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1. Introduction

Acrtificial intelligence (Al) have recently played a key role in education in general and in language
education in particular. Dodigovic (2007) believes that Al in language classrooms can be used a
tool to improve language learners’ performance since it helps them become aware of their errors
and engage in self-correction process. Hockly (2023) indicated that Al fosters language learners’
digital well-being, especially in post-pandemic era, where the meaning of the learning and teaching
process has dramatically changes and all educational contexts recognized the dire need for a new
mode of education. In addition, Hockly asserted that “Al-powered tools that can help us focus on
our uses of technology, such as screen-time notifications and nudges to switch off our mobile
devices, have been available for some time (p. 448). Accordingly, researchers in the field of
language education and applied linguistics investigated the role and foci of various Al tools from
various perspectives in the process of English language teaching and learning. While a group of
scholars in language education have deeply examined the challenges and possibilities of Al in the
language learning and teaching process (Huang et al., 2023; Liang et al., 2023; Son et al., 2025),
another group of scholars have empirically investigated the effectiveness of using Al tools in the
reality of the language classrooms.

The empirical investigation mainly drew the attention of the readers to the way Al tools
could positively affect language learners’ literacy skills. In general, reading and writing skills were
of primary importance (Pan et al., 2024; Song & Song, 2023: Yilmaz & Aydin, 2025). Some
scholars have also studied the role played by Al in improving language learners’ speaking or
communication skills (El Shazly, 2021; Zou et al., 2023; Zou et al., 2024). Zhang and Huang
(2024) explored the effect of the using chatbots in language classroom on the acquisition of second
language vocabulary items. English language learners’ grammatical knowledge was also addressed
by a group of scholars in language education (Mudhsh et al., 2025). As the categorization and
evaluation of the reviewed studies revealed, the majority of the studies sought to explore the impact
of Al-powered tools on language learners’ literacy skills and the learning process was examined

from the language learners’ perspectives. Generally, Son et al. (2025) believed that “language
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learners show positive attitudes towards Al tools for language learning. Al can provide instant
feedback and flexibility in learning environments” (p. 105).

However, to deeply analyze the reality of language classrooms, the teachers’ perspectives
and experiences should also be taken into account. In this regard, the present study aimed at delving
into English language teachers’ experiences of using Al-powered language learning tools in their
classes. Furthermore, the study mainly focused on the way such technology-enhanced facilities
could improve language learners’ speaking performance, which involves the two factors of fluency
and accuracy. As Dewi and Wilany (2022) indicated, “speaking performance is the most visible
evaluation of foreign language skills since students display language use right away in their
speaking performance” (p. 113). Furthermore, the large number of language learners in the
atmosphere of the language classrooms and the limited time devoted to the speaking and listening
skills with regard to the educational curriculum mainly focusing on the reading skill show the
value and significance of carrying our research projects on such communicative skills. It is highly
important to assist Iranian English language learners to enhance their speaking skill and help them
to be empowered to convey their meanings more effectively, leading to the successful process of
communication. In this regard, to address the above-mentioned gap, considering the activity
theory, conceptualizing the learning process in terms of various factors of subject, object, outcome,
instruments, labor division, community, and rules as the conceptual framework of the present
study, I sought to answer the research questions presented below:

1. What are Iranian EFL teachers’ experiences of using Al-powered speaking assistance
technologies in their speaking classrooms?

2. How are their experiences interpreted and discussed through the lens of activity theory?

2. Literature Review and Conceptual Framework

2.1. Literature Review

In this section, the relevant studies exploring the role of Al in improving the variable of speaking
performance or the communication skills are deeply reviewed. The first study was carried out by
Rusmiyanto et al. (2023) and comprehensively reviewed the existing literature by analyzing the
objective, publication date, methodologies, and theoretical framework of the peer-reviewed

research articles. Based on the analysis of the reviewed studies, Rusmiyanto et al. (2023) argued
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that the Al-powered programs could positively affect learners’ speaking skill and pronunciation.
They also reported that the majority of the studies talked about the positive role of Al-powered
programs in improving learners’ fluency. They explained that learners could be deeply engaged
and could receive real-time feedback as well as the opportunity to practice using the target
language. In general, in their review study, they maintained that “adaptive learning technologies
incorporating Al algorithms were shown to personalize language instruction, facilitating
individualized learning experiences and addressing learners' specific needs” (p. 753). It should be
mentioned that they take the challenges and ethical issues of using Al-powered tools into account
and indicated that the value of social interactions as observed in human-human interactions should
not be underestimated.

In the second study, Qiao and Zhao (2023) studied the effect of Al-powered language
learning program on language learners’ speaking skills and self-regulation. They selected a group
of 93 English language learners who were at the intermediate level and studied in the context of
China. The chosen participants were assigned to different intervention groups at five educational
contexts. In each educational context, a control group similar to the experimental group of learners
was selected. While all control and intervention groups participated in speaking courses, only the
intervention groups received instructions through Al-powered speaking program. Indeed, the
Duolingo application was utilized. Elaborating on the reason of using the Duolingo application,
Qiao and Zhao (2023) argued that “a standout feature within Duolingo’s speaking component is
its real-time feedback mechanism. As learners respond to prompts, an Al-powered chatbot
diligently evaluates various facets of their spoken language, encompassing pronunciation, fluency,
vocabulary usage, and grammatical accuracy” (p. 6). To collect the data, they used the IELTS
speaking skill test in order to evaluate various components of language learners’ speaking skill
such as fluency, knowledge of vocabulary items, accuracy, and pronunciation. This test was
administered before and after the treatment. Moreover, to assess the participating learners’ skill in
self-regulation, the Self-Regulated Language Learning Questionnaire (SRLLQ) prepared by Seker
(2016) was utilized before and after the treatment as pre-tests and post-tests. To analyze the
collected data, the researchers calculated multiple linear regression. The result of the analysis of
the data revealed that in the intervention groups, the speaking skill of the participants was

dramatically improved. Furthermore, the results of the study reported a higher level of self-
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regulation in the intervention groups receiving speaking course through Al-powered programs. As
learners were highly engaged in the Al-powered learning process due to the new atmosphere of
learning, which was highly interactive, their speaking skill was improved. In addition, being
engaged in the novel atmosphere of speaking course, they could regulate their own speaking skill
since they found the opportunity of independent speaking practice. As Qiao and Zhao (2023)
asserted:

In relation to Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (1986), the idea of scaffolding

emphasizes the importance of external support in aiding learners’ cognitive and

linguistic growth. Al systems can serve as valuable scaffolds by offering learners

customized prompts, reminders, and feedback that address their specific needs. (p.

9)

In a similar vein, Fathi et al. (2025) investigated the role of Al-powered tools in enhancing
English language learners’ speaking skill through a survey study. They studied a group of 358
undergraduate and postgraduate students. These students completed an open-ended questionnaire
and the results were analyzed using factor analysis. The results revealed that the use of Al-powered
learning tools can improve the process of learning language skills, especially the speaking skill
because of the opportunity of personalized learning. They believed that technologies in language
learning can be used in a constructive way and asserted that technologies “including virtual
language tutors and language learning apps, provide personalized feedback, support pronunciation
practice, and enhance speaking skills in a learner-centered environment” (p. 213). Likewise, Fathi
et al. (2024) underscored the positive role of Al speaking program in enhancing Iranian EFL
learners’ speaking skills and willingness to communicate.

Similar to the studies reviewed above, the current study aimed at exploring the role of Al-
powered speaking programs on EFL learners’ speaking performance. However, the present study
aimed to explore Iranian EFL teachers’ perspectives, while the existing studies mainly investigated
Iranian EFL learners’ perspectives. Then, teachers’ perspectives are analyzed and discussed
through the lens of activity theory as the conceptual framework of the study to reevaluate the
possibilities and challenges of novel and innovative technologies in fostering English language
learners’ speaking performance. The findings of the study can redound to the benefits of the
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material developers and language teachers interested in using novel technologies in the process of

language teaching and learning.

2.2. Activity Theory

Activity theory proposed by Engestrom (1987) was utilized as the conceptual framework of this
study. Based on activity theory, three factors play a rule in the process of learning through Al-
powered programs. These three factors consist of subject, object, and outcome. While subject
involves the learners receiving instructions through Al-powered tools, object refers to the tasks or
assignment students carry out through the Al-generated learning process. In addition, outcome
refers to the effect of using Al on learners’ emaotions, cognitive process, behaviors, or even agency.
However, Artemova (2024) believed that activity theory “allows the examination of Al
implementation in education as a globally occurring activity in a systemic way across Six
categories: Subject, Object, Instruments, Labour Division, Community, and Rules” (p. 59).
Community involves the group of learners who are regarded as the actors in the process of learning.
Furthermore, labour division is mainly about the distribution of obligations among members of
actors forming a community. Moreover, as Artemova asserted rules refer “to the explicit or implicit
guidelines that govern the actions” (p. 60). As Scanlon and Issroff (2005) indicated, the innovative
technological program is regarded as a tool in the higher education context, which is assumed as a
community. Students play the role of subjects, fulfilling the educational tasks or assignments
defined as object. In general, Scanlon and Issroff (2005) maintained that activity theory, in a
profound way, can examine the realities of a classroom in a higher education context in which the

novel technological tools are used for the purpose of learning.

3. Methodology

3.1. Research Design

As the main goal of the present study was delving into the teaching experiences of the English
language teachers who used Al-powered programs and tools in their language classes, and
specifically the language classes aiming at the improvement of the language learners’ speaking
performance, in the present study, narrative inquiry was employed as the method of the study.

Ghanbar et al. (2024) highlighted the significance of narrative inquiry in applied linguistics and

193



AI-POWERED TOOLS AND READING SKILL ‘ .
~ e Praxis

introduced this qualitative research design as “a complementary approach to positivistic research,
focusing on the subjectivities of individuals’ lived experiences and using stories as data, analytical
tools, and reporting practice” (p. 1629). Similar points were mentioned by other researchers
(Bahrami et al., 2022; Barkhuizien, 2019; Benson, 2014) underscoring the significance of narrative
inquiry as a qualitative research design deeply analyzing teachers’ and learners’ experiences

narrated in their stories.

3.2. Participants and Setting

The participating teachers of the present study consisted of six Iranian English language teachers,
who were selected using purposeful sampling. This group of participants included four female and
two male teachers, who used Al-powered tools in their classes held for the improvement of the
speaking performance of their learners. Also, they were in the age group 35-45. They had
experiences in teaching English at various educational contexts in Iran, including universities and
private language institutes. Analyzing the Iranian national agenda as well as the realities of using
Al in the context of Iran, Atwood (2025) stated that Al is regarded as “as a tool for counteracting
economic sanctions and asserting technological sovereignty. However, this official discourse,
which portrays Al as a vehicle for national empowerment often overlooks the complex and less
triumphant realities of AI’s implementation within the country” (p. 1). Indeed, Atwood (2025)
argued that from a practical perspective, Iran faces many problems in implementing Al-powered

tools in various contexts.

3.3. Methods of Data Collection

In order to gather the data, | as a researcher used semi-structured interviews and field notes. Semi-
structured interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Each interview lasted about
30 to 40 minutes. Through the interviews, the participating teachers were permitted to share their
own experiences and stories with regard to the use of Al-powered programs and applications for
the improvement of language learners’ speaking performance. In addition to semi-structured
interviews, | used field notes to record my impressions and reflections on the method of the study
as well as the points | recorded when analyzing the data, that is, the transcription of interviews.
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3.4. Data Analysis Procedure

The data gathered through semi-structured interviews and field notes was analyzed using the
inductive thematic analysis. Clarke and Braun (2017) defined inductive thematic analysis as “a
process of coding the data without trying to fit it into a pre-existing coding frame, or the
researcher’s analytic preconceptions” (p. 89). That is, at the first stage, | have read the
transcriptions of interviews and filed note texts several times to understand the whole message of
each story. Then, | have underlined the sentences that were relevant to the research questions as
parts of the data to be coded. In order to code the data, | used some phrases that represented the
core meaning of the underlined parts of the data set. At the next stage, the main themes were
extracted. Indeed, after identifying the initial list of codes, | re-checked the list with regard to the
similarities and differences among various codes. Those codes that were similar regarding their
core meaning were replaced by themes. Themes were more abstract concepts or phrases that were
used to represent the core meaning of a group of codes. The result of the intra-coder agreement

(70%) across various coding session was also sufficient.

4. Findings

The participating teachers mainly referred to Al-powered speaking programs like chatGPT and
Duolingo. The main themes extracted from their comments and interviews involved the
development of EFL learners’ emotional self-regulation, the opportunity of informal learning
through the digital world, and the decrease in learners’ autonomy in the case of overreliance. In
fact, it seems that the key themes identified show the attention given by the participating teachers
to both the possibilities and challenges caused by such Al-powered speaking programmes. These

three themes are described in detail in the following section.

4.1. The Development of EFL Learners’ Emotional Self-Regulation

The participating teachers, in their interviews, mostly referred to the role Al-powered speaking
program played in assisting EFL language learners to become aware of, reflect on, and manage
their emotions. It seems that they mostly payed attention to the opportunity of emotional self-
regulation, which was offered by the Al-powered speaking programs for their learners. It should

be explicated that their focus on emotional self-regulation through the lens of activity theory
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showed the value of the factor of outcome. That is, they referred to the processes and behaviors
affected by using Al-powered tools. Sima in her interview stated that:

As a teacher, | think, the positive atmosphere of working with such tools, helped learners

raise their awareness of their emotional challenges in speaking and learn to manage their

emotions in a more effective way.

As the extract mentioned above shows, Sima insisted on the opportunity of self-regulative
practices provided by using such tools as learners had enough time and space to acknowledge,
reflect on, and navigate their positive and negative emotions. Likewise, Amir Hossein considered
the self-regulative practice as one of the most important opportunities offered for his learners when
they used Al-powered tools to practice speaking in the English language. He believed that:

They could concentrate on what they are doing. One important factor affecting learners’

speaking skill is their ability to manage their emotions such as anxiety and fear. Such tools

are used like a peer or a friend. Thus, the learners as users could emotionally be secure
and could get knowledge of their emotions.

In line with Sima, Amir Hossein explained that practicing speaking in the English language
using Al-powered speaking programs assisted his learners to manage their emotions since they
could enjoy leaning in a secure and safe learning atmosphere and could reflect on their own
emotional challenges and experiences. Other participating teachers had similar perspectives. For
example, Negar argued that her learners found a new learning atmosphere to get aware of their
emotional challenges that can be obstacle to their speaking performance:

Speaking is a productive skill through which learners’ emotions play a key role in

conveying the meaning. Such novel learning tools make learners aware of their emotions

and helped them control and manage the negative emotions.

Negar also referred to the awareness of one’s own emotions. She believed the Al-
empowered learning process helps learners increase their awareness of emotions they feel when
they start speaking in the target language because learners find such a novel atmosphere of learning
a safe, secure, and innovative atmosphere. As the data extract examined above show the
participating teachers argued that learners are the subject or the main actors who can improve their
speaking skill and enhance their fluency for the purpose of effective and meaningful

communications, when they learn to regulate their speaking by navigating their emotion
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4.2. The Opportunity of Informal Learning through the Digital World

The second theme indicated that, based on the comments of the majority of the participating
teachers, the Al-powered speaking tools were highly helpful in assisting language learners to
improve their speaking skills because learners who used such tools could practice speaking outside
the formal atmosphere of learning. That is, they found an extra learning atmosphere. Moreover,
since they were interacting with bots or machines, they experienced an informal learning
atmosphere in which a new relationship was defined. This human-bot relationship was not as
formal as the relationship between teachers and learners that is established in the formal nature of
the regular language classroom. As Borzou, one of the male participating teacher stated:

Learners require new contexts of learning. Using such new technologies, they can practice

speaking in the English outside the formal classroom. | want to say that they can move on

based on their needs and problems in such a context that is not based on the rule “one size
fits all”.

The analysis of Borzou’s comment shows that for his learners the use of Al-powered
speaking programs was helpful because they could have access to the new context of learning,
which is considered as an informal context of learning outside the regular classrooms. He
explained that this informal context could foster language learners’ speaking skill because they
could receive instructions based on their own level of language proficiency. In agreement with
Borzou, Amir Hossein stated that:

The limited time of the class and the large numbers of students are the main problems we

faced with in classes that aim at improving EFL learners’ productive skills such as the

speaking skill. However, the new technologies such as Al create a new opportunity for
learners to practice speaking or writing outside the class, in a way that is completely
informal but individualized.

Borzou indicated that the learning atmosphere created through Al was informal and
individualized. The individualized learning experience refers to the rule in activity theory or the
guideline for actions. Borzou regarded this informal learning atmosphere highly useful since it

could be an extra practice for learners, who were not permitted to speak in the regular class due
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the large number of the students or the limited time of the regular classrooms. Indeed, this
atmosphere resulted in a more effective distribution of obligation among learners. They could start
practice speaking outside the regular class. Even for shy learners or the silent ones, this atmosphere

could be interpreted as an opportunity for becoming actors.

4.3.The Decrease in Learners’ Autonomy in the Case of Overreliance

In addition to the positive points addressed in the two main themes described above, the
participating teachers believed that using such technologies, including generative Al-powered
learning tools could weaken learners’ autonomy when they are highly dependent on the machine.
Mahboubeh explained that:

While using Al in English language classrooms has many advantages and is mainly

considered by teachers and learners as a positive learning process, | observed a negative

point as a teacher. Some learners lose their autonomy and it seems that they use bots to
solve all problems.

Mahboubeh indicated that the use of Al tools should not result in the overreliance on the
effectiveness of such tools because learners will lose their own autonomy. That is the overreliance
on the use of Al-powered learning tools negatively affect learners’ performance because they lose
the important role as actors or agents. Similar point was mentioned by Anahita:

When learners forget their role as subjects and use these tools to work for them, they lose

their ability for self-learning. We should guide learners to learn how to use such tools to

increase their ability as autonomous learners.

In fact, Anahita explained that the overreliance on the use of Al-powered speaking
programs can decrease EFL learners’ level of autonomy since they cannot be empowered enough
to control their own process of learning. In fact, the participants of the current study maintained
that the use of Al-powered speaking programs in their classes affected their language learners’
performance in both positive and negative way. Considering the positive way, they referred to the
process of self-regulation and informal digital learning. That is, they largely referred to the factors
such as individualized and personalized learning experience or the opportunity of the extra activity
outside the classroom, where all learners, including the shy learners can start practice speaking

with a partner, although their partner is a bot.
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5. Discussion

The research findings showed that the participating teachers believed in the positive role of Al in
improving language learners’ speaking skill. This point was also mentioned by other researchers
(Fathi et al., 2024, 2025; Rusmiyanto et al., 2023). Particularly, the result of the present study
showed that the Al-powered speaking programs promote self-regulative practices, which result in
the improvement of speaking skills in Iranian EFL learners. This result corresponds well with the
result of the study that was carried out by Qiao and Zhao (2023). They also explained that the
novel learning tools such as the Duolingo application dramatically improve language learners’
speaking. While their study was carried out in the context of China, they also referred to the value
of self-regulation and argued that the interactive and communicative nature of the Duolingo
application helped their participants move from the state of being regulated by others towards a
new learning experience in which they are empowered to independently regulate their own
speaking performance.

Similar point was mentioned by Mohebi (2025), indicating that learners using such tools
move from other-regulation towards self-regulation because they are enabled to correct their own
errors and mistakes independently. In general, Wei (2023) considered artificial intelligence in the
English language classrooms as a new and innovative opportunity to foster the English language
learners’ self-regulated learning due to the nature of the personalized learning and the chance of
immediate feedback. However, the result of the current study specifically showed that Al-powered
speaking programmes in English language classrooms can improve the opportunity of emotional
self-regulation. That is, through speaking with chatGPT or the Duolingo application, the English
language learners, as the participating teachers of the current study experienced, could become
aware of their emotional challenges and trajectories, could reflect on their positive and negative
emotions, and could navigate their emotions in an effective way.

Moreover, the result of the study revealed that learners could find the opportunity of
informal language learning through digital tools. In their study on the role of Al-powered learning
tools in the English language classrooms on establishing the informal digital learning, Lee and

Cho (2025) stated that these tools foster language learners’ willingness to communicate (WTC)
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and decrease their anxiety. In fact, they believed that “informal digital learning reduces L2 anxiety
by allowing unmonitored English practice. Positive emotions like enjoyment in digital
environments enhance engagement and WTC” (p. 145). In general, Anggraini et al. (2022)
believed that learning through the informal atmosphere enhances language performance in the
English language learners because it increases their confidence and helps them set goals based on
their own level. However, the participating teachers in the current study acknowledged that the use
of Al speaking programs may reduce language learners’ autonomy due to their overreliance on
such tools. Overreliance on Al tools was also mentioned by other researchers such as Younus
Jasim et al. (2024), who stated that overreliance on Al tools is an obstacle to the development of
an original and authentic voice in language learners. The value of self-regulation and informal
digital learning in the context of English language learning was highlighted by several scholars
(Lee, 2021; Lee & Dressman, 2018; Rose et al., 2013; Tsuda & Nakata, 2013)

6. Conclusion

The present study delving into the Iranian English language teachers’ narrations of the way Al
speaking programs in their classes influenced their learners’ speaking skill showed that the use of
Al-powered learning tools entails both positive and negative points. While the majority of the
relevant studies explored the English language learners’ experiences and perspectives, this study
sought to hear the EFL teachers’ voices. The findings revealed that teachers’ experiences
correspond with the EFL learners’ experiences. The possibility for individualized and personalized
learning experience leading to the emotional self-regulation was highlighted. It was revealed that
one of the factors that positively affects learners’ speaking skill through the use of applications
like Duolingo is the creation of the informal learning through the digital context. According to
Chiu (2022), informal learning process offered by the digital tools improves EFL learners’
competence and cultivates a sense of relatedness. Furthermore, as Hidayat-ur-Rehman (2024)
indicated, through such tools, learners’ engagement is fostered. As the present study took a
qualitative approach, further studies are required to re-examine the findings of this study at a larger
scale. This study specifically studied English language teachers in Iran. Further studies exploring

teachers from various socio-cultural contexts are suggested.
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