated 
learning and ease of use. 

 
The findings are categorised and four main themes were identified to provide answers 

for the first research question. The themes are discussed as follows.  
 
Applies the Constructivist’ Approach 
 Generally, most of the reviewed articles suggest that MALL enhances ESL and EFL 
learners’ speaking skills by propagating the concepts of constructivism developed by both 
Piaget (1968) and Vygotsky (1978). They include collaborative learning, active learning, 
contextual learning, and authentic learning.  
 Collaborative Learning. Vygotsky (1978) claimed that learners ultimately benefit from 
interaction with others to enhance his or her learning achievement through the concept of 
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). The interaction between the learners and more 
knowledgeable others (MKOs) could effectively aid in developing the learner’s skills and 
strategies. Correspondingly, the findings of the studies indicate that ESL and EFL learners have 
improved oral communication skills through collaborative learning with their peers and 
teacher in speaking tasks aided by mobile devices. Kusmaryani et al. (2019) discovered that 
collaborative learning helped learners involved in their study to improve their speaking skills 
as they interacted among their peers through dialogues and make sense of meanings. 
Likewise, learners who recorded their voice during speaking tasks and reviewed the recording 
for improvement among peers in investigations done by Moghaddas and Bashirnezhad 
(2016), Darmi and Albion (2017) and Shamsi et al. (2019) have resulted in active construction 
of knowledge through experience and improved social interaction. Having their speaking 
errors corrected by peers and teachers who are referred as MKOs have enhanced their 
speaking skill. Hence, it is crystal clear that MALL could enhance learners’ speaking skills 
through communication and collaboration. This echoes Vygotsky’s (1978) idea which claims 
cognitive functions as the products of social interactions.  
  Active Learning. Most of the reviewed studies prove that MALL has encouraged active 
participation among the learners. Learners’ speaking skill has tremendously improved as they 
had opportunities to practice the target language among their peers through pair work and 
group work. This supports the constructivists’ belief that effective learning takes place as 
learners actively engage and construct meanings in real-world tasks (Piaget, 1968). Study 
done by Azlan et al. (2019) reported that active learning has stimulated motivation and 
engagement among pre-school and primary school pupils who were the participants of the 
study. Prior to the implementation of MALL, they were noted to have poor level of English 
proficiency and low or no motivation towards learning English. The infusion of face-filter 
interface from Instagram while recording their speaking performances has boosted their 
motivation and enhanced their speaking skill simultaneously. Active learning ultimately allows 
learners to explore learning and develop language skills by themselves which is oppose to 
teacher-centered learning in which learners receive knowledge passively. This has been 
clearly illustrated in a study done by Yin (2019) among the Chinese learners where MALL has 
allowed them to take control of their learning through active learning and resulted in having 
high motivation and more engagement in parallel to findings reported by Azlan et al. (2019). 
At this point, active engagement among learners is viewed essential in enhancing learners’ 
speaking skills and MALL makes it possible.  
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 Contextual Learning. Contextual learning allows learners to process new information 
or knowledge in such a way that it makes sense to them in their own frames of reference. 
This normally occurs as learners perform ‘bridging’ in making abstractions from their 
contextualised experience (Sharples, 2018). This is evident in Almarshadi et al. (2019) and 
Kusmaryani et al. (2019) that using features of a smart phone such as dictionary, videos, 
audios, and other authentic applications aid in providing contextual learning that accelerates 
learners’ oral comprehension, fluency, pronunciation, vocabulary, grammar accuracy and 
accent. Learners are detected to comprehend knowledge better as they practice speaking in 
various contexts (Kusmaryani et al., 2019). As proclaimed by Klopfer et al. (2002), mobile 
devices are context sensitive and therefore they could provide learners with rich learning 
context beyond classroom. MALL efficiently allows learners to practice speaking the target 
language by applying words, phrases, and structures learned in formal classroom in informal 
contexts.  

Authentic Learning. The teaching of speaking has taken a great shift from focusing on 
linguistic abilities to communicate competence (James et al., 2019). According to Freeman 
and Anderson (2011), communicative language teaching focuses on providing authentic use 
of language which depicts the real-world situations with the help of authentic materials and 
speaking activities. In accordance to this, the use of mobile devices is believed to have better 
access towards authentic learning materials which are regarded helpful in developing ESL 
learners’ speaking skill. Supporting this, a survey conducted by Abugohar et al. (2019) 
reflected that a group of EFL teachers working in higher education institutions in Saudi Arabia 
perceive smart phone applications as good source of authentic materials which provide 
content beyond of what being learned in the classroom and ‘friendly’ for shy and anxious ESL 
learners. The use of such materials has given positive impact towards improving their fluency, 
accuracy, and confidence. Another study done by Gonulal (2019) adds that the use of 
Instagram as authentic platform in MALL serves as a bridge between formal and informal 
learning. This is also apparent in Sherine et al. (2020) whereby learners were exposed to 
speaking activities both inside and outside the classroom using Whatsapp. The authenticity 
provided in MALL environment does not only make learning authentic, but it also 
complements the contextual learning experiences as discussed earlier (Almarshadi et al., 
2019; Kusmaryani et al., 2019).  
 
Provides a stress-free environment 
 Dull and tense environment can impede pupils’ interest in language learning. From 
the review, MALL has been proven to improve ESL and EFL learners’ speaking skills by 
providing a lively and fun environment for the practice of speaking the target language (Azlan 
et al., 2019) which is less stressful. Besides, in a study done by Tonekaboni (2019), the use of 
English Daily mobile app has maintained the learners’ interest to continue speaking through 
various speaking tasks and is perceived to be a motivational tool. Sun et al. (2017) noticed 
that participants in the experimental group who used SNS through mobile devices gained 
higher speaking fluency than the control group as they were able to speak in an environment 
with reduced stress. The use of mobile applications by language teachers in a study done by 
Abugohar et al. (2019) has also been helpful in reducing the anxiety level of shy learners to 
speak in less stressful and less fearful environment that eventually resulted in having better 
fluency, accuracy, and confidence. Speaking activities done via social media accessed through 
smart phones has equally decreased learners’ anxiety in speaking English, fear of receiving 
feedback from teacher and peers as well as fear of taking language tests (Shamsi et al., 2019). 
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Having said that, MALL appears to be one among the suitable approaches to be applied for 
encouraging shy, timid, and anxious learners to speak the target language.  
 
Supports Situated Learning 
 According to Greeno (1997), situated learning occurs in multifaceted social 
environments whereby learners learn though independency. This theory is deemed 
appropriate in the context of MALL. This is because with MALL is believed to be expose rich 
learning content anytime, and anywhere without the dependency on the teacher and 
substantially proven through several studies (Sun et al., 2017; Wan, 2019; Yin, 2019). The 
concept of learning anytime, and anywhere has further resulted in autonomous learning by 
promoting responsibility among ESL learners. Wan (2019) asserts that this implements a new 
learning system in which it explores the self-study concept (Nanjundan et al., 2020). Hence, 
the use of MALL can be regarded as a great platform in allowing learners to practice speaking 
in the target language without having to be physically present in the language classroom. They 
can perform speaking activities from wherever they are at their own pace.  
 
Ease of Use 
 Technology Acceptance Model or TAM was developed to predict and identify how an 
individual perceives the use of technology (Venkatesh & Bala, 2008). In this model, there are 
five constructs known as the perceived ease of use (PEOU), perceived usefulness (PU), 
attitude towards using (ATU), behavioural intention (BI) and actual use. According to Davis 
(1989), perceived usefulness is defined as “the degree to which an individual believes that 
using a particular system would enhance his or her productivity”. The more extent the 
usefulness, the more adopted the IT. On the other hand, perceived ease of use is defined as 
“the degree an individual believes that using a particular system would be free of effort”. The 
easier the use, the more accepted the IT. The recognition affected the attitudes and furthered 
the behaviours. Thus, TAM was employed to elucidate and predicate the acceptance of use 
of IT in which the use intention and behaviour of individuals were affected by two key 
variables which are perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use.  
 Based on the review done in this study, several studies indicated that ESL learners’ 
speaking skills have tremendously improved as they perceive the use of MALL as being easy 
and user-friendly. With this perception, their attitude towards the use of mobile devices was 
positive which further motivated them to use it for developing their speaking skill. For 
instance, the use of Papa SNS in a study conducted by Sun et al. (2017) is regarded to be user-
friendly and the first grade Chinese EFL learners were able to use the SNS by themselves 
without requiring great effort. Yin’s (2019) findings manifested a group of Chinese EFL 
learners having improved in in terms of speaking skill as they perceived the use of mobile 
built-in features as easy and convenient. Apart from that, a study done among EFL learners 
aged between 12 to 13 years old in South America by Soto and Zenteno (2019) yielded similar 
results. The learners reported the use of video recording to record and review their speaking 
presentations as being easy. Therefore, MALL could be regarded as one of the feasible ways 
to have learners’ speaking skills enhanced without hassles and much effort. 
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RQ2: What are the potential mobile device tools that could be used in enhancing speaking 
skills among ESL and EFL learners? 
 As for the second research question, the articles were reviewed in terms of mobile 
device tools used by researchers as well as educators in the teaching and learning of speaking 
skills in MALL among ESL and EFL learners. The reviews are as elaborated in Table 5 below. 
 
Table 5.  
Summary on The Mobile Device Tools Used In The Studies Reviewed 

No Article/ Study Mobile device tools used 

1 Moghaddas and 
Bashirnezhad 
(2016) 

Learners’ voices were recorded using audio recording feature in 
mobile phone and played back for review. 

2 Darmi and 
Albion (2017) 

Learners used the audio/video recording in built features to 
record their classroom speaking tasks such as interviews and 
review for improvement. 

3 Sun et al. 
(2017) 

Papa SNS accessed via mobile devices 

4 Abugohar et al. 
(2019) 

Speech-to-text transcription applications- Voice Recognition 
Software, Speech texter, Speechnotes, Voice Notebook, and 
Speech to Text Converter 
Audio recording animation-based applications -Virtual Speaking 
Buddy, Talking Tom, Voki, Talking Angela, Second Life and English 
Speaking Buddy 
5Automatic speech analysis video applications- English Central, 
and Tell Me More. 

5 Almarshadi et 
al. (2019) 

In built features- dictionary 
Mobile applications on authentic resources- videos, audios 
SNSs- Whatsapp, emails 

6 Azlan et al. 
(2019) 

Social media- Instagram 
Learners were required to do task-based speaking performance 
either in pairs or groups. A few types of face-filter interface from 
Instagram’s features were applied while recording their 
performances. The recordings were uploaded in Instagram and 
sent to parents to get feedback from them and other peers. 

7 Gonulal (2019) Social media- Instagram platform 

8 Kusmaryani et 
al. (2019) 

Mobile applications for critical thinking- online dictionary, 
language translator, speaking English, English grammar, speech to 
text. 
Mobile applications on authentic learning sources- Whatsapp, 
Google Chrome, YouTube, Weebly, and Gmail. 

9 Nanjundan et 
al. (2020) 

Websites for speaking skill- fluentu.com, myenglishteacher.eu 
Apps for speaking skill- English podcast, and Learn English, Speak 
English- Conversation 
Each participant must mandatorily speak to toll free customer 
care no and continue their speech for five minutes through mobile 
phone 
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10 Shamsi et al. 
(2019) 

Social media- Whatsapp 
Learners recorded their voice during speaking tasks and send the 
recordings to Whatsapp group. They then received feedback 
about their strengths and weaknesses in their performance in 
terms of grammar, pronunciation, vocabulary, and fluency. 

11 Sherine et al. 
(2020) 

SNS- Whatsapp 
A variety of speaking activities were given to learners for both 
informal and formal learning. They were done both synchronously 
and asynchronously. 

12 Soto and 
Zenteno (2019) 

Learners were encouraged to speak in English and record their 
presentations using smart 
phone video recording apps and pass the recordings to their 
teacher via e-mail or pen drive. 

13 Tonekaboni 
(2019) 

The learners listened to the words or phrases and repeated them 
chorally and their voices were recorded by the English Daily app 
and played for them. They also listened to their individual 
speaking which was recorded by the software and compared 
themselves to a native speaker. 

14 Wan (2019) English Fluent Mobile App 

15 Yin (2019) Collaborative tasks were assigned using various in built features in 
mobile devices such as smart phones, iPads and tablets. 

 
Review on the use of mobile device tools for enhancing speaking skills among ESL and 

EFL learners has resulted in two  major themes. These themes are further discussed. 
 

The use of general built-in features  
 Among the 15 articles reviewed, five studies were done with the base of using readily 
built-in features of mobile devices as tools for conducting speaking tasks. Studies done by 
Moghaddas and Bashirnezhad (2016), Darmi and Albion (2017), Yin (2019) and Soto and 
Zenteno (2019) proven that audio and video recording features of mobile phones have aided 
the ESL and EFL learners to record their voice during speaking presentations and play them to 
review the mistakes done with their teacher and peers. These features were also deemed to 
provide quick and easy access to the learners (Soto & Zenteno, 2019). The effectiveness of 
using the audio and video recordings was apparent among the participants of the 
experimental group whereby they significantly outperformed the control group in terms of 
speaking fluency. Besides, the participants involved in Almarshadi et al.’s (2019) survey found 
that the use of dictionary feature of the smart phone as being helpful in learning correct 
pronunciation of English words, lexical items and grammar accuracy which subsequently 
improves their speaking skill. At this point, it is made clear that educators could make use of 
readily built-in features of a mobile phone as a tool for the teaching and learning of speaking.  
 
The use of Mobile Applications (English learning apps and SNSs) 
 A mobile app is similar to a computer program. It is specifically designed to run on 
mobile phones, tablet computers (like tabs and iPads) and other mobile devices. “App” is the 
shortening of the term “application software”. Apps are easily available through application 
distribution platform called App Market, and these apps are typically operated by the owner 
of the mobile operating system, such as the Apple App Store, Google Play, Windows Phone 
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Store, and BlackBerry App World. There are two main app stores: Google Play for Android and 
Apple App Store for iOS. Most of the apps available in platforms mentioned above can be 
downloaded by users freely, while some require purchasing. These apps can be both 
downloaded in smart phones or to computers. Currently, there are plenty of English learning 
apps available in the app stores and this has triggered the interests of educators to apply 
these apps in language learning. 
 Mobile apps have also proven beneficial in the context of developing speaking skill 
among ESL and EFL learners. The findings of this review reveal that Tonekaboni’s (2019) 46 
EFL elementary participants from Iran were found to have benefited the use of ‘English Daily’ 
mobile app. They were performing significantly better than those control group participants 
in the speaking post-test. A survey done by Abugohar et al. (2019) concluded that 49 EFL 
teachers working in higher education institutions in Saudi Arabia have high positive 
perceptions on the use of mobile apps such as ‘Talking Tom’, ‘Virtual Speaking Buddy’, ‘Voki’ 
and ‘Talking Angela’ for teaching speaking, however, classroom practices reveal weaknesses 
and insufficient actual practices. Similarly, an empirical analysis done by Wan (2019) among 
colleges in China proves that ‘English Fluent’ app has positively impacted the learners by 
realising communication teaching settings. Compounding this, Nanjundan et al. (2020) 
emphasised that the use of mobile apps such as ‘English podcast’, and ‘Learn English, Speak 
English’ should be encouraged among ESL and EFL learners as they can promote self-study 
concept thus resulting in autonomous learning.  
 Gupta and Bashir (2018) explain that the use of SNSs means online space for students 
to interact, chat, or maintain ties for education, entertainment, socialization, and other 
purposes. Besides Facebook and Twitter, Instagram and Whatsapp are also most preferred by 
the users since there has been rapid emergence of different channels (Azlan & Yunus, 2020). 
The friendly and interactive interference from the website and applications has attracted the 
users to use it for various reasons in their daily activities (Azlan & Yunus, 2020). Supporting 
this, Sun et al. (2017) claimed that the acquisition of speaking skill among ESL and EFL learners 
can be done effectively using various social networking sites. In this review, it is noticed that 
the most popular social networking platform preferred by ESL and EFL learners to practice 
speaking is via Whatsapp (Almarshadi et al., 2019; Kusmaryani et al., 2019; Shamsi et al., 2019; 
Sherine et al., 2020). In all these studies, learners were seen to be comfortable in recording 
their speaking task and sharing it among their peers and teacher via Whatsapp. It is regarded 
to support communication and build confidence in expressing their thoughts (Almarshadi et 
al., 2019). Furthermore, expressing thoughts in Whatsapp is believed to be less stressful 
(Shamsi et al., 2019). On the other hand, Instagram is also perceived to be a great platform in 
creating lively environment and developing a strong collaboration as well as active interaction 
among learners and teacher (Azlan et al., 2019).  
 
Discussions 
 This section summarises the key aspects found in the findings and discusses them in 
relation to previous literatures.  
 Previous studies highlighted on the elements of MALL that have significantly impacted 
the acquisition of speaking skills among ESL and EFL learners from different parts of the world. 
Several studies were based on the local Malaysian context and others were done in countries 
which regard English as a ‘second’ or ‘foreign’ language such as Iran, China, South America, 
Indonesia, Syria, Saudi Arabia and India.  
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 Generally, the studies’ findings reported that the use of MALL has impacted the 
learners positively in terms of their speaking skills. As mentioned earlier, the basis of learning 
through mobile device features is believed to apply the principles of constructivism theory 
developed by Piaget (1968) and Vygotsky (1978). The learning has apparently infused the 
element of Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) by collaborative learning whereby learners 
constructed knowledge through experience and sharing with the ‘more knowledgeable 
others’ such as the peers and teacher. This scenario is depicted through several studies in 
which learners were involved in speaking tasks that required them to record their 
presentations and review them in groups (Moghaddas & Bashirnezhad, 2016; Darmi & Albion, 
2017; Kusmaryani et al., 2019; Shamsi et al., 2019). Next, the use of MALL has also promoted 
active learning among the learners. Learners were provided ample time and opportunities to 
produce comprehensible input in the target language and teacher’s role was to be a facilitator 
(Azlan et al., 2019; Yin, 2019). In addition, the inculcation of contextual learning was also 
equally evident in few studies such as in Kusmaryani et al. (2019) and Almarshadi et al. (2019). 
In both studies, the improvement of speaking skills among learners was a result of learners 
being able to learn the structures in context. The contexts used in the mobile device features 
were perceived to be personalised and relevant in linking to their experiences. Being the most 
indicated element in the studies, the access to authentic materials through audios and videos 
in mobile devices further complements contextual learning experiences among learners 
(Abugohar et al., 2019; Almarshadi et al., 2019; Gonulal, 2019; Kusmaryani et al., 2019; 
Sherine et al., 2020). 
 Moving further, MALL has provided a conducive atmosphere for learners to express 
their thoughts via speaking activities without stress and fear of being judged (Sun et al., 2017; 
Abugohar et al., 2019; Azlan et al., 2019; Shamsi et al., 2019). Learning was observed to 
happen in a lively and stress-free manner with the use of mobile features. Nevertheless, the 
use of MALL has supported the theory of situated learning whereby it offers learners with 
seamless learning experience that makes learning possible anytime and anywhere. Studies 
reviewed (Sun et al., 2017; Wan, 2019; Yin, 2019; Nanjundan et al., 2020) proved that learners 
were able to participate in speaking activities without being limited to the classroom setting. 
Learning took place actively inside as well as outside the classroom contexts. Finally, the use 
of mobile devices as a tool for learning is considerably convenient and easy (Soto & Zenteno, 
2019; Yin, 2019). The perceived ease of use of the users is expected to augment their attitudes 
towards using mobile features for learning.  
 As for the second part of the review, mobile device tools that can be effectively used 
by both educators and learners to upscale speaking skills in ESL and EFL contexts were 
identified. The review suggests that general built-in features of mobile devices such as audio 
and video recording can be efficiently used in improving learners’ speaking skill (Moghaddas 
& Bashirnezhad, 2016; Darmi & Albion, 2017; Yin, 2019, Soto & Zenteno, 2019). Additionally, 
the use of dictionary feature in smart phone is also reported useful in learning words, phrases 
and grammar structures which leads towards accuracy in speaking (Almarshadi et al., 2019). 
Apart from that, studies done using mobile applications including English learning mobile apps 
(Abugohar et al., 2019; Tonekaboni, 2019; Wan, 2019; Nanjundan et al., 2020) and SNSs such 
as Whatsapp and Instagram (Almarshadi et al., 2019; Kusmaryani et al., 2019; Shamsi et al., 
2019; Sherine et al., 2020) featured them as being practical and feasible to be used as tools 
for practicing speaking among learners.  
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Conclusion 
 This systematic literature review demonstrates that the use of MALL among ESL and 
EFL learners has tremendously impacted their acquisition of speaking skills. The studies 
reviewed implied that MALL applies pedagogical approaches which are underpinned by the 
principles of constructivism theory, provides stress-free environment for learning, supports 
situated learning, and provides ease of use. Additionally, the affordances of mobile device 
tools such as mobile phone built-in features and mobile apps are regarded to be highly 
potential in enhancing learners’ speaking skills. These findings propose that educators 
worldwide especially those teaching in ESL and EFL contexts could consider applying MALL in 
the teaching and learning of speaking for promising results.  
 The current systematic review has explored the use of MALL for enhancing speaking 
skills among ESL and EFL learners by systematically reviewing 15 articles regarded appropriate 
based on the inclusion criteria. Due to time limitation, only two databases namely ERIC and 
Google Scholar were used to search for the articles. Future researchers could extend the 
results by sourcing from other databases or printed documents. Most of the studies reviewed 
have attempted to show the impact of MALL on speaking in tertiary education, however, 
there is a need for investigating the integration of MALL in primary and secondary schools. 
Besides, challenges faced by both educators and learners in MALL need further emphasis so 
that the constraints of MALL could be highlighted. Additionally, the focus of the reviewed 
studies was mostly on the use of smartphone and has left the use of tablets almost 
unexplored. Therefore, future studies could gear towards fulfilling the gap in the 
technological aspect of MALL.  
 MALL environments particularly for speaking skills is an area that still needs to be 
studied. Further studies with the consideration of the above suggestions are believed to yield 
richer outcomes. It is hoped that the findings of this systematic literature review would aspire 
ESL and EFL educators to transform instructional activities involving the teaching of speaking 
skill to be more creative and innovative with the incorporation of MALL. Policy makers, on the 
other side, are expected to consider infusing the element of MALL in designing educational 
policies so that MALL could be efficiently infused in the mainstream teaching.  
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