& frontiers | Frontiers in Education

REVIEW
published: 06 July 2022
doi: 10.3389/feduc.2022.880990

OPEN ACCESS

Edited by:
Peter Kokol,
University of Maribor, Slovenia

Reviewed by:

Jamal Kaid Mohammed Alj,
University of Bisha, Saudi Arabia
Wen Xu,

East China Normal University, China

*Correspondence:
Rohaya Abdullah
rohayamfda@usm.my

Specialty section:

This article was submitted to
Language, Culture and Diversity,
a section of the journal

Frontiers in Education

Received: 22 February 2022
Accepted: 01 June 2022
Published: 06 July 2022

Citation:

Wang J, Abdullah R and

Leong L-M (2022) Studies of Teaching
and Learning English-Speaking Skills:
A Review and Bibliometric Analysis.
Front. Educ. 7:880990.

doi: 10.3389/feduc.2022.880990

Check for
updates

Studies of Teaching and Learning
English-Speaking Skills: A Review
and Bibliometric Analysis

Juan Wang, Rohaya Abdullah* and Lai-Mei Leong

School of Educational Studies, Universiti Sains Malaysia, Penang, Malaysia

This study conducted a comprehensive historical review and bibliometric analysis of
the literature on English-speaking (ES) education and mapped the current state of the
field, trends, and emerging topics, as well as identified gaps where further research is
needed. We retrieved 361 sample documents on ES teaching and learning in Scopus
(2010-2021) under certain conditions and analyzed the extracted data using Excel
and VOSviewer 1.6.17 from the perspectives of the number of yearly publications,
countries, authors, citation numbers, and keywords. The findings show that the number
of publications on ES education increased from 2010 to 2021, but there was a lack
of sustained engagement with this topic by researchers. Countries with an ESL or EFL
context focused more on the subject of ES, although studies from native ES countries
were more influential. The research topics showed a multidimensional trend, covering
communicative skills, language knowledge, assessment, teaching or learning methods,
ICT-related applications, and cognitive factors, of which ICT-related applications (such
as flipped classrooms, blended learning, and e-learning) and cognitive factors (such as
motivation, anxiety, and affect) were the areas of focus. Students in higher institutions,
rather than children, became the main research subject of ES education over the
period studied.

Keywords: English-speaking skills, bibliometric analysis, research trends, enlightenment, research state

INTRODUCTION

A considerable amount of time and money has been invested in English language education
(ELE) around the world, especially in countries where English is a Foreign (EFL) or Second
Language (ESL). For example, ELE in East Asian countries such as China, South Korea, and
Japan has been identified as a necessary skill, which has motivated the development of various
approaches and policies (Song, 2011; Hu and McKay, 2012). There have been at least three phases
of English curriculum reforms by the Malaysian Ministry of Education directed toward improving
students’ English proficiency and teachers’ professional development (TPD) (Rashid et al., 2017;
Kummin et al., 2020).

Despite unremitting efforts in many countries, ELE is still facing the problem of low average
English skills. For example, students’ English skills in Turkey are not as good as expected (Coskun,
2016; Ozmen et al., 2016; Umuné and Raw, 2017). The survey by Wei and Su (2015) clearly showed
that the subjects’ ES proficiency was generally low.
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Many terms have been used to refer to the speaking aspects
of the English language, e.g., “oral English,” “spoken English,’
or “English speaking.” “English speaking” is the term used in
this article. Speaking is different from writing, although both
are productive skills, in that it is “transient, unplanned, context-
dependent, oral/aural, and dynamic” (Hughes, 2017). English-
speaking (ES) has been treated as an indivisible language skill for
learners in the language education fields of TESOL, EFL, and ESL.

How to improve ES ability, including teaching and learning
approaches, influencing factors, and other related issues, have
always been a focus of researchers. Thus, in view of the profound
changes in society, politics, economics, and technologies, this
article aims to give an overview of the current situation and
trends regarding ES studies based on Scopus from 2010 to 2021.
Moreover, it seeks to provide useful information for further ES
teaching and learning research through visualized data analysis
using VOSviewer 1.6.17 and Micro Excel.

Thus, the research questions (RQs) of this article are as
follows:

RQl. What is the bibliometric information regarding
publications about ES teaching and learning in Scopus (2010-
2021), including the number of yearly publications, authors,
citations, country contributions, and keywords?

RQ2. What is the status of ES teaching and learning?

RQ3. What are the most influential authors in the field of ES
teaching and learning?

RQ4. What are the trends in ES teaching and learning?

RQ5. What are the gaps in ES teaching and learning from the
bibliometric information?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Bibliometric analysis refers to the cross-science of quantitative
analysis of all carriers of knowledge by means of mathematics
and statistics (Broadus, 1987). The development of bibliometric
software such as VOSviewer, Citespace, and Gephi, and the
foundation of the big databases for academic documents such
as Scopus, Web of Science, and Taylor and Francis make
bibliometric analysis more feasible and practical (Donthu
et al, 2021). Meanwhile, according to Rogers et al. (2020),
the recommended minimum sample size for a bibliometric
analysis is 200 entries.

Article Selection and Identification

Scopus was chosen as the database for this historical review and
bibliometric analysis of ES education. This is because Scopus,
as one of the world’s largest databases, covers a wide range of
academic journals, conference proceedings, books, and other
related publications with relatively high citation indexes and
quality, much like the Web of Science (Pham et al., 2018; Baas
etal., 2020). Scopus is user-friendly in the sense that information
can be conveniently retrieved through string retrieval. This study
replicated the methodologies used by Lézaro (2022) and Kaya and
Erbay (2020). This article was conducted around RQs after the
identification of some keywords as conditions for data mining.

Thus, 23,633 sample documents were first strictly extracted
under the condition [TITLE-ABS-KEY (“English speaking” OR
“English-speaking” OR “oral English® OR “spoken English”)]
AND (“TESOL” OR “EFL” OR “ESL”). Then, the conditions of
time span and document type were added for filtering from
2010 to 2021. Then, the articles, conference papers, reviews, book
chapters, and books were chosen as the target document types.
The detailed conditions can be seen in Table 1.

Finally, 1,893 documents were obtained. These were exported
in the form of an Excel document with citation information,
bibliographic information, abstract and keywords, funding
details, and other information.

After strict data cleaning through thematic analysis of the
abstracts by three researchers for more than three times, 361
sample documents remained, which were classified into four
types of documents: journal articles (256; 70.91%), conference
papers (79; 21.88%), book chapters (16; 4.43%), and reviews
(10; 2.77%), covering more than 10 subject areas, such as
social sciences, computer sciences, medicine, engineering, and
arts and humanities.

Research Framework and Instruments

In the data selection step, sample documents were screened
for information about authors, titles, years, citations, author
keywords, index keywords, publishers, document types,
countries, and author affiliations from Scopus under strict
conditions. The sample documents were then uploaded to Excel
and VOSviewer 1.6.17 during the data-processing step. Excel
and VOSviewer 1.6.17 were used to perform the visualized
bibliometric analysis of the number of publications per year,
contributions of authors and countries, and keywords (Chen,
2016; Van Eck and Waltman, 2017). Finally, the current situation,
developing trends, research gaps, and lessons we can learn about
ES teaching were sorted. Thus, the research framework is divided
into four main steps, as shown in Figure 1.

RESULTS

Compared with studies on English writing and reading, studies
on ES education are relatively very small in scale. Although
only 361 sample documents conforming to the screening
conditions were identified, it was still feasible to conduct a
bibliometric analysis from the perspectives of the number of
yearly publications, countries, authors, citations, and keywords.

TABLE 1 | Retrieval conditions.

Conditions Content

Topics (in article title, abstract, and
keywords)

English speaking, English-speaking,
oral English, spoken English

EFL, ESL, TESOL

2010-2021

Article, conference paper, book
chapter, review, book

Research fields
Time span
Document types
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Data Selection

Recordings refined by some strict conditions

|

Microsoft Excel
VOSviewer 1.6.17

v

Analysis of citations, country contribution, distribution,
cooperation, bibliographic coupling of author
contribution, And key words co-occurrence

v

The current situation, the trend, the gap and the enlightenment
of ES teaching and learning researches

FIGURE 1 | The conceptual framework.

Number of Publications by Year

According to the linear trend line in Figure 2, the overall trend of
the ES education literature in Scopus was on the rise from 2010
to 2021. The number of publications in 2021 was six times more
than that in 2010, indicating that ES education was gradually
beginning to be taken seriously by researchers.

However, there were some tortuous changes. In 2010, only
10 studies were identified, but the percentage of the high
citation index occupied 50%. From 2011 to 2018, the number
of documents published in this area presented an up-and-down
curve. The number of publications was slightly lower in 2012
than in 2021. This might be due to the decreased demand for
ES education as a result of the economic downturn in many
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FIGURE 2 | Yearly publications on English-speaking teaching and learning
(2010-2021).

emerging economies such as China, South Korea, and Brazil
(Reid, 2013). Yearly publications in this field increased from 2012
to 2013, but decreased again from 2013 to 2015, which was again
in line with the global economic situation (Mau and Ulyukaev,
2015). In 2015, the number of publications was more or less the
same as in 2010. The reasons for this might be that world trade
reduced during the global crisis from 2014 to 2015 (Baber, 2015;
Xu and Carey, 2015) or that no new research directions were
explored during that time. After 2015, there was a continuous
increase until 2017. After a subtle decrease in 2018, there was
a significant accumulation in the number of publications from
2018 to 2021, showing a new growth trend. Especially in 2020
and 2021, when the COVID-19 pandemic brought disaster to the
whole world, publications on ES education increased, reflecting
the increasing requirement for ES communication during this
time of global cooperation (Sun and Lan, 2021). The influence
of the date on the extraction of the sample documents was not
very great, as it was 12 December 2021.

Contributions and Collaborations by

Country/Region

The 361 sample records extracted in Scopus from 2010 to 2021
were associated with around 40 countries, showing the global
distribution of interest by country in ES education.

Figure 3 shows the top 20 countries/regions publishing
articles in this field, and they were responsible for 344 ES
education publications (2010-2021) (accounting for 95.29% of
the total). The countries with big and bright circles were
the ones with the large number of the publications. Apart
from the 75 publications contributed by the United States, the
United Kingdom, Australia, Canada, Spain, and New Zealand,
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FIGURE 3 | Density map of the top 10 countries.

the remaining 269 publications were published by 10 Asian
countries, accounting for 74.52% of the total sample documents,
which implied the huge demand for the improvement of the
learners’ ES skills in those countries. Mainland China contributed
128 publications, accounting for 40.44% of the total, followed by
the United States, with 38 documents, accounting for 10.53%.

Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand, countries in South-East
Asia, occupied the third, fourth, and fifth positions, with 22,
22, and 18 publications, respectively. Thailand, Vietnam, the
Philippines, and Bangladesh began to participate in country
collaborations in recent years, in contrast to countries such as
the United States, Australia, the United Kingdom, and Singapore
where English is the native language or first language.

The citation network in Figure 4 shows only countries
with more than five publications, which reflected the passive
collaboration among the countries. As one of the native ES
countries, home to many ELE approaches and English assessment
tools such as TOFEL, the publications by the United States
were cited 518 times (total link strength = 10). Meanwhile, the
United Kingdom, home to IELTS, contributed 12 publications,
which were cited 72 times (total link strength = 5). Malaysia,

where ESL, contributed 22 publications, which were cited 90
times (total link strength = 17). Meanwhile, China, with an EFL
context, ranked second with 128 publications, which were cited
395 times, and the total link strength achieved 24.

The total citation number of the 361 sample publications
was 1,828. Table 2 provides detailed information on the 15
countries that published the most cited articles. The publication
and the corresponding citation rate of the United States,
Australia, New Zealand, and Singapore showed huge contrasts,
respectively, 12.92, 19.45, 19.5, and 13.83. The high citation rate
may to a certain extent represent a high reference value, although
it may also be influenced by some highly cited papers (Schubert
and Braun, 1986; Aksnes et al., 2012; Brika et al., 2021). Thus, it
was concluded that the United States, Australia, New Zealand,
and Singapore, where English was the official language, were
the leading countries with high citation rates in the field
of ES education studies. Similarly, native ES countries—the
United Kingdom and Canada—showed relatively high citation
rates of 5.83 and 6.14, respectively. Meanwhile, the citation rates
of Asian countries such as China (4.73), Japan (6.35), South Korea
(5.08), Vietnam (8.38), and Oman (6.75) indicated the progress
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and the relatively high reference value of publications on ES
education studies in those countries. The non-ES European
countries such as Spain received 4.57 in citation rates, which were
much lower than those of the native ES countries.

Co-authorship among the countries is shown in Figure 5,
which is a presentation of active collaborations. The co-
authorship links among Malaysia, India, China, and the
United States were linear. However, the collaboration in the map
showed a tendency toward a partial focus. For instance, the
United States was the main collaborating country for Indonesia,
South Korea, Japan, Thailand, Canada, Australia, and Singapore.
While China collaborated mainly with the United Kingdom, the
Philippines, Turkey, Vietnam, and New Zealand. Thus, there
was a need for an omnidirectional and multi-angle collaboration
among the countries for ES teaching and learning research across
the world for further studies.

Author Contributions
Table 3 shows general information about the citations for the
361 sample documents in Scopus (2010-2021). As can be seen

in Table 4, the topics of the top 10 most frequently cited
articles were concerned with the assessment of ES proficiency

TABLE 2 | Description of the 15 countries that published the most cited articles in
the field of English-speaking (ES) education studies in Scopus (2010-2021).

Country Publication Citations Citation rate
China 128 606 4.73
United States 38 491 12.92
Australia ih 214 19.45
New Zealand 6 117 19.5
United Kingdom 12 70 5.83
Japan 11 70 6.36
Singapore 6 83 13.83
Vietnam 8 67 8.38
South Korea 12 61 5.08
Indonesia 22 48 2.18
Saudi Arabia 8 26 3.25
Canada 7 43 6.14
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and fluency, teachers’ influence, lexical acquisition, and the
facilitation of mobile social networks. The total citation number
was 1,828. On average, each document was cited 5.06 times.
An experimental study by Kang et al. (2010) that proposed
suprasegmental measurement for pronunciation assessment
from the perspective of accent and equipment use was the
most frequently cited article, which was cited 134 times.
A qualitative study by Ma (2012) was cited 66 times, ranking
second among the top 10 most frequently cited. It focused
on ES teaching methods and investigated the advantages and
disadvantages of native and non-native ES teachers in practice.
The third most frequently cited article, which analyzed the
academic lexical demands and academic word list coverage
for ES communications by means of corpus, was cited 61
times (Dang and Webb, 2014). Obviously, most of the top
10 most frequently cited articles were published before 2016,
except for the experimental studies by Sun and Lan (2021)
on the application of e-learning to develop young learners’ ES
competence, implying the emergence of new research topics after
2016 in ES teaching and learning studies.

The top 10 authors with more than three articles in
order, were Ismail, K. (6), Abdullah, M. Y. (5), Hussin, S.
(5), Liu, M. (5), Habil, H. (4), Chen, Z. (3), Hasan, M. K.
(3), Hwang, G. J. (3), Rao, Z. (3), and Seraj, P. M. 1. (4),
and the co-authorship relationships can be seen in Figure 6.
Seraj, P. M. I published four articles (one in 2020 and three
in 2021) focusing on the topic of a flipped classroom. The
other author with four publications was Liu M., studying the
problem of Chinese EFL students’ anxiety, respectively, in 2013,
2018, 2018, and 2021. Rao Z. made three publications on the

TABLE 3 | General citations of English-speaking (ES) education publications in
Scopus (2010-2021).

Information Number
Total citations 1,828
Average citation/paper 5.06
Uncited papers 150
Papers cited 100+ times 1
Papers cited 50+times 6
Papers cited 20+times 17

issues of native and non-native English teachers in China in
2010, 2016, and 2020.

Keyword Analysis

There were 1,049 keywords among the 361 sample documents,
and only 49 keywords (2.88%) appeared more than five times
after merging synonyms and deleting extraneous words. This
indicates that the number of high-frequency keywords was
relatively small, which reflects the relatively extensive content of
ES research in the field of language education. Table 5 lists the
top 10 keywords ordered by the frequency of occurrence apart
from the retrieval words, among which the frequency of “ES skill”
was the highest, accounting for 3.43%. The remaining keywords
with a frequency greater than 10 were “speech recognition”
(32), “College English” (26), “e-learning” (22), “computer-
aided instruction” (19), “learning system” (14), “native-English
speaking teachers” (13), anxiety (13), “oral communication” (12),
“virtual reality” (11), and “artificial intelligence” (10). Obviously,
the gap in frequency among keywords is not very large.

The bibliometric co-occurrence analysis of keywords provided
a convenient way to assess the state of the research field and
spot hot issues (Chen, 2016; Mutira et al., 2021; Sun and Lan,
2021). Meanwhile, importantly, keyword co-occurrence analysis
can reflect the viewpoints of core academic articles and may be
beneficial for researchers trying to keep up with research trends in
a certain area (Li et al., 2016; Shoaib et al., 2021). Figure 6 shows
the density of keywords that appeared more than 10 times; the
brightness of the color represents the heat color of the keyword
studied. The more studies, the brighter the color (Van Eck and
Waltman, 2020). The colors of the keywords “English speaking
skill,” “college English,” “computer-aided learning instruction,”
and “speech recognition” were brighter than others. The other
keywords, such as “speaking anxiety” and “e-learning,” were
also brighter. To some extent, these brighter keywords reflected
the research hotspots in the field of ES education from 2010
to 2021 in Scopus.

Keyword cluster analysis reflected the topics to some extent
(Yang et al., 2017). After combining synonyms (e.g., oral
English and spoken English; computer-aided learning and
computer-aided instruction; and native and non-native ES
teacher) and the deletion of non-sense words (e.g., human,
priority journal, and education), the keywords except the
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TABLE 4 | Top 10 frequently cited authors on English-speaking (ES) education in Scopus (2010-2021).

Author Names Title Cited times

Kang et al. (2010) Suprasegmental measures of accentedness and judgments of language learner proficiency in oral English 124

Ma and Ping (2012) Advantages and Disadvantages of native- and non-native-English-speaking teachers Student perceptions in 66
Hong Kong:

Dang and Webb (2014) The lexical profile of academic spoken English 61

Ginther et al. (2010) Conceptual and empirical relationships between temporal measures of fluency and oral English proficiency with 51
implications for automated scoring

Chen et al. (2011) Teaching oral English in higher education: Challenges to EFL teachers 50

Oliver et al. (2012) Evidence of English language proficiency and academic achievement of non-English-speaking background 43
students

Rahimi and Zhang (2015) Exploring non-native English-speaking teachers’ cognition about corrective feedback in teaching English oral 39
communication

Sun et al. (2021) Improving the English-speaking skills of young learners through mobile social networking 38

Ojima et al. (2011) Age and amount of exposure to a foreign language during childhood: Behavioral and ERP data on the semantic 29
comprehension of spoken English by Japanese children

Rahimi and Zhang (2015) Exploring non-native English-speaking teachers’ cognitions about corrective feedback in teaching English oral 28

communication

FIGURE 6 | Density map of the key words.

retrieval terms “English speaking” “oral English,” “English-
speaking,” “spoken English,” “EFL” “TESOL;” and “ESL’ were
categorized into seven clusters with three main topics, as
seen in Figure 7. The keywords with red color dealt with
the application of ICT in ES education, including items

such as artificial intelligence, automatic speech recognition,
computer-aided instruction, correlation methods, deep learning,
information science, learning system, machine learning, quality
control, correlation methods, corrective feedback, ES learning,
oral communication, etc. Cluster 2 dealt with the cognitive
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TABLE 5 | The top 10 most frequently occurring keywords on English-speaking
(ES) education in Scopus (2010-2021).

Keywords Occurrence
ES skill 36
Speech recognition 32
College English 26
E-learning 22
Computer-aided instruction 19
Learning system 14
Native-English speaking teachers 13
Speaking anxiety 13

"
11

Virtual reality
Oral communication

factors influencing students’ ES skills or performance, such
as attitude, EFL, English speaking performance, ES skill, the
flipped classroom, motivation, speaking anxiety, and teaching
methods, of which flipped classroom as a teaching method had
the highest frequency of occurrence. Clusters 3 and 4 dealt
with the application of ICT in college ES education, covering
topics such as e-learning, engineering education, English
speaking, learning, virtual reality, big data, college English, and
educational computing. Cluster 7 dealt with the assessment of
pronunciation or others.

Keyword Changes and the
Enlightenment to Research Topics

Figure 8 reveals a change in the time distribution of topics. It was
obvious that most of the light-colored nodes were close to the

keyword “college English,” while there were only a few around the
keywords “child,” “preschool,” and “adolescent” after 2016. This
shows that college students had become the main subjects of ES
education studies instead of young learners.

Meanwhile, studies with keywords related to the application
of ICT, such as “big data “artificial intelligence,” “flipped
classroom,” “speech recognition system,” and “virtual reality”
in ES education, were emerging as a focus of research.
Academic ES also began to attract researchers’ attention. Some
researchers started to consider the development of twenty
first-century skills during ES education. In addition, light-
colored nodes of the keywords concerning teaching and learning
modes (“continuous development,” “teaching method,” “EMI,
“error correction,” etc.), cognitive factors (“students’ interests,’
“anxiety,” “motivation,” etc.), language skills (“ES performance,”
“communicative skills,” “accuracy,” “fluency,” etc.), and language
knowledge (“pronunciation;,” “grammar, etc.) remained the
focus of research.

LIMITATIONS

The interpretation of the review should be very cautious due to
some limitations. First, bibliometric analysis is a literature review
method based on big data technology rather than synthesized
thematic analysis. The data were collected and analyzed through
the software. Thus, the accuracy of this analysis method is highly
dependent on that of the software. The second limitation refers
to the database. Though Scopus has covered the majority of the
publications on ES teaching and learning worldwide, there are
still some publications that were not included in the research.
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FIGURE 7 | The network visualization map of co-occurrence of keywords.
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FIGURE 8 | The overlay visualization map of keywords according to year.
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CONCLUSION

This historical review and bibliometric analysis sought to better
understand the current state of the research field, trends,
and emerging research topics on ES education from 2010 to
2021. The results show that there was an increasing trend in
the number of publications in this area from 2010 to 2021
in Scopus, indicating that ES education studies remained a
necessary research topic, although the research population was
not large. Countries with an ESL or EFL context, such as China,
Japan, South Korea, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Saudi Arabia,
paid more attention to the development of learners’ ES abilities
and contributed more to ES education studies. However, the
citation analysis revealed that native ES countries such as the
United States, Australia, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and
Canada, were the major authorities or origins of ES education
studies, which can also be seen by author contributions. Country
collaboration analysis showed that the United States, China,
India, and Malaysia acted as hubs of contact, establishing overall
relationships within the collaboration network. In addition, the
analysis of author distribution and collaboration revealed that
there were constantly new researchers entering this field, but the
lack of authors focusing on ES education over the long term
and sustained research was still a problem. Further exploration
of keywords revealed that the hot research issues encompass

communicative skills, language knowledge, assessment, teaching
or learning methods, ICT-related applications, and cognitive
factors. Rather than focusing on ES education for young
and adolescent learners, researchers showed a preference for
investigating ES education for college students, catering to the
increasing requirements of oral international communication.
Meanwhile, topics on ICT application, autonomous learning,
academic ES ability, and twenty first-century learning skills are
gradually becoming hot areas for the improvement of ES teaching
and learning worldwide.
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