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Abstract
English is one of the most used languages for jobs, 
markets, tourism, discourse and international con-
nectivity. However, English learners face many chal-
lenges in gaining English language skills. Extant 
studies show that AI has affordances to support in 
English language teaching and learning ELT/L. This 
study answers the call to examine specific challenges 
and affordances for using AI in ELT/L. A systematic 
review method was used with PRISMA principles to 
identify 42 studies. Findings reveal the geographical 
locations of studies, learner ages and years of study. 
Grounded coding was then used to identify affor-
dances of the use of AI in ELT/L in the areas of speak-
ing, writing, reading, pedagogy and self-regulation. 
AI in ELT/L challenges uncovered were technology 
breakdowns, limited capabilities, fear and standard-
ising language. Policymakers, funders, practitioners 
and educational leaders can use the information pro-
vided in this study to gain a holistic understanding of 
the current trend in the use of AI in ELT/L, and practi-
cal implications are provided to guide future use of AI.
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INTRODUCTION

English is one of the most used languages for jobs, markets, tourism, discourse and in-
ternational connectivity (Lan et al., 2020). To achieve mastery of the English language, a 
pupil acquires proficiency in speaking, listening, reading and writing (Grabe & Stoller, 2002). 
However, empirical evidence shows that pupils can often face difficulties when learning 
English, with challenges such as limited connections to English outside the language 
courses, insufficient content knowledge (Tokoz-Goktepe, 2014) and irregularity in English 
spelling (Ulicheva et al., 2018). Pupils can also fear making embarrassing mistakes in front 
of peers (Cumming et al., 2018). AI has been used to remove or ameliorate some of those 
challenges (Baranwal, 2022; Kannan & Munday, 2018). AI are computer systems that simu-
late human intelligence (Sindermann et al., 2021) and can learn, understand and remember 
human language (Xiaohong & Yanzheng, 2021). These programs can help provide a safe 
environment for learning English.

AI has supported language teaching and learning with studies showing that AI can sup-
port language-specific skills, such as reading comprehension (Xu et al., 2019), practicing 
repetitive language skills on a machine (Kim, 2019) and correcting English pronunciation 
(Noviyanti, 2020). It can also help with broader teaching and learning activities, including au-
tomatic marking, providing feedback, adaptive educational experiences, intelligent tutoring 
and prediction systems (Pokrivčáková, 2019).

Practitioner notes

What is already known about this topic
•	 English is one of the most used languages for jobs, markets, tourism, discourse 

and international connectivity.
•	 Empirical evidence shows that pupils can often face difficulties when learning 

English, with challenges such as irregularity in English spelling.
•	 AI has supported language teaching and learning with studies showing that AI can 

support language-specific skills.

What this paper adds
•	 Provides the scholarly community with a unique systematic review in the use of AI 

in ELT/L across learner levels.
•	 Identifies affordances of AI in ELT/L in speaking, writing, reading, pedagogy and 

self-regulation.
•	 Identifies challenges of AI in ELT/L in technology breakdowns, limited capabilities, 

fear and standardising language.
•	 Provides researchers with a review of the field with identification of gaps and fu-

ture research opportunities.

Implications for practice and/or policy
•	 Provides practical implications from the findings for educators, policy makers and 

program designers.
•	 Highlights the gaps in academic knowledge as a lack in the use of AI for assess-

ment in ELT/L.
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With the rise of AI use in education, it is important for educators to understand how AI 
can be used to support the teaching and learning of English to those whose first language 
is not English. Therefore, a review of extant studies is needed to support the academic and 
practitioner community in understanding how AI is supporting English language educators 
and pupils. This is echoed by scholars (eg, Sharadgah & Sa'di, 2022; Yang & Kyun, 2022) 
who called for an up-to-date systematic review of AI in English language education. Recent 
systematic reviews have examined AI in education, but not focused on English language 
education (viz., Crompton et al., 2022; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). Those targeting English 
language education have often focused on a single type of AI (eg, Baranwal,  2022), or 
examined studies learning language in general without a focus on English (eg, Yang & 
Kyun, 2022). Those systematic reviews that were focused on AI and English have not ex-
amined all learners including K-12, higher education and adult learners. Most importantly, 
the examination of many of the studies involved examining the data against a predetermined 
framework (eg, Sharadgah & Sa'di, 2022), which can lead to confirmation bias.

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to answer the call for an up-to-date systematic 
review on English language teaching and learning, while also addressing the gaps identified 
in the literature. Namely, that the review (1) includes learners of all levels, (2) includes all 
types of AI, (3) targets the learning of English and (4) uses an inductive method to examine 
the trends (rather than predetermined criteria). The findings of this study will provide an over-
view of the current state of AI's utilisation in English language teaching and learning. This 
information aims to provide valuable insights for both practitioners and academic audiences. 
Educators will gain a reference point for integrating AI into teaching English, encompass-
ing pedagogical approaches and connections to language skills. The study will also un-
cover challenges, enabling educators to address issues, navigate misuses and understand 
limitations. Educational leaders, funders and policy makers can leverage this research for 
evidence-based policy and practice direction. Researchers will benefit from this overview of 
the state of AI in English language teaching and learning while also learning of the gaps in 
research to be addressed.

LITERATURE REVIEW

English language teaching and learning

As academics and practitioners focus efforts on the design and act of teaching and learning 
English language skills, many acronyms are often attached to various nuances and temporal 
trends. Computer-assisted language learning (CALL) and mobile-assisted language learning 
(MALL) focus on the technology used in language learning. English as a second language 
(ESL), English for speakers of other languages (ESOL) and English as a foreign language 
(EFL) focus on the learning of English as a language. Other terms such as TESL, TESOL 
and TEFL are focused on the teaching of English. For this study, the focus is on English as 
the target language for those whose first language is not English and investigating aspects 
of both teaching and learning. As English language teaching and learning (ELT/L) is the term 
used in other scholarly work (eg, Margana, 2016), it has been selected for use in this study.

Recent developments have seen a rise in AI, with empirical findings (eg, Crompton 
et al., 2022) revealing a trend towards using AI in language learning and writing skills more 
frequently than in other disciplines. Technology has been an integral support in ELT/L 
(Rivera Barreto,  2018). Technology provides teaching and learning resources, motivates 
pupils (Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011), facilitates learning (Ahmadi, 2018) and provides 
new methods for learning (Gilakjani, 2017).
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AI and ELT/L

AI is a multifaceted technology with three user categories: (1) learner facing, used by pupils 
to learn; (2) teacher facing, used by teachers to help in teaching activities, for example, grad-
ing; and (3) system facing, which is used by administrative staff to manage and examine 
pupil data (Pokrivčáková, 2019). Various AI technologies and systems provide affordances 
in ELT/L when targeting a specific user and objective. AI can mine large amounts of data, 
operate using natural language (speech, listening and writing) and follow rules and patterns 
of language.

Mobile devices have long been heralded as the tool for ELT/L with portability, univer-
sality, sharing and individuality (Ma, 2021). AI applications now available on those devices 
amplify ELT/L capabilities with speech synthesis, big data and intelligent systems (Luo & 
Cheng, 2020). While these AI technologies are far from human, they mimic humanness. 
Voice assistants offer an untiring chat partner with a human-like voice that can provide a 
variety of English language accents to choose from (Dizon & Tang, 2020). Amazon Alexa, 
Apple Siri, Samsung Bixby, Microsoft Cortina and Google Home Assistant are common 
voice assistants. In addition, intelligent tutors appear across a plethora of programs and 
can appear to the user as voice over assistance, text prompts and even take on the visual 
appearance in addition to voice (Vuong et al., 2023).

There are robots created to provide a physical embodiment of an AI. Erica and Sophie 
are humanoid robots capable of engaging in conversations with human-like expressions 
and body language (Sindermann et al., 2021). These qualities provide a more lifelike expe-
rience for English learners. In recent years, chatbots were a basic form of AI, as they were 
limited to answering simple questions through a limited text format. At the end of 2022, 
chatbot capabilities greatly expanded with AI transformers and large language models offer-
ing Microsoft's ChatGPT, Google's Bard, Anthropic's Claude and Apple's AppleGPT. These 
chatbots provide extensive possibilities for language education, including engaging learn-
ers in extensive intelligent conversations and providing writing models of various genera 
(Bozkurt et al., 2023). While these AI tools show great capabilities for ELT/L, these affor-
dances can only be gained when understanding what tools are available and specifics on 
how pedagogies/andragogies match those tools to advance ELT/L.

It is also important for all educational stakeholders to recognise the limitations and mis-
uses of AI in ELT/L. This can allow educators to plan accordingly to avoid or ameliorate 
those issues. Scholars using AI with ELT/L have noted that AI can lack emotion (Annamalai 
et al., 2023). While AI can appear to be showing emotions, such as text describing feelings 
and avatars showing facial expressions, AI does not have the capacity to feel emotions and 
can only mimic text and expressions. This may not always be correct from the data it has. 
It could also be that the AI program is not advanced enough to mimic accurately. Similar AI 
challenges to Annamalai were reported by other scholars (eg, Wang et al., 2023) that found 
that AI was behaving passively and mechanically. While AI has many advanced capabilities, 
problems with technical issues, such as programs breaking or not functioning correctly, 
have been reported (eg, Ericsson et al., 2023).

Extant systematic reviews

Scholars have started to build a base of collective insights into AI in education and ELT/L. 
Scholars conducted systematic reviews to examine AI across all educational disciplines. 
Chen et al. focused on the annual trends, leading journals, institutions, countries/regions, 
theories and technologies adopted in AI and education. Systematic reviews were conducted 
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on K-12 (Crompton et al., 2022) and higher education (Crompton & Burke, 2023; Zawacki-
Richter et al., 2019). Both the K-12 and higher education systematic reviews examined top-
ics, such as educational disciplines, levels of learning, research purposes, methodologies, 
annual trends, intended users, affordances and challenges. While these AI reviews across 
all subject disciplines, they do not target ELT/L. It is interesting to note that the findings of the 
two higher education studies both found language learning one of the most common disci-
plines for AI use and the K-12 study found writing and language learning the only disciplines 
showing a growing trend in the use of AI.

Using a narrower lens to focus on ELT/L, scholars pinpointed systematic reviews on ped-
agogical approaches, language skills and AI tools. The reviews of Chen (2016) and Loncar 
et al.  (2023) studied how technology was used in ELT/L, which included AI, among other 
technologies and programs. Zhang and Zou (2023) focused their study on the development 
of writing skills using AI in ELT/L. Using activity theory as a framework, papers were exam-
ined on the various factors involved in using AI in ELT/L that influence the efficacy of the 
activity. Switching to a focus on AI tools, Baranwal (2022) examined the use of AI teachable 
agents in English learning and Crompton and Burke (2024) on ChatGPT.

Broadening the scope, Yang and Kyun (2022) conducted a systematic review of the use 
of AI in language learning. This study also included pupils whose first language was English 
and who were learning language skills. This could be problematic in generalising trends 
across both those who speak English as a first language and those who do not, as gain-
ing a new language can involve different teaching and learning challenges. This review of 
formal education (K-12 and higher education) across 2007–21 also involved pupils learning 
different languages beyond English. Furthermore, Yang and Kyun (2022) also used activity 
theory as a predetermined framework to examine the studies. This approach leaves fewer 
opportunities to see what emerges from the literature.

Sharadgah and Sa'di (2022) focused their systematic review on K-12 and higher educa-
tion, but they focused their review specifically on the learning of English. Again, this review 
had predefined codes that the researchers connected the data to. To better identify the af-
fordances and challenges of AI in ELT/L, a more inductive, grounded approach is needed to 
see what emerges from the research findings. Although the study by Sharadgah and Sa'di 
incorporates data up until 2021, it is important to note the rapid advancements in AI over 
the past year. These developments have led to the integration of large language models, 
such as ChatGPT, within generative AI tools, and have also resulted in enhanced backend 
systems. Consequently, these technological strides offer new potential avenues for the ad-
vancement of ELT/L.

To summarise the gaps in the systematic reviews, scholars (eg, Crompton et al., 2022; 
Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019) conducted reviews across learner levels, such as higher ed-
ucation, or K-12. They did not focus specifically on ELT/L. Others were too broad across 
all technologies in ELT/L (eg, Chen, 2016; Loncar et al., 2023). There are extant reviews 
that focus on AI and ELT/L only looked at one type of AI, such as Baranwal (2022), who 
examined teachable agents. This missed a review on all types of AI being used. There 
were studies examining AI used in teaching all languages (eg, Yang & Kyun, 2022) miss-
ing a focus on ELT/L. Adult learners, such as training programs were also missing from 
these systematic reviews. Finally, the systematic reviews used frameworks to examine 
the trends. Therefore, the researchers were looking for specific things, such as ELT/L 
skills (eg, reading, writing or types of pedagogies). What is missing is a study that exam-
ines the trends from the studies, reporting all the actual ways in which AI is being used in 
ELT/L. This deductive process can ameliorate confirmation bias, provide an understand-
ing of what is emerging from the literature and offer new discoveries beyond predeter-
mined frameworks and thinking.
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Purpose

Sharadgah and Sa'di (2022) and Yang and Kyun (2022) called for an up-to-date systematic 
review of AI in English language education to understand how AI can be used in ELT/L. The 
extant systematic reviews advance what scholars know about AI in ELT/L. Nonetheless, the 
gaps in the literature show that an up-to-date study is needed to focus on ELT/L, across 
learners of all ages, and examine the literature from an inductive perspective to reveal what 
the data show. Therefore, the overarching question for this study is—How is AI being used 
for ELT/L? Four sub-questions provide more specifics with Questions 1 and 2 providing con-
text for the studies and 3 and 4 going in-depth to examine the affordances and challenges.

1.	 Where are the AI studies taking place geographically and has there been a change 
in the trend in the number of studies across the years?

2.	What educational level are the pupils in the studies?
3.	How is AI being used for educational affordances in ELT/L?
4.	What are the challenges of using AI in ELT/L?

METHOD

A systematic review methodology was conducted to answer the four questions guiding this 
study. The systematic review process involves two main parts. The first part is the search, 
identification and selection of the studies to be included in the study. The preferred report-
ing items for systematic reviews and meta-analysis (PRISMA principles; Page et al., 2021) 
were used for this. The second part of the systematic review is the analysis of those studies. 
This involved a mixed-method approach with quantitative methods to provide aggregate 
data with basic numbers, then qualitative inductive and deductive coding techniques using 
a priori and grounded coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1995) to provide a summary of how AI is 
being used in ELT/L and generate new theories from that collective review of the studies 
(Gough et al., 2017).

Search strategy

Only primary research was selected for this systematic review. Primary studies are stud-
ies in which the researcher has directly gathered data from participants and do not include 
systematic reviews or theoretical papers. In addition, to ensure a level of confidence in the 
quality of the research, only research published in a peer-reviewed journal was selected. 
Scholars (viz, Crompton & Burke, 2022, 2023) report an increase in the use of AI in educa-
tion in the past decade. Therefore, the search parameters were set to include papers from 
2014 to 2023 to keep current and include the latest additions to AI technologies.

The data retrieval protocol involved an electronic search and a hand search. For the 
electronic search, a Boolean string was used in the EBSCOhost platform of the educational 
databases and JSTOR, Science Direct and Web of Science. The Boolean search included 
ELT/L, AI and teaching/learning terms. The Boolean search is listed in Table 1. Searches 
were conducted with the various acronyms used in ELT/L, such as ESL, CLT and EFL, 
but the addition of the acronyms did not change the number of papers retrieved. On fur-
ther examination, those acronyms (eg, ESL, CLT and EFL) were found in papers that also 
contained the terms in Part 3 of the search—‘language learning’, ‘language teaching’ and/
or ‘language acquisition’. Therefore, the acronyms did not further support finding relevant 
papers and were removed from the Boolean search.
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To ensure the relevant research was located on ELT/L, a hand search was also con-
ducted of ELT/L-specific journals that may not appear in databases due to their size or 
the age of the journal. The hand search included: TESL-EJ, Computer Assisted Language 
Learning, International Journal of Bilingual Education, and Bilingualism, Language Teaching 
Research, TESOL Quarterly and Studies in Second Language Acquisition.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

The electronic and hand search resulted in the identification of 369 papers for possible inclu-
sion in the systematic review. Of the 369, a total of 3 duplicates were removed, reducing the 
number of studies to 366. The 366 were then examined for a match against the inclusion/
exclusion criteria listed in Table 2.

Two researchers independently reviewed each paper against the criteria, and the inter-
rater reliability was calculated using percentage agreement (Belur et  al.,  2018). The two 
researchers gained an interrater agreement of 97%. However, a 100% agreement was 
achieved after discussing the misaligned papers. A total of 326 papers removed after ap-
plying the inclusion and exclusion criteria. At the end of the search selection process, 43 
papers met the inclusion criteria for this study. Figure 1 presents the number of papers re-
moved corresponding to the inclusion/exclusion criteria and the final number of studies for 
this systematic review.

Data analysis

Once the papers were identified, data were then extracted from the papers to match the 
four research questions guiding this study. A combination of ‘a priori’ and ‘grounded’ 
coding was used to examine that data. A priori coding is coding that is predetermined 
before examining the data. Geographical locations, years and education levels were all 
a priori coding as they used predefined categories. Geographical locations were coded 

TA B L E  1   Boolean search terms.

Search section Search terms

Part 1 ‘Artificial intelligence’ OR ‘AI’

Part 2 ‘high school’ OR ‘middle school’ OR ‘elementary school’ OR ‘secondary 
school’ OR ‘k-12’ OR ‘higher education’ OR ‘tertiary education’ 
OR ‘adult learner’ OR ‘professional development’ OR ‘continuing 
education’ OR training

Part 3 ‘language learning’ OR ‘language teaching’ OR ‘language acquisition’

TA B L E  2   Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion Exclusion

•	 Journal papers published between 
2014 and 2023

•	 Peer-reviewed journal papers
•	 Primary research
•	 Involves teaching and learning 

English as another language
•	 Uses AI in ELT/L
•	 Journal papers written in English

•	 Conference proceedings
•	 Editorials
•	 Research that includes pupils learning about AI, such as a 

computer science class and not using AI for learning
•	 Teaching and learning English to those who have English as 

their first language
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by continent and country; years by the chronological year of publication; and educational 
levels as K-12 (learners 5 to 18 years of age), higher education (learners in formal univer-
sity/tertiary settings) and adult (learners outside of a higher educational institution, eg, 
training).

Grounded coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1995) was then utilised to identify the affordances 
and challenges of AI in ELT/L. Grounded coding develops through an inductive method, not 
from predetermined categories or theories. This involved the researchers not specifically 
looking for a set of affordances or challenges from what prior researchers have found, but 
instead looking for any or all instances that are then highlighted and examined. Therefore, 

F I G U R E  1   Adapted from Page et al. (2021). 

Records identified from*:
Databases (n = 276)
Manual Search (n =
93)

Records removed before screening:
Duplicate records removed (n = 3)

Records screened
(n = 369)

Reports sought for 
retrieval
(n = 369)

Reports not retrieved
(n = 0)

Reports assessed for 
eligibility
(n = 369)

Reports excluded (n= 326)
Not primary research (n = 10)
Not peer review (n = 34)
Not ELT/L (n = 139)
Not including AI in teaching and
learning (n = 138)
Focused on learning computer 
science (n= 0)
Using Ai for first language learning
(n=0)
Not published in English (n= 2)

Studies included in review
(n = 43)

Identification of studies via databases and manual search
Id

en
tif

ic
at

io
n

Sc
re

en
in

g
In

cl
ud

ed
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you will notice that the literature review reported the state of the field but did not include a 
specific focus on any frameworks, models or theories. This is an important aspect of the 
grounded coding methodology to ameliorate bias.

The specific grounded coding design used was a constant comparative method during 
which researchers examine and code text segments from the papers. This involved two re-
searchers individually reading the papers. When text relating to an affordance or challenge 
was noticed in the text, that text would be highlighted, and a descriptive code was listed 
next to the text. For example, text that said, ‘pupils received immediate feedback’ may be 
listed as ‘Affordance’ and also ‘Rapid Feedback’. Within the grounded coding process, ‘In 
vivo’ (Saldana, 2015) coding was also used, which involves using language from the original 
papers as codes. Therefore, one of the codes for ‘pupils received immediate feedback’ may 
be coded as ‘Immediate Feedback’ rather than rapid feedback. Using the author's language 
supports consistency with the author's original meaning of the text.

As the coding process evolves, trends are found in similar codes across papers. Codes 
are often broken into further axial codes as needed. For example, ‘Affordance’ may be the 
initial code and immediate feedback of an axial (sub) code. Once the two researchers coded 
half the papers, they met to discuss the codes. The codes were shared to look for agree-
ment and develop an agreed set of codes. This process then continued to code the rest of 
the papers. Codes were deemed theoretically saturated when all the data on affordances/
challenges fit with a code. The researchers met again and reached an interrater percentage 
agreement of 95%, reaching 100% after discussing the final misaligned papers. The final 
codes are reported in the findings.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The findings section of this study is organised around the four questions that guide this 
study. The first two questions provide the reader with an understanding of the context in 
which the studies took place. This covers the geographic location of the studies, publication 
year and educational level. Questions 3 and 4 then go into detail on the affordances and 
challenges of using AI in ELT/L.

1. Where are the AI studies taking place geographically, and has there 
been a change in the trend in the number of studies across the years?

Geographical locations

From the examination of the geographic locations in which the studies took place, there 
was a large trend in studies conducted in Asia with 31 of the 43 studies conducted in this 
continent, see Figure 2. In an examination of the locations with the largest number of pub-
lications, the three top locations were in Asia, with China (8), Taiwan (7) and Japan (4), 
see Figure 2. Extant systematic reviews on AI across all educational disciplines that took 
place prior to 2021 show a clear trend of at least 50% taking place in the United States with 
Asia following second (eg, Chen et al., 2020; Crompton et al., 2022). Reviews since 2021 
show Asia leading the number of publications with China at the top of those numbers (eg, 
Crompton & Burke, 2023). Scholars report the rapid trend in AI publications and patents 
from China as more funding and incentives are provided (Li et al., 2021).

This study shows this trend increasing dramatically with 72% of the papers from Asia, 
with 19% from China. However, this study is focused on ELT/L, therefore, it is interesting to 
note that these studies are from countries that do not use English as the primary language. 
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10  |      CROMPTON et al.

There are often migrants and displaced populations that are in countries, such as the UK, 
however, the majority of studies are not conducted in English-speaking countries. This may 
connect with Lan et al.'s  (2020) posit that English is one of the most used languages for 
jobs, markets, tourism, discourse and international connectivity. From the data, in those 
regions where English is not the primary language, Asia appears to be leading the way in AI 
research. It would be interesting for future researchers to examine if Asia is producing more 
AI studies across disciplines or just targeting investigations to ELT/L.

Publication years

The findings show that the number of studies involving AI in ELT/L has greatly increased 
across the 10 years, see Figure 3. The first 5 years (2014–18) have a total of four publications 
with 2019 to July 2023 documenting a dramatic escalation to 39 studies. The rise in publica-
tions is a clear upward trend with the rest of 2023 expected to have the same trend. This 
increasing use of AI in ELT/L is not a surprise due to the rise in AI products, tools and edu-
cational offerings available and the media coverage of AI fostering a heightened awareness 
of the use of technology in education. Furthermore, the rise in 2022 may also be connected 
to the increase in AI large language models.

In January 2018, the International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) started 
offering one of the first courses in the world for teaching K-12 educators how to integrate AI 
into the classroom (International Society for Technology in Education, (2018). This course 
offering reveals a growing trend in educator interest in using AI in the classroom. AI technol-
ogies have expanded since 2018 with an increase in Google AI experiments which are sim-
ple AI tools that require no advanced skills, to the expansion of generative AI tools including 
ChatGPT. While there were only a few studies published in 2014–18, these early studies 
may have sparked an interest in the use of AI in ELT/L. Sharadgah and Sa'di (2022) exam-
ined journal papers and conference papers from 2015 to 2021 and also noticed a similar 

F I G U R E  2   Geographical locations. 
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       |  11ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND ENGLISH LANGUAGE TEACHING

rise in the number of papers with a large peak from 11 papers in 2020 to 30 papers in 2021. 
As interest grew in AI, the 2021 peak may have been due to an influx of conference papers 
for a targeted AI conference. This study also shows a jump in 2022, which may have been 
conference papers moving into journals.

2. What educational level are the pupils in the studies?

Levels of education

The data reveal that the majority of studies took place in higher education, see Figure 4. 
Yang and Kyun (2022) and Sharadghah and Sa'id (2022) examined K-12 and higher edu-
cation and had similar findings that of the two, higher education had substantially more 
publications. K-12 may have used AI less due to AI tools' age restrictions. For example, 
OpenAI restricted the use of their products to 18-year-olds, only changing this to 13 years 
with parental guidance when they released ChatGPT at the end of 2022. This age restriction 
may account for lower numbers in K-12 in prior years. However, the age trend does not flow 
through into adult ELT/L. This systematic review is one of the first studies to examine AI and 
ELT/L across all three learner levels: K-12, higher education and adults. The numbers show 
a dramatic gap in peer-reviewed research in adult ELT/L.

In any studies involving pupils, the high numbers in higher education may also be due 
to accessibility of study participants. Faculty in higher education who publish their studies 
could have easier access to participants from their own institution, which also may require 
less stringent ethic approvals than working with young learners. However, it is important for 
researchers to have an understanding of how AI is being used in ELT/L across all learners. 
More research is needed to fill this gap.

F I G U R E  3   Publication years. 2023 represents half of the year. 
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12  |      CROMPTON et al.

3. How is AI being used for educational affordances in ELT/L?

From the grounded coding, six codes emerged from the way AI was being used, see 
Figure 5. Extant systematic reviews focused on a priori categories that had the researchers 
only looking for key aspects, such as language skills of speaking, writing, listening and read-
ing (Sharadgah & Sa'di, 2022; Yang & Kyun, 2022). The grounded coding approach used in 
this study was used to reveal the trends that emerged from the literature on what was actu-
ally being studied. The grounded coding did reveal skills related to speaking, writing and 
reading, while the aspect of listening did not emerge from the data. With that grounded ap-
proach, discernible patterns also surfaced regarding the utilisation of AI in ETL/L with stud-
ies to enrich and broaden pedagogical practices, bolster pupil self-regulation and explore 
connections with affective objectives.

It is important to note that there was overlap in these codes, but the main use of AI in each 
study was what was identified by the code. To break down the codes further, axial codes 
were created to delineate further those uses involved in each main code. For each of the 
overarching codes, both the uses of AI in ELT/L and the affordances are presented together 
in the following sections.

F I G U R E  4   Learner levels. 

F I G U R E  5   Use of AI in ELT/L. 

Use of AI in ELT/L

Speaking Wri ng Reading Pedagogy Self Regula on
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       |  13ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND ENGLISH LANGUAGE TEACHING

Speaking

Further investigation of the studies which had pupils practising speaking skills as the main use 
of AI revealed three axial codes: subskill, pedagogy and technology, see Figure 6. The only 
speaking subskill revealed in the studies was a focus on pronunciation. Nonetheless, pronun-
ciation was a common focus in these studies. There were a variety of AI systems and programs 
that helped pupils in this area. As Tokoz-Goktepe (2014) posited, a challenge for ELT/L is often 
the limited connections to English outside the language courses. AI can help to provide those 
connections. Liu and Hung (2016) used a system for teaching pronunciation to pupils in Taiwan 
and found that the AI significantly improved pupils' pronunciation by reducing the flatness of 
pitch and intonation patterns. The researchers found that the visual representation of the pitch 
as a spectrogram provided by the AI was helpful in supporting pronunciation.

Three codes emerged in the pedagogical AI methods for teaching English speaking. AI 
was used as a conversational partner and a language coach. Dizon and Tang (2020) had 
pupils hold conversations using Alexa, a personal voice assistant. The findings of this study 
show a plethora of affordances. Pupils found Alexa easy to use, and it promoted meaningful 
interactions, supported vocabulary acquisition, improved language skills and provided inter-
esting, enjoyable learning. It is interesting that while conversations should typically involve 
speaking and listening skills, the listening aspect was not an area of focus that emerged from 
this systematic review. This finding is intriguing given that typical conversation should ideally 
engage both speaking and listening skills, yet the focus on listening skills did not emerge in 

F I G U R E  6   Axial codes for speaking. 
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14  |      CROMPTON et al.

this systematic review. This insight is crucial for practitioners aiming to employ AI tools in an 
evidenced-based use of AI tools in supporting language skills development in ELT/L.

In the pedagogies code, studies highlighted the use of coaching and multimodal systems 
which employ multiple ways to present information, such as text, images, audio and video. 
Shivakumar et al. (2019) focused on both language coaching and a multimodal approach 
in a higher education setting. Pupils studying pronunciation were provided with a coach 
that tailored instruction to each pupil's learning patterns and needs. This coach presented 
information using text, images and audio. The findings show that the multimodal coaching 
approach was highly beneficial for young ELLs. Lin and Mubarok (2021) also used a multi-
modal system approach with videos, pictures, memes and songs to help with conversation. 
The findings show that this variety allowed higher education pupils to speak more fluently 
using consistently accurate language structures.

AI technologies were examined by scholars in their affordances for learning about spo-
ken language. AI has a direct connection between speaking a language and natural language 
processing in that AI can recognise and produce speech. The axial codes reveal technology 
regarding speech recognition and automatic speech analysis as well as AI systems of adaptive 
learning and voice assistance. With high school pupils in Turkey, Kazu and Kuvvetli (2023) de-
veloped an AI-supported pronunciation model. This system was designed to help pupils prac-
tice, record and react to pupils pronouncing words. The findings show that the words remained 
in memory longer and it was most beneficial for learning consonant and vowel sounds.

Generative AI technologies, such as ChatGPT, now offer speech options where pupils 
can verbally converse with AI. More future research may see these programs used for de-
veloping speaking skills. These programs offer pupils an opportunity to practice their spoken 
English with an AI with an advanced vocabulary that can further advance the pupils’ spoken 
skills with unlimited practice time. This may also avoid educators needing to purchase ex-
pensive programs. Nonetheless, generative AI may not offer the very specific targeted feed-
back support that these other programs, such as the one used by Kazu and Kuvvetli (2023), 
can provide.

Tai et al. (2022) used virtual reality with AI speech recognition with middle to high school pu-
pils as they learned vocabulary. The study found that the linguistic cues provided by the agents 
in the VR making comments such as ‘pardon me’ and the kinesic signals (eg, gesturing and 
staring) were highly beneficial to the pupils' speech abilities. It appears from the studies that 
the AI providing context surrounding the vocabulary during interactions is beneficial in learning. 
This supports prior research findings supporting the importance of contextualising vocabu-
lary learning (Godwin-Jones, 2018). Currently, these kinesic signals are not available to pupils 
using generative AI which highlights the benefit of programs that target language learning.

Writing

Similar to the speaking code, the studies revealed the axial codes of subskills, pedagogies 
and technologies. Two subskills of writing that emerged from the papers were vocabulary 
learning and grammar. Lo (2023) examined pupils' vocabulary improvement and retention 
in writing when pupils had access to neural machine translation programs. The research-
ers reported that this AI system helped to improve or expand vocabulary, especially when 
specialised or unambiguous expressions are involved. One of the common uses of AI in 
writing revealed by this study is the use of AI grammar checkers. This finding follows a 
trend across disciplines of the use of grammar feedback tools, for example, Grammarly 
(Koltovskaia, 2020). Dizon and Gayed (2021) specifically examined the impact of Grammarly 
when used in higher education ELT/L. He found that using this AI tool, pupils had fewer gram-
matical errors and wrote with more lexical variation than pupils without the AI. The predictive 
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       |  15ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND ENGLISH LANGUAGE TEACHING

text and real-time corrective feedback supported pupils studying English, especially novice 
writers. Educators have expressed apprehensions about pupils potentially becoming ‘com-
placent’ and utilising AI tools (such as grammar checkers or automatic translation tools) as 
a shortcut to learning (Bozkurt et al., 2023). However, the findings of this study suggest that 
AI-powered tools can be used to aid pupils in enhancing their writing skills. For practitioners 
looking to help pupils develop the vital skill of writing, it appears that there is value in real-
time corrective feedback and the use of AI to extend vocabulary (see Figure 7).

Only one pedagogical focus emerged in the axial codes for writing. This was often con-
nected back to AI tools providing feedback via spelling and grammar checkers, similar to 
that in Dizon and Gayed's (2021) study with Grammarly. Nazari et al. (2021) also studied 
the use of Grammarly as a feedback tool for ELLs and the findings again reported posi-
tive outcomes of statistically significant improvement in behavioural engagement, emotional 
engagement, cognitive engagement and self-efficacy in writing. With AI systems working 
well with procedural knowledge and systems within written text and languages (Crompton 
et al., 2022), it is discouraging to see feedback as the only writing pedagogy revealed in the 
grounded coding. Future researchers could further examine the pedagogical opportunities 
afforded by AI in teaching writing in English.

Writing was an area using a variety of AI-targeted ELT/L technology supports and tools. 
An interesting find is the use of translation tools. It could be argued that AI translation tools 
could be used to bypass language learning with the translation readily available to the pupil. 
However, Chon et al. (2021) explored pupil use of an AI translation tool—Google Translate. 
Working with pupils studying English writing in a South Korean college, the study's findings 
revealed that using Google Translate enabled the pupils to produce the greatest number of 
complex words of more than three syllables. It also allowed the learners to retrieve a larger 

F I G U R E  7   Axial codes for writing. 
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16  |      CROMPTON et al.

range of lexical items as the translation process directed the learners to reflect on the differ-
ent lexical choices available to them to effectively express their intended message.

Reading

Reading did appear from the grounded coding. However, it was not as common in the data as 
speaking and writing. This reduced focus on reading is similar to the findings of Sharadgah 
and Sa'di (2022). This may be due to the extensive affordances of AI in natural language 
processing aligned to speaking and writing that researchers want to use, with reading less 
aligned to those AI affordances. Nonetheless, there were AI ELT/L studies focused on read-
ing subskills, pedagogies and technology resulting in five axial codes, see Figure 8.

Vocabulary was the only subskill focus of studies in reading. Within pedagogy, gaming 
is the only code. It could be argued that gaming could just fit with the technology code. 
However, some gaming studies concentrated on the method of learning and others on de-
veloping AI gaming systems. Zheng et al. (2015) explored how vocabulary learning in read-
ing occurs during gaming quest–play mediated in English with Japanese pupils playing with 
an English player. The pupils, embodied as avatars, used semiotic resources imbued in the 
game called World of Warcraft (WoW). For example, during the game, players can kill the 
enemy and then take items from the person killed with the word ‘looting’ appearing. The 
pupils then learn that word and read the explanation of the term provided by the other player 
via the chat, who then situates the word in the wider context. From the findings, Zheng and 
colleagues posit that pupils have opportunities to learn vocabulary and understand meaning 
via games beyond what a textbook or classroom can provide.

It appears that contextualising often decontextualised vocabulary is useful in learning 
and is offered by gaming that involves AI. WoW uses AI in the program to provide that 
context, through the inclusion of AI characters (that are not operated by humans), path-
finding navigation algorithms and within the system to make the environment dynamic 
and engaging. For educators who have pupils who appear unengaged or unmotivated to 
learn, gaming could be an approach that supports those pupils in reaching their learning 
goals.

F I G U R E  8   Axial codes for reading. 
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       |  17ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND ENGLISH LANGUAGE TEACHING

Pedagogy

Pedagogy was the code used to identify the methods, strategies and techniques used to 
facilitate ELT/L. Pedagogies were often connected to language skills and also appeared 
earlier in the axial codes for those skills. As a reminder to the reader, Table 3 provides a 
summary of those pedagogies that appeared in the earlier axial codes for language skills.

However, pedagogy here is a main code and not an axial (sub) code to denote that the 
researchers focused primarily on the pedagogical methods, strategies and techniques of AI 
in ELT/L. The pedagogical studies in this systematic review were in and across formal, infor-
mal and non-traditional learning settings. Figure 9 provides an overview of those targeted 
skills and pedagogies.

Coding from the pedagogy code revealed six axial codes, see Figure 9. Some studies ex-
amined multiple pedagogies which appear to provide more personalised learning approach. 
For example, Kim (2022) explored the effects of the pedagogical approaches of score pre-
dictions, lectures, explanations and practice tests on Korean pupils studying for their Test of 
English for International Communication (TOEIC). An AI system, Soljam, was used to pro-
vide these pedagogical approaches to learning. Pupils began with a diagnostic assessment 
in which the AI then used the data to provide lectures, explanations and practice tests at 
the level required by the pupil. In Kim's examination, there were two groups using AI: those 
using AI via a computer and those using a mobile device. The findings show that there was 
value in these pedagogies when AI was used either on a computer or a mobile device. 
However, they reported that some aspects of learning may work best on a particular device, 
such as a larger computer screen for more detailed work.

Lee et al.  (2023) took a different look into pedagogy by exploring a context-based ap-
proach; specifically, learner-generated context (LGC) based. Lee et al. described LGC as 
the design and application of digital technology in a manner that assists learners in forming a 
‘learner-generated context’ and learning within this context. This context is constructed from 
data that are gathered as the pupils perform actions and make choices. The system then 
learns about the pupils to provide them with more content to match their preferences. The 
researchers found that the LGC AI pedagogical approach catalysed learners' autonomous 
learning experiences.

As AI is rapidly extending its capabilities, it is positive to see that researchers are also 
focused on the pedagogical aspects of how effective practices connect with AI. Some of the 
pedagogies, such as context-based learning, use relatively recent ways of teaching, espe-
cially in targeting pupils' personal learning needs. However, it is interesting to note that there 
are a lot of traditional forms of pedagogies, including lectures and explanations being used. 
Scholars, such as Crompton and Burke (2020), lament ‘using 21st Century technologies, 
with 20th Century teaching’ (p. 2.). The new affordances of AI can provide new avenues 
of learning and it would be pertinent for researchers to explore and grow these areas. One 
area of AI value is the ability to look across large datasets and assess pupils' work at speed. 
Assessments were seen in the coding but were not explored in great detail in the extant 
literature. Again, further examination of AI assessment in ELT/L would be helpful to the ac-
ademic community.

TA B L E  3   Pedagogies for targeted language skill learning.
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18  |      CROMPTON et al.

These pedagogical findings have implications for educators as they navigate the inter-
section of effective pedagogical practices and AI. The research uncovered some innova-
tive applications of AI for pedagogy. These pedagogies often highlighted ways to provide 
more of a student-centred focus with personalised learning and learner-generated context. 
However, practitioners should be aware that more traditional pedagogies, such as lectures 
and explanations, continue to prevail and it would be beneficial for educators to explore new 
possibilities for learning from those AI capabilities.

Self-regulation

Self-regulation emerged as a code from the grounded coding, with six axial codes, see 
Figure 10. Self-regulation refers to the ability to manage and control one's thoughts, emo-
tions, behaviours and physiological responses to achieve personal goals and maintain well-
being. Affect can influence the choices and actions the pupil takes. For example, someone 
in a negative mood might be more prone to impulsive decisions or avoidance behaviours.

It is interesting that self-regulation has appeared in this study. Scholars (viz, He, 2021) 
posit that there is value in AI in language learning, and they also warn of the dangers of pu-
pils becoming over-reliant on AI to perform tasks and avoid mastering content themselves. It 
is positive to see that of the 43 studies in this systematic review, there was a trend towards 
self-regulation in relation to AI and ELT/L by having pupils actively thinking, especially in re-
lation to developing goals and learning independence. The study's findings concerning the 
affordances of AI-powered tools in promoting student self-regulation also have substantial 

F I G U R E  9   Axial codes for pedagogy. 
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       |  19ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND ENGLISH LANGUAGE TEACHING

implications for educators. The use of AI-powered tools such as chatbots to foster self-
regulation could aid pupils in becoming more autonomous learners, setting more effective 
goals and alleviating anxiety about speaking in English.

For example, Hew et al. (2023) used chatbots in ELT/L to support pupil goal setting and 
social presence in fully online activities. Hew's study purports that pupils often lack self-
regulation in online language courses with pupils feeling isolated and disengaged. However, 
using a grounded approach, the results of this study revealed three primary affordances 
of AI in goal setting as the chatbot helped pupils with (1) clarifying their learning goals, (2) 
developing techniques for setting goals and (3) raising awareness of learning strategies in 
goal setting. The findings also report that the pupils enjoyed using the chatbots and had a 
positive learning experience.

In another study, Chen, Hsu, et al. (2022), examined robot-assisted language learning. In 
Chen's study, AI and virtual reality were combined to create a system to use robots as a tool 
for training English language tour guides to develop a sense of autonomy. Pupils played the 
role of tour guide or traveller and interacted with various exercises including proper working, 
matching words, collocation and sentence structure. As the pupils worked with the AI sys-
tem, the findings of the study identified affordances including developing autonomy, while 
also increasing motivation and engagement.

Anxiety was the final axial code from the systematic review. This a priori term was used in 
regard to pupils feeling anxious while learning English. This included anxiety about speaking 
in public, making mistakes with vocabulary and interacting with others. From the 43 studies, 
researchers were working on studies that used AI to reduce anxiety as pupils tried to grasp 

F I G U R E  10   Axial codes for self-regulation. 
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another language and AI reducing anxiety was often referred to in the findings of the affor-
dances of the AI. Chen, Koong, and Liao (2022) used an AI automatic speech recognition 
technique to support pupils' English-speaking skills and learning anxiety with fifth-grade 
pupils in Taiwan. Both Çakmak (2022) and Chen, Koong et al. found that AI raised the pupils' 
skills and lowered anxiety.

4. What are the challenges of using AI in ELT/L?

From across the studies, the challenges did not appear to be well reported as the research-
ers focused instead on the affordance of the AI systems in ELT/L. This can be a common 
problem with positive publication bias as journals often have more of an interest in publishing 
positive study findings than reporting challenges and problems (Mlinarić et al., 2017). Of the 
43 studies in this systematic review, 27 (67%) did not report challenges. Those that did re-
port challenges often were only brief statements following positive comments. Nonetheless, 
there are trends that emerged from the grounded coding to reveal four axial codes: technol-
ogy breakdowns, limited capabilities, fear and standardising language, see Figure 11.

Technology breakdowns are a common problem across all technologies, such as con-
nectivity issues, or program or computer functions that fail. One specific AI technology 
breakdown was that incorrect answers were given by the AI. Limited capabilities were an 
interesting type of challenge that was also revealed. This code referred to people wanting 
the AI systems to do more of what the system can do in a more advanced way. Thompson 
et al. (2018) reported that pupils wanted more improvements with the AI chatbots they were 
using. Some pupils found chatbot interactions unnatural. This led to those pupils becoming 
disinterested in using the chatbot. Ericsson et al. (2023) worked with pupils in Sweden and 
reported many affordances in using virtual humans as conversational agents. However, sim-
ilar to Thompson's study, there were reports that sometimes pupils were not understood or 
heard as expected. Pupils in the study not only enjoyed using the AI for learning English but 
also called for more advancement in AI capabilities to avoid those mistakes or limitations.

With powerful technologies, fear is often connected for a variety of reasons. The axial 
codes found pupils experiencing three types of fear when using AI. The first fear was in 
providing personal information as it was not clear how that data were stored and who had 
access to it. Pupils also were unsure of how AI was operating, and this resulted in fear of the 
unknown. A fear also appeared in a perception study where pupils reported fear of losing a 
natural environment and real emotions when interacting with AI (eg, Viktorivna et al., 2022).

One of perhaps the most compelling challenges found in the studies in this systematic re-
view is that AI may be contributing to standardising languages and ideologies. Rowe (2022) 
examined one second-grade (7- to 8-year-olds) classroom in the USA. Of the 24 pupils 
in the class, 17 did not speak English as a first language and Google Translate was used 
to support the emergent bilingual pupils' English development. The findings of the study 
revealed that Google Translate's programming appeared to carry messages about appro-
priate and standard language use. For example, one pupil in the class spoke Tagalog with 
her family. However, Tagalog was listed by Google Translate only as Filipino and when 
translating her own language to English, she had to follow the AI's chosen name choice for 
her family's language. While AI systems are becoming commonplace, it is essential that 
educators and educational leaders remain cognisant of these challenges to avoid or amelio-
rate them where possible. AI developers also need to consider the challenges identified in 
the literature and indeed adjust to ensure language represents all pupils’ cultures and needs 
in ELT/L. Furthermore, it would be prudent to have pupils become digitally literate English 
learners and navigate AI tools with care and consideration.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

The study reveals several key findings that have implications for practitioners. Previous sys-
tematic reviews into use of AI (Crompton et al., 2022) indicate that English language learning 
AI use is more prevalent than in any other taught subject. English language teachers need to 
make principled decisions to enable the effective use of AI in teaching, but the rapid devel-
opment of the technology will provide a constant challenge for up-to-date AI literacy. This in-
dicates that English language teachers particularly need to be equipped to make principled 
and effective use of AI in teaching and raises the question of how initial teacher education 
and in-service teacher training can help prepare teachers for teaching with AI.

The findings of this study revealed that AI can carry messages about appropriate and 
standard language use. This has serious implications around a ‘neutral’ AI choice of lan-
guage that promotes a particular ideology or privileges certain groups while excluding or 
deprioritising others. For instance, it is important for practitioners to carefully consider how 
pronunciation models are chosen and who decides which models are considered desirable 
or acceptable. This will be key in avoiding the kind of implicit bias that elevates one variety 
of English over world Englishes.

The results of this research support the idea that AI can reduce anxiety. AI can provide 
opportunities for language practice with a neutral AI partner outside class and help alleviate 
pupils' anxiety about speaking and making mistakes in English. The question remains whether 

F I G U R E  11   Challenges with the use of AI in ELT/L. 
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AI effectively prepares pupils for real-life conversations, or whether their anxiety would persist 
when faced with human interlocutors. Another important practical implication is the continuing 
need to improve teachers' and pupils' digital literacy. There is an urgent need to broaden the 
understanding of AI literacy, including issues of transparency, trust, surveillance and privacy. 
Practitioners will need help and guidance from policymakers, in ‘building awareness about the 
limitations and risks of AI and debating the various aspects of AI ethics’ (Ziesche & Kumar 
Bhagat, 2022). Ignoring this would run a high risk of widening the digital divide.

This study raises important questions about pupils' fear when using AI, for example, due 
to opaqueness in how data are being processed by AI systems could lead to a lack of trust 
in the system. The implication is that a lack of clear data privacy statements and lack of 
clarity around the ethical deployment of AI in ELT/L could have adverse effects on learning 
and teaching and therefore, there is a need for adequate regulatory and ethical frameworks 
to protect pupils and promote trust in AI-powered systems. A key priority for policy makers 
should therefore be to develop and commit to an accessible and unambiguous ethics state-
ment for AI in ELT/L, which could promote user confidence in the adoption of AI systems. 
When doing so, there is also the issue of digital divides to be considered, that is, the im-
plications if certain national education systems introduce regulation and ethical alignment, 
whereas others are not in a position to do so. As with most emerging educational technology, 
there is a gap between the expectations around AI and its current capabilities. Practitioners 
should be cautious of ‘AI hype’ and be realistic about its capabilities.

GAPS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This research has identified various gaps in need of further investigation. Notably, the ma-
jority of studies published on AI in ELT/L were from Asia (72.09%). This should be of inter-
est not only to researchers in other geographies but also to policy makers and commercial 
leaders who seek to excel in this field. The findings will be of interest to researchers in other 
geographies, particularly in the US and UK, which are prominent players in the global ELT 
industry. Another trend identified is most of the studies taking place in higher education 
contexts, even though ELT/L occurs in a range of different contexts. Taken together, these 
results suggest a need for future studies conducted in a wider range of geographies and 
contexts, making the results more widely generalisable, particularly the need to rectify the 
lack of studies in adult learning and K-12.

This study gained only limited information on the challenges of AI in ELT/L, which did 
not appear to be as well reported as its affordances. It is posited that this could be due to 
positive publication bias, which leads researchers to focus more on positive findings rather 
than issues and problems. Therefore, further efforts are needed to make explicit the chal-
lenges of AI in ELT/L. For the relatively newer types of AI, such as ChatGPT or similar large 
language models, more is needed on how these types of AI can support ELT/L. However, it 
is expected that an uptake in the trend towards research on these specific forms of AI will 
be seen in 2024 onwards.

The findings of this systematic review show that speaking and writing emerged as the 
main focus of existing research. The question raised by this study is whether AI will be bet-
ter at developing certain skills in ELT/L, namely productive skills, or if it will be useful across 
all language skills. Moreover, there is a noticeable lack of focus in the available body of 
research on subskills typically required to develop these language skills. Therefore, future 
studies could explore the use of AI in the subskills involved in each language skill.

Another interesting finding is that in writing, ‘feedback’ was the only pedagogical focus 
that emerged. What remains to be explored is the whole area of procedural knowledge 
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in writing that AI could potentially assist with. This would be a fruitful area for further 
research work. Research is also needed to determine the place for AI-powered gaming 
in educational settings for ELT/L. More research could explore explicit design features 
of multi-player online games for language learning. Yet another interesting finding for 
practitioners is how translation tools could help pupils by giving them access to a larger 
range of lexical items. While such tools clearly aid output, it remains to be seen what 
happens when the tool is taken away. The question raised is whether this also results in 
an improvement in pupils' skills independent of these tools. If the debate is to be moved 
forward, a better understanding of the role of such machine translation tools in ELT/L 
needs to be developed.

CONCLUSION

This systematic review examined the use of AI in ELT/L to provide an overview of the context 
in which AI and ELT/L are being studied. Then, most importantly, how AI is being used and 
the affordances and challenges. This study is unique on three points, in providing (1) one of 
the first reviews across all learner levels: K-12, higher education and adult; (2) a grounded 
examination to examine AI in ELT/L; and (3) an up-to-date review to ensure inclusion of re-
cent advances in AI.

From this systematic review, the contextual data show that studies from the continent of 
Asia were the most common with over half from this location. The anticipated trend showed 
an increase in AI publications. However, this study was able to reveal that the clear upward 
trajectory started in 2017. AI and ELT/L studies took place across all educational levels. 
Nonetheless, 65% of the studies took place in higher education. Interestingly, the second 
highest context was young children followed by secondary school.

These data revealed five areas in which AI is being used in ELT/L: speaking, writing, read-
ing, pedagogy and self-regulation. Each of these provided further axial codes to delineate 
further. This highlighted gaps such as a paucity of research in receptive skills and subskills 
generally and on specific AI tools. The examination of the challenges of using AI in ELT/L 
was surprisingly sparse. Five challenges were identified: technology breakdowns, limited 
capabilities, fear and standardising language. Some of the challenges could be described 
as typical technology problems, such as technology breakdowns. However, new technology 
challenges are appearing with AI, such as concerns that AI is fitting languages into a stan-
dardised set and may be omitting lesser-known languages forcing users to conform to the 
choices and naming system provided by the AI systems.

This study highlights a need to prepare English language teachers to have an under-
standing of what AI is, how to exploit the many benefits of these tools with English learn-
ers and knowledge of what to avoid. It is important to note the limitations of this study 
that only studies published in English were included in this study. Examination of further 
databases may also provide further data. This study can be used as a springboard for 
future researchers to address the gaps highlighted to provide further depth into AI and 
ELT/L. Policy makers, funders, practitioners and educational leaders can use the infor-
mation provided in this study to gain a holistic understanding of the current trend in the 
use of AI in ELT/L.
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