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Abstract

The rapid development of generative artificial intelligence (GenAl) has created more possibilities for English as a foreign language
education. Through its generative capabilities, particularly in natural language generation and processing, GenAl has introduced
new modes of interaction for learners’ speaking development. However, empirical research on GenAl-mediated EFL speaking
remains fragmented. Guided by PRISMA 2020, this systematic review synthesizes 43 empirical studies published between 2024 and
2026 to examine the trends, application methods, and challenges of GenAl-mediated EFL speaking activities. Findings indicate that
research has focused primarily on mainland China and intermediate-level undergraduate learners, with ChatGPT as the most
frequently used tool. GenAl was commonly used to provide personalized practice and immediate feedback in a comparatively low-
pressure environment. Most studies reported positive outcomes, but findings varied. Behavioral outcomes received less attention
than cognitive and affective aspects. Challenges mainly involved inauthentic interaction and limited feedback. Tensions are mainly
from tools and subjects, as well as tools and objects from an Activity Theory lens. Based on these tensions, this study proposes a
collaborative learning framework to provide complementary mediation in EFL speaking activities.

Keywords: Active Theory; Collaborative learning; English as a foreign language; Generative artificial intelligence; Speaking
activities; Systematic literature review

1. Introduction

In some EFL contexts, learners have limited opportunities for authentic spoken interaction despite
years of formal English instruction (Ma et al., 2025). Digital technologies have expanded
opportunities for speaking practice beyond the classroom, although sustained engagement with
these resources may require instructional support (Guo et al., 2026). More recently, GenAl has
introduced new possibilities for responsive conversational practice and individualized feedback
(Tai & Chen, 2025). These opportunities are particularly relevant given the persistent challenges
associated with foreign language speaking anxiety (Kayhan, 2025). Consequently, growing
research attention has focused on the potential of GenAl-supported interaction to enhance EFL
speaking proficiency and learners' willingness to communicate (Tai & Chen, 2025; Zou et al., 2025).

Research on Al-assisted language learning has expanded rapidly, with existing reviews
documenting the applications, outcomes, and challenges of conversational Al in English language
teaching and EFL speaking practice (Lai & Lee, 2024). More recent reviews have also examined Al
technologies specifically in ESL/EFL speaking development (Xing & Saeed, 2026). However, a
more focused understanding is needed of how GenAl-mediated speaking activities are
pedagogically organised and how their technological, social, and instructional components
interact. Activity Theory [AT] offers a framework for examining these relationships by considering
learners, mediating tools, learning objectives, rules, community, division of labour, and outcomes
as interconnected elements (Yang & Kyun, 2022). Its relevance to Al-mediated EFL speaking
activities has also been demonstrated in empirical research (Ebadi et al., 2025). Building on this
literature, the present review synthesises 43 empirical studies of GenAl-mediated EFL speaking
activities through an AT lens to examine research trends, pedagogical applications, reported
outcomes, and implementation challenges in relation to the broader activity systems in which they
occur. It is guided by the following research questions:
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RQ 1) What are the research and publication trends of empirical studies on GenAl-mediated
EFL speaking activities?

RQ 2) How is GenAl integrated and used to mediate EFL speaking activities?

RQ 3) What challenges have emerged in GenAl-mediated EFL speaking activities?

2. Literature Review

Artificial intelligence [AI] broadly refers to computational systems designed to perform tasks
associated with human intelligence, including learning, reasoning, and language processing
(Russell & Norvig, 2021). Its conceptual foundations can be traced to Turing's imitation game,
proposed in 1950 and later known as the Turing Test (Gongalves, 2023; Turing, 1950), while the
Dartmouth Summer Research Project in 1956 marked the emergence of Al as a distinct research
field (McCarthy et al., 2006). An early example of human-computer interaction was ELIZA,
developed by Weizenbaum in 1966, which simulated natural language conversation through
keyword-based decomposition and response-generation rules rather than semantic understanding
(Weizenbaum, 1966). Subsequent developments expanded Al applications in language education
to include natural language processing, automated feedback, and personalized learning (Dogan &
Talan, 2025; Huang et al., 2023). More recently, GenAl has introduced new possibilities for natural
language generation and interactive communication, creating opportunities for more responsive
and personalized language-learning experiences (Kohnke et al., 2023).

Unlike many earlier Al systems designed to follow predefined rules or produce fixed responses,
GenAl offers stronger natural language processing, contextual interaction, and content generation
capabilities (Wang et al., 2024). For instance, ChatGPT, a representative GenAl application, has
provided learners with more flexible and personalized opportunities for language interaction (Tai,
2026). However, early GenAl applications were predominantly text-based, which contributed to
earlier and more extensive research on writing than on other language skills, such as speaking (Li
et al., 2025). As GenAl technologies have evolved and incorporated complementary technologies
such as automatic speech recognition, text-to-speech synthesis, and facial animation, they have
increasingly supported voice-based interaction, facial expression, and affective responses (Wang et
al., 2024). These developments have extended the potential of GenAl beyond text-based language
learning and created new opportunities for EFL speaking development. Consequently, research
attention has increasingly focused on GenAl-mediated EFL speaking activities.

Despite growing interest in GenAl applications, empirical evidence concerning their
effectiveness in EFL speaking development remains mixed. Although several studies have
reported improvements in speaking performance, fluency, and speaking anxiety following Al-
supported practice (Ebadi et al., 2025, Zhou et al.,, 2025), others have found no significant
advantage over conventional or peer-based speaking activities in overall speaking performance
(Chen et al., 2025; Wang et al., 2024). Moreover, positive linguistic outcomes do not necessarily
coincide with equally favorable learning experiences. Some learners have expressed concerns
about excessive reliance on Al and reduced autonomy, while others have reported declining
engagement and enjoyment during Al-mediated speaking activities (Ebadi et al., 2025; Lee, 2025).
These mixed findings suggest that, although GenAl offers opportunities to address persistent
challenges in EFL speaking instruction, its educational value may depend on how the technology
is integrated into pedagogical activities, the outcomes assessed, and learners' experiences of Al-
mediated interaction.

As Zhai et al. (2021) noted, computers were once regarded as potential game changers in
education, yet their introduction did not necessarily result in substantial changes in core
educational practices. A similar issue may arise with GenAl, as its educational value may depend
substantially on how it is integrated into pedagogical activities and learning contexts (Guo et al.,
2026). In particular, the design and implementation of GenAl-mediated speaking activities may be
critical, as similar GenAl programs can produce various outcomes when embedded in different
pedagogical interventions (Liu et al., 2025). This suggests that understanding GenAl-mediated EFL
speaking requires attention not only to its technological affordances but also to the pedagogical
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activities through which these affordances are enacted. Therefore, a systematic review is needed to
synthesize how GenAl has been integrated into EFL speaking activities, and to examine the
challenges and tensions that emerge from such integration. To provide a holistic perspective,
Activity Theory offers a useful theoretical lens for examining how GenAl-mediated speaking
activities are shaped by the intervention of multiple elements.

Building on Vygotsky’s (1978) early conceptualization of activity, Engestrom (2014) expanded
AT by incorporating rules, community, and division of labour alongside the subject, object, and
mediating tools. This expanded model conceptualizes learning as a dynamic, socially situated
process shaped by interactions among the elements of an activity system within a socio-historical
context (Koszalka & Wu, 2004). It is particularly relevant to the study of Al-human interaction
because it enables researchers to examine how learners, mediating technologies, pedagogical
practices, and social contexts interact to shape learning processes and outcomes (Fathi et al., 2024).

In this review, AT was adopted as the analytical framework for examining the activity systems
represented in the eligible studies. The key elements of the activity system are operationalized as
follows. The subject refers to the individual or group engaged in activity; the object refers to the
goal, motive, or problem toward which the activity is directed; the tools refer to psychological or
material artefacts that mediate the relationship between the subject and the object; rules refer to the
explicit or implicit norms, expectations, and conventions that guide participants’ behavior and
regulate interaction within the activity; Community comprises the individuals or groups who
share or are involved in the same object of activity; While division of labour refers to the
distribution of roles, responsibilities, and tasks among participants within the activity system
(Zheng et al., 2020). Together, these interconnected elements provide an analytical framework for
examining how learners, GenAl technologies, speaking-related practices, and social interactions
shape the learning process and outcomes.

3. Methodology

This study conducted a systematic literature review of empirical studies on GenAl-mediated EFL
speaking. To ensure methodological transparency, consistency, and reproducibility, the review
followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 2020)
guidelines (Page et al., 2021). The review process comprised four interconnected stages: (1) search
strategy and literature retrieval, including database selection and the development and application
of database-specific search strings; (2) eligibility assessment based on predefined inclusion and
exclusion criteria; (3) methodological quality appraisal of the eligible studies using the Mixed
Methods Appraisal Tool [MMAT] (Hong et al., 2018); and (4) systematic coding, synthesis, and
analysis of the included studies. These procedures were intended to provide a transparent and
reproducible basis for identifying eligible empirical evidence and synthesizing patterns in trends,
application, and challenges in research on GenAl-mediated EFL speaking activities. Figure 1
presents the overall literature retrieval and screening process in the PRISMA flow diagram.

3.1. Search Strategy and Research Retrieval

A systematic literature search was conducted in two major academic databases, Web of Science
[WOS] and Scopus, to identify empirical studies on Al-mediated EFL speaking activities. The
selection of these databases was informed by Gusenbauer and Haddaway's (2020) evaluation of
academic search databases. They evaluated 28 databases based on criteria including search
efficiency, precision, recall, coverage, and reproducibility. Among the databases considered
suitable for systematic literature searching, WOS and Scopus were selected for this review because
of their broad multidisciplinary coverage and suitability for systematic literature searching. In
addition, these two databases also provided a clearly defined and reproducible search scope, while
keeping the retrieval and screening processes feasible and manageable.
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Figure 1

The PRISMA diagram for literature retrieval (adapted from Page et al., 2021)
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The search strategy comprised three conceptual domains: (a) Al technologies (“artificial
intelligence”, “Al”, “generative artificial intelligence”, “GenAl”, “GAl”, “large language model”,
“conversational agent”, or “chatbot”); (b) speaking-focused activities (“speaking”, “oral
communication”, “speaking proficiency”, “speaking skill”, or “interaction”); (c) EFL contexts
(“English as a foreign language learning”, “EFL”, “foreign language”, “English”, or “L2").

Table 1 presents the complete search strings used in WOS and Scopus, including database-
specific adaptations. Because the existing literature does not consistently distinguish between Al
and GenAl, a broad Al-focused search strategy was adopted at the initial retrieval stage to reduce
the risk of excluding potentially relevant studies. Thus, the initial search incorporated both general
Al-related and GenAl-specific terms. After title and abstract screening and full-text eligibility, a
post-hoc eligibility re-audit was conducted to identify studies that explicitly involved GenAlI in
EFL speaking activities.

In addition, three eligibility restrictions were applied during database retrieval in WOS and
Scopus. First, the search was limited to studies published between 2021 and 2026, with the final
search conducted on September 15, 2026. Second, only studies published in English were included.
Third, the review included only peer-reviewed journal articles.

The initial searches retrieved 1,803 records from WOS (n = 664) and Scopus (n = 1139) (see Table
1). After the records were exported and consolidated, 474 duplicate records were identified and
removed using the filtering function in Microsoft Excel. The deduplication results were also
manually checked by two reviewers to verify the removal of duplicate records. Following
deduplication, 1,329 records remained for the subsequent screening process.
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3.2. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

After removing duplicate records, the remaining 1,329 records underwent title and abstract
screening against the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. To provide a consistent basis for
determining whether a study qualified as an empirical study on Al-mediated EFL speaking
activities, we established an operational definition before screening. First, an empirical study was
defined as a study that collected and analyzed original data or evidence from participants, learning
activities, or observed interactions. Second, Al-mediated EFL speaking activities were defined as
learning activities in which EFL learners use Al technologies as an integral part of practicing,
performing, interacting, or receiving feedback on English speaking. In these activities, Al
technologies had to play an active or mediating role in the interaction process, rather than being
used for other language skills, administrative purposes, or as the object of technological
evaluation. Thus, a study was considered relevant when the title and abstract met all the following
criteria: (1) Participants (EFL learners); (2) Target language (English); (3) Speaking focus (rather
than other language skills such as reading, writing, listening); (4) Al-mediated activities (Al as an
integral part of the interaction process for providing practice, feedback, assessment, or speaking
support); (5) empirical study (reports original empirical data or evidence). Overall, this offered a
consistent basis for distinguishing empirical studies on Al-mediated EFL speaking from broader
Al-related research. Table 2 outlines the inclusion and exclusion criteria for the following title and
abstract screening and full-text eligibility.

At the title and abstract screening stage, 1,197 records were excluded because their titles or
abstracts did not meet the criteria in Table 2. The screening was independently conducted by two
reviewers. Any disagreements were discussed and resolved through consensus. When consensus
could not be reached, the relevant sections were reexamined, and a third reviewer was consulted
when necessary to make the final decision.

Subsequently, the remaining 132 records were independently assessed in full text by the two
reviewers according to the criteria in Table 2. Of these studies, 50 studies were excluded at this
stage because they were not in EFL contexts (n = 4), did not focus on English speaking (n = 11),
were not studies on Al-mediated speaking activities (n = 26), or were not empirical articles (n = 1).
Studies for which the full text could not be obtained despite reasonable retrieval attempts were
also excluded (n = 8). After full-text eligibility, 82 primary empirical studies were included.

In addition, because the initial search strategy adopted a broad Al-related scope to minimize the
risk of overlooking relevant studies, a post-hoc audit was conducted by two reviewers to identify
studies that specifically involved GenAl in EFL speaking activities. GenAl applications in the
speaking studies mainly included GenAlI programs or chatbots (e.g., ChatGPT) and GenAl-enabled
educational applications or agents (e.g., Call Annie) (Liu et al., 2026). Studies involving
conventional rule-based Al systems that provided only preset responses or automated
pronunciation assessment without generative capabilities were excluded. Following this post-hoc
audit, 39 studies were excluded. Finally, 43 empirical studies on GenAl-mediated EFL speaking
were retained for the final synthesis.

3.3. Quality Assessment

After the whole eligibility process, the methodological quality of the 43 included studies was
appraised to contextualize the interpretation of the synthesized evidence. Because the included
studies comprised qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods designs, the Mixed Methods
Appraisal Tool (MMAT) (Hong et al., 2018) was employed to assess methodological quality. Each
study was evaluated against the MMAT criteria for its research design. For each criterion, a
judgement of “Yes”, “No”, or “Cannot Tell” was assigned, accompanied by a study-specific
justification. The judgements were not combined into a single quality score, as the MMAT is
intended to identify methodological strengths and limitations rather than to produce a numerical
ranking of study quality.
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In the MMAT assessment, two reviewers independently appraised all included studies to
enhance consistency and reduce subjective judgement. Their assessments were then compared,
and disagreements were resolved through discussion and consensus. When methodological
information was insufficient or unclear, the full text was reexamined. The quality appraisal
informed the synthesis and interpretation of the findings, particularly the strength and consistency
of evidence across study designs.

3.4. Coding and Analysis

The coding framework (Table 3) was developed in alignment with the three research questions.
The coding categories and procedures used to address each research question are described below.

1. RQ1 (Publication and research trends): The number of studies was recorded to identify
publication trends by year and geographical location, as well as research trends, including study
design, intervention duration, and group structure.

2. RQ2 (GenAl-mediated EFL speaking activity): GenAl-mediated EFL speaking activities in the
included studies were coded using the seven key elements of Engestrom’s (2014) AT as a guiding
analytical framework: subject, tool, object, outcome, community, rules, and division of labour.
Specific sub-codes for each element were developed inductively from the included studies, with
reference to relevant literature reviews where appropriate. Each sub-code was assigned an
alphabetical label (e.g., a, b, ¢, d...) to facilitate systematic coding and analysis.

3. RQ3 (Existing challenges): Challenges associated with GenAl-mediated EFL speaking
activities were coded from two perspectives: (A) subjective and (B) objective aspects at three
stages, including (1) preparation, (2) interaction, and (3) feedback. For instance, “Al” refers to a
subjective challenge at the preparation stage of a GenAl-mediated EFL speaking activity. Specific
challenges identified within each category were assigned alphabetical codes (e.g., a, b, ¢, d...) to
facilitate systematic coding and analysis.

Thus, guided by the AT framework, the coding process was organized around its seven key
elements, while the specific coding categories and definitions were informed by relevant literature
reviews. Two coders independently extracted relevant information from the included studies,
organized the reported evidence into the analytical categories, and developed sub-codes. To
enhance coding reliability, their coding results were independently reviewed, and discrepancies
were discussed and resolved through consensus (Nguyen et al., 2026). When clarification was
needed, the original studies were reexamined to verify relevant information and confirm coding
decisions, thereby maintaining consistency throughout the coding and analysis process.

4. Findings

The findings are organized around the three research questions and their corresponding coding
results. They are presented in three sections: (1) Publication and research trends, (2) GenAl-
mediated EFL speaking activities, and (3) emerging challenges. The findings are interpreted based
on the coding results (see Supplementary material) from the included studies.

4.1. Publication and Research Trends

First, publication trends were examined by publication year and geographical distribution.
Although the search covered publications from 2021 to 2026, all 43 eligible studies were published
between 2024 and 2026. The number of publications increased from 5 in 2024 to 20 in 2025, with 18
studies by September 15, 2026. This pattern indicates rapidly growing research attention to GenAl
application in EFL speaking activities from 2024 to 2025. The 2026 figure, although incomplete at
the time of the research, suggests that the yields remain at a high level. Geographically, the 43
studies were conducted across 14 countries/regions (Table 4). Mainland China accounted for the
largest share (18 studies), followed by Taiwan (5 studies). The concentration of studies in mainland
China indicates that the empirical evidence is geographically uneven, which should be considered
when interpreting the transferability of findings to other EFL contexts.
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Table 4

Geographical distribution of the included studies

Country/Region 2024 2025 2026 Total
China 2 9 7 18
Taiwan 1 2 2 5
Indonesia 0 2 2 4
Saudi Arabia 1 1 1 3
South Korea 0 2 0 2
Oman 0 1 1 2
Peru 0 0 2 2
Ethiopia 1 0 0 1
Georgia 0 0 1 1
Iran 0 0 1 1
Iraq 0 1 0 1
Morocco 0 1 0 1
Turkey 0 1 0 1
Vietnam 0 0 1 1
Total 5 20 18 43

Second, research trends are examined in terms of three characteristics: study design,
intervention duration, and group structure. Regarding study design, the 43 included studies
comprised 1 qualitative, 1 randomized, 13 non-randomized, 2 quantitative descriptive, and 26
mixed-methods studies, corresponding to the five MMAT design categories. For intervention
duration, 8-week interventions were most common (8 studies), followed by 6-week interventions
(6 studies). Regarding group structure, two-group designs were the most frequently reported (27
studies). These two-group comparisons involved different instructional conditions, learner
proficiency levels, or Al tools, with GenAl-mediated instruction versus traditional instruction
being the most common comparison.

4.2. GenAl-mediated EFL Speaking Activity
4.2.1. Subject

The subject refers to the EFL learners participating in GenAl-mediated speaking activities. Their
characteristics were analyzed regarding education level and English proficiency. As shown in
Table 5, the reviewed studies predominantly focused on undergraduate learners, with 35 of the 43
studies involving this population. In comparison, relatively few studies involved primary (n = 1),

secondary (n = 4), or postgraduate learners (n = 2). Thus, the participant profile was
predominantly undergraduate.

Table 5

Education level of the participants in the reviewed studies

Education level Number

Primary education 1

Secondary education 4
Undergraduate 35

Postgraduate 2

Unspecified 1

In terms of English proficiency (Table 6), 18 studies focused exclusively on intermediate-level
learners, while 4 focused exclusively on elementary-level learners. 10 studies included learners
across multiple proficiency levels, whereas 11 did not specify participants” proficiency levels. Thus,
22 studies focused on a single proficiency level, while others included learners across multiple
levels. Overall, intermediate-level learners appeared most frequently (n = 27), followed by
elementary-level learners (n = 13), whereas high-proficiency learners appeared in only 4 studies
and received relatively limited attention.
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Table 6

English proficiency of the participants in the reviewed studies

English proficiency Number
a. elementary 4

b. intermediate 18

a. elementary, b. intermediate 6

a. elementary, b. intermediate, c. high 2

a. elementary, c. high 1

b. intermediate, c. high 1
unspecified 11
Sum of a, b, and ¢ a=13, b=27, c=4
4.2.2. Tool

The mediating tool in GenAl-mediated EFL speaking activity is GenAl, which can be
conceptualized at two levels. First, GenAl refers to technologies embedded in computer systems;
Second, it refers to software applications that incorporate such technologies. Combined with the
information of the included studies, GenAl in EFL speaking activities can be broadly grouped into
two types: (a) GenAl programs, primarily represented by GenAl chatbots, and (b) GenAl-enabled
language learning applications, which incorporate GenAl technologies into language learning
programs (Liu et al.,, 2026). The former typically provides learners with direct and flexible
interaction, whereas the latter incorporates generative capabilities and human-like features into
language learning systems with functions and tasks specifically designed for speaking practice and
assessment.

This review analyzed the characteristics of GenAl tools used in speaking activities by tool name,
type, and pedagogical role. In terms of tool names, ChatGPT was the most frequently reported (17
studies). Regarding tool type, GenAl programs, primarily represented by chatbots, were the most
commonly used (36 studies), while the remaining studies used GenAl-enabled language learning
applications. The included studies identified three main pedagogical roles of GenAl in speaking
activities: (a) GenAl served as a teacher or tutor (also as the interviewer, trainer, examiner, or
assessor) to provide learners with personalized assessment and immediate feedback; (b) GenAl
functioned as a conversational partner or peer to provide personalized practice opportunities or
supporting learners in completing speaking-related tasks, such as role playing; (c) GenAl served as
a learning tool to provided scaffolding and assistant in a relatively low-risk learning environment,
as well as supporting in knowledge resources and developing ideas for speaking activities. In
terms of frequency, the conversational partner role was most common (n = 39), followed by the
teacher or tutor role (n = 31) and the learning tool role (n = 30). 34 studies reported GenAl serving
multiple roles within the same speaking activity. Of these, 20 studies used GenAl in all three roles:
teacher, conversational partner, and speaking learning tool (see Table 7).

Table 7

GenAl roles in speaking activity

GenAl roles Number
a 3

b 5

C 1
a,b 5
a,c 3

b, c 6
a,b,c 20
Sum of a, b, and ¢ a=31, b=39, ¢=30

4.2.3 Objects

Across the 43 included studies, the objects of GenAl-integrated EFL speaking activities can be
grouped into four aspects: (a) Developing oral proficiency, (b) Addressing affective and
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motivational barriers, (c) Understanding learners” experience and perceptions, and (d) Improving
the pedagogical integration of GenAl into speaking activities. As shown in Table 8, the most
frequently reported object was developing learners” oral proficiency (12 studies). These studies
addressed difficulties in overall speaking performance as well as specific dimensions such as
accuracy, fluency, pronunciation, complexity, and coherence. This indicates that improving
learners’ ability to start and sustain English conversations was the most prominent goal of GenAl-
mediated EFL speaking activity.

In addition, 4 studies aimed to address affective barriers that may constrain participation in L2
speaking. These studies focused on problems such as speaking anxiety, limited willingness to
communicate [WTC], low motivation, insufficient self-efficacy, and limited confidence. Rather than
treating speaking development as a solely linguistic problem, these studies positioned GenAl as a
tool that may create conditions to facilitate learners” willingness and readiness to participate in oral
communication. Moreover, 3 studies focused on learners” experiences and perceptions of GenAl-
integrated speaking activities. These examined how learners experienced and participated in these
activities. Furthermore, 4 studies focused on the pedagogical integration of GenAl through role-
playing, peer interaction, blended learning, and established instructional frameworks such as
Think-Pair-Share. These studies focused on how GenAlI could be incorporated into pedagogical
arrangements to support speaking activities.

However, the four dimensions of objects were not mutually exclusive, with some studies
addressing multiple objects simultaneously. This overlap was observed in 18 studies. Among
these, oral development was frequently examined alongside affective concerns (9 studies). Overall,
oral development was the most frequently identified object (n = 29) across the included studies.
Meanwhile, affective factors also received considerable attention (n = 13). Another emerging object
concerned the pedagogical integration of GenAl into EFL speaking instruction (n = 12). By
contrast, learners’ experiences and perceptions of GenAl were identified less frequently as an
object (n =9).

Table 8
Objects of GenAl application in EFL speaking activity

Objects Number

—
N

a
b

c

d

a,b

a,c

a, d

c, d

a,c d
unspecified

NN R WWO R W

Sumofa,b,c,and d a=29, b=13, c=9, and d=12

4.2.4 Outcomes

The outcomes identified across the included studies covered cognitive, affective, and behavioral
dimensions. Cognitive outcomes mainly concerned learners’ oral language development. Across
43 studies, these outcomes were further classified into overall speaking skills, fluency, vocabulary,
grammar, pronunciation, colloquial language, correctness, complexity, discourse management,
gesture, volume, relatedness, and adaptability. Overall, the findings were mixed but
predominantly positive. 27 studies reported significant improvements in one or multiple aspects of
speaking performance following GenAl-integrated speaking practice. However, 12 studies
reported limited or non-significant improvements in cognitive outcomes, with pronunciation being
the most frequently reported area of limited improvement (4 studies). 4 studies did not report
related cognitive outcomes. Overall, these findings indicate that reported outcomes varied across
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different dimensions of speaking ability, rather than showing consistent improvement across all
cognitive outcomes.

In addition, the included studies examined a range of affective outcomes related to GenAl-
mediated speaking activities, including interest, anxiety, confidence, enjoyment, motivation, self-
efficacy, WTC, grit, satisfaction, linguistic risk-taking, academic buoyancy, and hesitation. Among
these outcomes, speaking anxiety was the most frequently examined, appearing in 20 of the 43
studies. Overall, 24 studies reported positive affective outcomes, whereas 5 reported no significant
effects. Of these 5 studies, 4 studies found that GenAl-integrated speaking practice did not
significantly reduce learners’ speaking anxiety, while 1 study showed lower enjoyment with
GenAl than with peer interaction. The remaining 14 studies did not report affective outcomes.

Moreover, 15 of the 43 studies reported behavior outcomes related to learners” participation and
behavioral engagement in GenAl-integrated speaking activities. These outcomes included
engagement, expression performance, social and ego resilience, task response frequency,
meaningful language learning, learner autonomy, social dynamics, shared learning experience,
and mutual resolution of language problems. Engagement was the most frequently examined
outcome (9 studies). Overall, the findings on behavioral outcomes were predominantly positive.
However, 3 studies reported non-significant or less favorable effects. Of these 3 studies, 1 study
found no significant difference in emotional engagement, 1 study reported lower engagement and
meaningful language learning compared with peer interaction, and another found no significant
effect on ego resilience.

4.2.5. Community

The community dimension was examined in terms of participating parties and intervention
settings. Regarding participating parties, learners, GenAl, peers, teachers, and researchers were the
primary participants involved in GenAl-integrated speaking activities. Across the 43 included
studies, four main participant configurations were identified: (a) learner-GenAl (27 studies), (b)
learner-GenAl-researcher/teacher (7 studies), (c) learner-GenAl-peer (2 studies), and (d) learner-
GenAl-peer-teacher (5 studies). The remaining 2 studies adopted a comparative configuration of
participants. One compared learner-GenAl with learner-GenAl-teacher/researcher to examine the
role of teacher intervention or feedback in GenAl-mediated speaking activities. The other
compared learner-GenAl with learner-GenAl-peer to examine the role of peer involvement by
contrasting individual GenAl interaction and GenAl-integrated peer interaction. Overall, learner-
GenAl interaction was the dominant participant configuration, whereas direct involvement of
peers and teachers in GenAl-integrated speaking activities was less common.

Regarding intervention settings, 14 studies implemented GenAl-integrated speaking activities
in class, 12 conducted them after class, and 10 adopted blended settings that combine in-class and
after-class activities. The remaining 7 studies did not specify the context of GenAl-mediated EFL
speaking activities. In-class activities were mainly integrated into teachers’ instructional practices,
whereas after-class activities were mainly used as supplementary speaking practice beyond formal
instruction. Blended settings typically introduced GenAl and its use during class and extended
speaking practice to autonomous after-class activities. Overall, the included studies used a range of
intervention settings, with in-class implementation most frequently reported, followed by after-
class and blended settings.

4.2.6. Rules

Among the 43 studies, 38 specified one or more rules governing GenAl-integrated speaking
activities. Eight primary types of rules were identified: (a) Providing well-designed prompts or
training prompts; (b) Following structured interaction steps based on pedagogical frameworks; (c)
Using predefined topics aligned with the coursebooks; (d) English-only interaction; (e) Predefined
time allocations and setting; (f) Specified interaction modes, such as speaking or typing; (g) Device
requirements; and (h) Interaction principle, such as meaning-focused or form-focused practice. Of
the 38 studies, structured interaction steps based on pedagogical frameworks were the most
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frequently reported (16 studies), followed by the rule of prompts (13 studies), predefined topics for
speaking practice (11 studies), and predefined time allocations and settings (8 studies). However,
only 1 study reported English-only interaction, while 3 studies explicitly encouraged free
conversation.

4.2.7. Division of labour

In GenAl-mediated speaking activities, the division of labour across the included studies showed a
differentiated allocation of tasks among GenAl, teachers or researchers, and peers. Each
participant may play multiple roles in these speaking activities. For example, GenAl was primarily
involved in tasks related to providing speaking practice opportunities (35 studies), generating
feedback (29 studies), supporting idea or topic development (11 studies), and providing platforms
for speaking activities (8 studies). Teachers or researchers were more frequently responsible for
guiding learners (15 studies), organizing activities (14 studies), designing activities (11 studies),
supervising the learning process (11 studies), and developing or training prompts (9 studies).
Notably, although GenAlI can provide instant feedback, 5 studies reported that teachers” feedback
remained present alongside GenAl feedback.

In comparison, peer involvement was relatively limited, appearing in 9 studies. Peers were
primarily assigned tasks related to collaboration in completing group tasks (5 studies) and
participating in speaking practice with GenAl support (2 studies). Overall, the division of labour
across the included studies showed a differentiated allocation of tasks among participants.

4.3. Emerging Challenges

Across the 43 included studies, challenges associated with GenAl-mediated EFL speaking
activities were identified from both subjective and objective perspectives. These challenges were
mainly reported across three stages of the speaking activities: preparation, interaction, and
feedback. Notably, one study often reported multiple challenges (see Table 9).

Table 9

Challenges of GenAl application in EFL speaking activity

1. Preparation 2. Interaction 3. Feedback
A. Subjective

a. insufficient Al literacy for a. insufficient English a. over-reliance and complete

designing appropriate prompts (3  proficiency in pronunciation to trust in Al feedback (1 study)

studies) be recognized by machines (1

study)

b. unequal labour division of pair  b. insufficient Al literacy for /

tasks (1 study) multi-turn interaction (3 studies)
B. Objective

a. geographical constraints (3 a. unnatural and inauthentic (21  a. topic deviation and

studies) studies) irrelevant responses (4
studies)

b. subscription requirements (1 b. limitations in speech b. response delays (3 studies)

study) recognition and meaning

comprehension (6 studies)

/ c. device and internet errors (1 c. undetailed feedback (4

study) studies)

/ / d. limitations on speech,
pronunciation and fluency
feedback (6 studies)

/ / e. inaccurate feedback (6
studies)

Subjective challenges were relatively limited across the 43 studies. At the preparation stage, two
kinds of challenges were reported, including insufficient Al literacy for designing appropriate
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prompts (3 studies) and unequal opportunities for oral practice in inadequate labour division of
pair tasks (1 study). During interaction, subjective barriers involved insufficient pronunciation for
machine recognition (1 study) and insufficient Al literacy to maintain multi-turn dialogue (3
studies). 1 study reported subjective limitations related to over-reliance and complete trust in Al
feedback at the feedback stage.

Objective challenges were comparatively prevalent across all stages. At the preparation stage,
two types of limitations were identified: restricted access to GenAl due to geographical constraints
(3 studies) and subscription requirements (1 study). During interaction, the reported challenges
included unnatural and inauthentic interaction experience (21 studies), limitations in speech
recognition and meaning comprehension (6 studies), and device- or internet-related errors (1
study). At the feedback stage, five types of challenges were identified: topic deviation or irrelevant
responses (4 studies), response delays (3 studies), undetailed feedback (4 studies), limitations in
providing feedback on speech, pronunciation, and fluency (6 studies), and inaccurate feedback (6
studies).

Overall, the feedback stage showed the greatest diversity of objective challenges, with five
categories reported across 23 studies. Across all stages, the most frequently reported challenge was
the unnatural and inauthentic interaction experience (21 studies), mainly attributed to monotonous
intonation, formulaic response patterns, artificial appearance, and lengthy responses containing
advanced vocabulary.

5. Discussion

The discussion interprets the review findings in relation to the three research questions. It firstly
discusses the publication and research trends identified in the included studies, then examines
how GenAl-mediated speaking activities are structured through the seven elements of an activity
system, followed by the emerging challenges and tensions. This part pays particular attention to
the relationships among these elements rather than treating them as independent categories. From
an Activity Theory perspective, these findings are combined together to identify tensions and
develop an integrated conceptual framework for future research on GenAl-mediated EFL speaking
learning.

5.1. Publication and Research Trends

The findings indicate that empirical research on GenAl-mediated EFL speaking has expanded
rapidly from 2024 to 2025. Although the search covered publications from 2021 to 2026, all
included studies were published between 2024 and 2026. This temporal pattern is consistent with
the broader emergence of GenAl in language education (Liu et al., 2026). In addition, the included
studies spanned 14 countries or regions, but a considerable portion were concentrated in mainland
China. This distribution indicates that the current evidence base is geographically concentrated,
highlighting the need for further research across a wider range of EFL contexts.

Regarding research trends, mixed-methods designs and two-group comparisons were
frequently used, while intervention durations varied, with eight weeks being the most commonly
reported period. This indicates that existing studies have primarily examined GenAl effects by
comparing GenAl-mediated speaking practice and traditional instruction. Given this, future
research could examine GenAl-mediated speaking activities across different EFL contexts,
compare distinct pedagogical methods integrated by GenAl, or use longer intervention periods to
assess whether observed effects are sustained or changed over time.

5.2. GenAl-mediated EFL Speaking Activity

The findings suggest that the activity system in the reviewed studies consists primarily of EFL
learners as subjects engaging in GenAl-mediated speaking activities. Undergraduate and
intermediate-level learners were particularly prominent. This concentration suggests that
undergraduate students are the primary population, given the accessibility of mobile devices, self-
directed abilities, and technology literacy, which is consistent with the review of Zhou et al. (2023).
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In addition, the concentration of intermediate-level learners may reflect the view that English
proficiency is a prerequisite for engaging in GenAl-mediated EFL speaking activities, which aligns
with the literature review of Zhai and Wibowo (2023). However, in the reviewed studies, Wang et
al. (2024) reported that even intermediate-level students prefer typing rather than speaking with
GenAlI chatbots. While typing diminishes the authentic sense of social interaction (Zhang et al.,
2025), it may also undermine its effects on speaking performance (Kim et al., 2021). At the same
time, the primary objects of GenAl-intermediate EFL speaking activities were reported to improve
learners’ speaking performance. Thus, these findings reveal the tension between the subject and
the object in existing GenAl-mediated EFL speaking activities. Specifically, although GenAl
provides conversational opportunities, learners may be unable or unwilling to initiate a
meaningful oral interaction with GenAl independently. This has also been reflected in the
emerging challenges of GenAl-mediated EFL speaking activities.

In addition, ChatGPT was the most frequently examined tool. Therefore, the empirical evidence
was concentrated on ChatGPT as a kind of GenAl chatbots. However, in their review (2013-2023)
of conversational Al tools, Lai and Lee (2024) found that Google Assistant was the most widely
used tool for English conversation activities. This may reflect a shift in tools used for EFL speaking
activities. In terms of its roles, GenAl served as a feedback provider, a conversational partner, and
linguistic support. Because GenAl plays multiple roles traditionally performed by teachers and
classmates, it may contribute to the redistribution of pedagogical tasks among GenAl, teachers,
and peers. From an Activity Theory perspective, this redistribution matters because changes in the
division of labour can alter how other components of the activity system operate. In particular,
when GenAl assumes interaction or feedback functions, teachers may spend more time supporting
GenAl-mediated speaking activities rather than directly participating in interaction activities.

However, the rules indicate that although teachers were not directly involved in most learner-
GenAl conversations, they played an important role in shaping and regulating the overall activity
process. In the reviewed studies, GenAl-integrated speaking activities were generally structured
rather than left to unrestricted learner-GenAl interaction. This suggests that GenAl functions were
increasingly embedded within existing instructional structures rather than operating as a
standalone conversational tool. Such structured rules may provide necessary scaffolding for EFL
learners, particularly those with insufficient linguistic proficiency and Al literacy, but they may
also constrain spontaneous interaction and learner autonomy. Thus, this reconfiguration creates
new requirements for teachers in facilitating the outcomes of GenAl-mediated speaking activities.

Moreover, although the community includes teachers, peers, learners, and the broader
educational environment, the included studies emphasized learner-GenAl interaction in the
activities. GenAl can provide personalized conversational practice and instant feedback in a
comparatively low-pressure environment with less direct dependence on human interlocutors in
individual interaction. However, the limited involvement of human interaction revealed a gap
between outcomes from GenAl-mediated practice and actual performance in authentic
communication. This also highlighted the tension between tool and object, which further reflects
the contradictions between inauthentic interaction with GenAl and requirements in real
communication. Notably, despite the less involvement of human interlocutors in learner-GenAl
interaction, the included studies were still largely situated in classroom contexts, indicating
continued dependence on contextual support with teachers and peers.

5.3. Tensions as Drive Force of the Collaborative Framework

These elements within the activity system further give rise to tensions that may become key
sources of possible transformation. The tensions are mainly from tools and subjects, as well as
tools and objects in the included studies.

The first tension concerns the tool’s affordances and the subject’s requirements. As reported in
the included studies, GenAl can provide learners with personalized practice and instant feedback
in a low-pressure context. Such conditions may be particularly valuable for learners to engage in
speaking, which are the most anxiety-inducing language skill (Ebadi et al., 2025). Some studies
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have similarly identified potential benefits of GenAl in speaking-related outcomes. However, the
reviewed studies also raised concerns about an unnatural, inauthentic experience caused by
formulaic responses, monotonous or unnatural intonation, artificial appearances, and limited
pragmatic sensitivity (Wu et al., 2026; Zhang, 2026). These limitations suggest that learner-GenAl
can provide individual practice opportunities without reproducing authentic social interaction.

Another tension also concerns the relationship between the tool’s affordances and the subjects’
abilities. GenAl enables learners to practice oral English in a comparatively low-pressure
environment (Cui & Zhang, 2026). However, the reviewed studies also identified insufficient
English proficiency, limited Al literacy, and over-reliance as challenges for engaging in these
activities. Thus, technological advancements put forward new requirements for learners’ abilities.
Effective autonomous use of GenAl requires learners to formulate meaningful prompts, initiate
and sustain interaction, evaluate GenAl responses, recognize inappropriate feedback, and regulate
their learning. Thus, access to GenAl does not automatically result in effective autonomous
learning.

The last tension concerns the relationship between the tool’s affordance in feedback and the
object for speaking development. GenAl can provide instant responses and feedback for
improving speaking performance. However, challenges in the reviewed studies reported a
relatively diverse range of feedback limitations. It indicates that although GenAl can provide
instant feedback, the quality of GenAl feedback is still a question (Lee, 2025). In addition,
deficiencies in evaluating pronunciation and fluency suggest that GenAl-generated feedback may
be limited.

Based on these tensions, a collaborative learning framework (Figure 2) for GenAl-mediated EFL
speaking was developed. The framework does not propose GenAl as a replacement for teachers or
peers. Instead, it conceptualizes GenAl, peers, learners and teachers as complementary mediating
resources within a socially situated EFL speaking activity system. Thus, the framework aims to
provide a more supportive context for EFL learners engaging in an authentic and meaningful
conversation.

Figure 2
Collaborative learning framework for GenAl-mediated EFL speaking learning
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The framework is organized around three stages of speaking activity: preparation, interaction,
and feedback. These stages come from patterns identified across the reviewed studies. At the
preparation stage, GenAl primarily functions as a cognitive and linguistic scaffold. Learners may
use it to generate ideas, explore vocabulary and expressions, organize content, rehearse possible
responses, and clarify linguistic problems before engaging in oral interaction. This may provide
more supports for EFL learners, especially for those with insufficient English proficiency to engage
in oral practice. At the interaction stage, learners engage in speaking tasks with their peers, while
GenAl serves as an auxiliary resource for clarification, rehearsal, vocabulary support, or on-
demand assistance. This arrangement addresses a central tension reflected in the challenge of
unnatural and inauthentic interaction in the review. At the feedback stage, teacher involvement
becomes particularly important. GenAl can provide immediate linguistic feedback and identify
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possible areas for revision, while teachers contribute contextualized pedagogical judgement,
interpretive support, and feedback aligned with learners’ communicative goals and instructional
context. This combination of GenAl feedback and teacher feedback may address limitations in the
accuracy and appropriateness of GenAl feedback.

Overall, the conceptual framework is derived from the reviewed studies and is to be further
validated as an instructional model. Future studies should move beyond examining effects of
individual GenAl interaction on learners’ speaking performance. More attentions should be given
to address the emerging tensions and challenges in GenAl-mediated speaking activities to develop
learners’ abilities for authentic conversation.

6. Conclusion and Limitations

This systematic review examined empirical research on GenAl-mediated EFL speaking through an
AT lens. Based on 43 eligible studies published between 2024 and 2026, the findings indicate that
GenAl has increasingly been integrated into EFL speaking activities as a conversational partner, a
feedback provider, and a learning scaffold. However, GenAl can not replace humans in interaction
activities. The mediation of GenAl in EFL speaking activities leads to a reconfiguration of
participants. Teachers focuses more on activity design, organization, monitoring, and pedagogical
judgement from the traditional knowledge imparter and feedback provider. While peer
involvement remained comparatively limited.

This reconfiguration brings several tensions. Although GenAl can provide extra personalized
practice and instant feedback in a comparatively low-pressure context for EFL learners, concerns
about unnatural interaction, speech recognition, and feedback reliability may constrain its
contribution to meaningful oral communication. Effective GenAl mediation requires learners to
possess sufficient English proficiency and Al literacy to formulate prompts, start and sustain
interaction, and critically evaluate GenAl-generated feedback. These findings suggest that the
educational value of GenAl depends not only on its technological affordances but also on how
tools, rules, community, and division of labour align with the speaking activity’s objects.

Drawing on these findings, the review proposes a collaborative framework for complementary
human-GenAI mediation in EFL speaking. The framework organizes GenAl-mediated speaking
activity into three operational stages of preparation, interaction, and feedback, and conceptualizes
GenAl, peers, and teachers as complementary mediating resources. GenAl primarily provides
cognitive and linguistic scaffolding, peers provide authentic interaction for meaning negotiation,
and teachers contribute contextualized pedagogical guidance and judgement. Notably, this
framework is a conceptual synthesis derived from the reviewed evidence to be further validated as
an instructional model.

This review has several limitations. First, it was restricted to English-language publications
retrieved from two databases, which may have limited the breadth of the evidence base. Second,
the relatively small number of eligible studies and their strong geographical concentration,
particularly in mainland China, may constrain the generalizability of the findings across diverse
EFL contexts. Third, excluding dissertations and conference proceedings may have omitted
relevant emerging evidence. Future reviews should therefore expand database and language
coverage, consider a broader range of publication types, and include more diverse geographical
contexts to provide a more comprehensive account of GenAl-mediated EFL speaking research.
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