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Abstract 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the abrupt closures of all learning institu-
tions have caused English as second language (ESL) learners to have signifi-
cant difficulties learning the English language especially for speaking skills. 
Speaking is one of the most important skills to learn because it is the primary 
mode of communication around the world. However, the majority of ESL 
learners are still trying to improve their English speaking abilities. Since the 
implementation of the COVID-19 lockdowns, e-learning has been a 
well-known solution all over the world. Learners and educators need more 
time to adjust to online teaching and learning because most of them are ex-
ploring new technical innovations and strategies to be used in the classroom. 
As a result, this study includes a literature review on the challenges ESL 
learners encounter in learning speaking skills, as well as the use of social me-
dia and video conferencing tools to teach speaking skills. Lack of motivation 
and self-confidence, fear, hesitation, and limited vocabulary are some of the 
challenges faced by ESL learners. Hence, it is vital to determine the technolo-
gy intervention used in teaching and developing speaking skills among these 
learners based on previous study. During the COVID-19 pandemic, some of 
the interventions in teaching speaking skills included utilizing social media 
and video conferencing applications like Facebook, WhatsApp, and others for 
online teaching and learning. Educators of English as a Second Language 
(ESL) might then pick the ones that would work best in their particular 
classroom. 
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1. Introduction 

In the globalized twenty-first century era, language proficiency promotes coop-
eration and communication among people from diverse cultural backgrounds in 
all facets of life, education and work. Language learning must therefore be a life-
long commitment, carried out in a number of ways to meet social, occupational 
and educational needs, as well as personal needs and desires (Kukulska-Hulme, 
Lee, & Norris, 2017). The English language is widely regarded as the lingua 
franca and the most widely spoken language in the world (Yen & Mohamad, 
2020). Due to the needs and value of the English language in current global pe-
riod, English as a second language (ESL) learners travel across the world to learn 
the language. As a result, much work has been put into finding suitable ap-
proaches for learning English. Learning English as a second language is a chal-
lenging task. It will take a collaborative, massive and extraordinary effort from 
both learners and educators (Khasbani, 2018). As a result of societal globaliza-
tion, the teaching of English in Malaysian Higher Education has increasingly 
shifted from grammar translation to communicative approach (Zakaria & Shah, 
2019). This approach allows learners to actively engage in class and helps them 
improve their English especially in speaking and listening skills. Speaking is one 
of the most important skills to learn because it is used as a form of communica-
tion all over the world. Though listening, speaking, reading, and writing abilities 
are all important, speaking competence generally takes precedence over the oth-
ers since speaking or, in other words, communication occurs frequently in one’s 
everyday life, both in formal and informal settings. Furthermore, communica-
tion is one of the components in the 4Cs of the 21st century skills, emphasizing 
the relevance of the talent. As a result, the ultimate objective for many nations’ 
governments to assure the empowerment of speaking skills among students is 
expressed in the education policy in order to generate competent English lan-
guage speakers. 

The unexpected outbreak of the deadly disease COVID-19 has caused world-
wide trauma. COVID-19 pandemic, which began in March 2020, has had both 
direct and indirect impacts on human lives around the world (Shahzad, Hussain, 
Sadaf, Sarwat, Ghani, & Saleem, 2020). Some daily activities, such as travelling 
and going outdoors, have been temporarily prohibited to reduce the transmis-
sion of the virus. The repercussions of COVID-19 have led almost every region 
and educational institutions to be operating with the new normal. Many coun-
tries have imposed lockdowns that include the permanent closing of all educa-
tional institutions. In order to avoid COVID-19 from spreading and transmit-
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ting, all face-to-face learning practices in the classroom have been suspended 
(Othman, Kadar, Umar, & Ahmad, 2020). This situation puts the global educa-
tion system under strain, pushing educators to switch to online teaching and 
learning instantaneously. Both educators and learners are turning to e-learning 
models because of COVID-19. Each academic institution has shed some light on 
the current pandemic problems in order to determine the best course of action 
to deal with the current challenges associated with e-learning. Many educators 
and lecturers, especially in different regions, are not yet proficient in using 
e-learning applications for teaching and learning process. According to studies 
by (Rohman, Marji, Sudjimat, Sugandi, & Nurhadi, 2020; Wargadinata, Mai-
munah, Dewi, & Rofiq, 2020), most learners have negative attitudes toward 
e-learning, though, they do agree, that e-learning is the best option during the 
pandemic. In this circumstance, video conferencing platforms such as Zoom, 
Microsoft Teams, Skype and WebEx, as well as Learning Management Systems 
(LMS) such as Schoology, Canvas, Google Classroom, CIDOS, Moodle and so-
cial media (Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, YouTube) are heavily used as 
e-learning applications. With the emergence of e-learning environments, the 
learning process will not be interrupted due to the closing of the academic institu-
tion during COVID-19 pandemic. Despite this, some institutions have improved 
their abilities to offer course material online, engage learners in learning and 
conduct assessments. 

Due to the sudden closure of schools and institutions, ESL learners have be-
gun to face significant obstacles in learning and improvising the English lan-
guage with regard to the COVID-19 pandemic (Verawardina, Asnur, Lubis, 
Hendriyani, Ramadhani, Dewi, & Darni, 2020). It has made a significant differ-
ence in terms of language learning especially speaking skills. According to Yen 
and Mohamad (2020), the decision to close all schools and eliminate face-to-face 
classrooms has resulted in a survival situation and adaptation to the “new nor-
mal.” The majority of English learners, particularly English as Second Language 
(ESL) students, are trying to improve their speaking abilities. It becomes an ad-
ditional problem during online learning. According to studies conducted by Sa-
vasci (2013) and Idrus and Salleh (2007), high levels of anxiety generated by the 
fear of being evaluated, the educator’s teaching technique, and the learners’ cul-
ture are all factors that contribute to ESL students’ reluctance to use the target 
language. Previous studies also state the key problems that hinder ESL learners’ 
speaking capabilities include a lack of desire and self-confidence, nervousness, 
inhibition, and a lack of vocabulary knowledge (Yen & Mohamad, 2020). As a 
result, it is critical to find potential solutions for overcoming ESL learners’ chal-
lenges and improving their speaking abilities. There are several ways that have 
been demonstrated to be beneficial in overcoming the problems faced by ESL 
students and improving their speaking abilities. Within and beyond the class-
room, the ideas and tactics include utilizing social media such as Facebook, 
WhatsApp, YouTube, and so on. This paper is a literature review about the con-
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cept of e-learning during COVID-19 pandemic, challenges faced by ESL learners 
in the learning of speaking skills and the intervention of social media and video 
conferencing tools to help ESL Learners coping with the challenges during 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

2. Literature Review 
2.1. The Concept of E-Learning during COVID-19 Pandemic 

The term “e-learning” refers to the use of new technology and the Internet to 
improve learning quality by making materials and remote interfaces more ac-
cessible. The terms “21st century education” and “21st century skills” are com-
monly used nowadays. The definition of 21st century education means that edu-
cators develop their teaching to ensure that their learners possess the skills they 
need to succeed in the current world. Mohamad, Arif and Noor (2020) state that 
Information and communication technology (ICT) is used to improve Genera-
tion Z learners’ understanding in order to promote the essence of 21st-century 
learning. This move aligns with the seventh shift in the Malaysian Education 
Blueprint (MEB) 2013-2025 which is to uplift ICT to leverage successful learning 
across the country. In addition, e-learning refers to the usage of the Internet to 
distribute, monitor and execute courses. It is the use of advanced technology to 
guide, plan and distribute learning materials, along with encouraging two-way 
interaction between learners and educators. Chat rooms, polls, quizzes, discus-
sion boards and presentations may all be used to facilitate constructive and easy 
ways to achieve learning goals. As for the learning management systems, most 
institutions opt for Microsoft Teams, Google Meet, Zoom, Skype, WebEx and 
Adobe Link, as well as video conferencing softwares. It is inevitable for educators 
and learners to utilize technology for educational purposes during the pandemic 
(Mailizar, Almanthari, Maulina, & Bruce, 2020; Kerres, 2020; Wang, Ng, & 
Brook, 2020). On another note, e-learning, an integrating medium for teaching 
and learning that uses a centralised framework to manage interaction during in-
structional activities is one of the technologies used during the COVID-19 pan-
demic lockdown (Sukendro, Habibi, Khaeruddin, Indrayana, Syahruddin, Ma-
kadada, & Hakim, 2020). The aim of online-learning integration in language 
classrooms before COVID-19 is to make conventional learning more effective 
and successful. Apparently, the integration of e-learning can help curb the 
transmission of COVID-19 virus. In addition, the move is to ensure the continu-
ity of education during the outbreak (Rasmitadila, Aliyyah, Rachmadtullah, 
Samsudin, Syaodih, Nurtanto, & Tambunan, 2020). Kisanjara (2020) also men-
tions e-learning is when educators and learners use technologies and the Inter-
net to conduct teaching and learning sessions. In other words, e-learning also 
entails web design and optimization of ICT integration. Similarly, the transfer 
and provision of all teaching materials to learners via Internet can be max-
imised. 
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2.2. Challenges Faced by ESL Learners in the Learning of Speaking 
Skills during COVID-19 Pandemic 

Learners’ lack of confidence and communication through virtual lessons has 
made it much more difficult for them to speak or utter the words appropriately 
(Sayuti, Teh, Saimi, Bakar, Dawawi, & Mohamad, 2020). Learners have difficulty 
expressing themselves because they are tentative, hesitant and fearful of making 
mistakes. They often lack adequate vocabulary and practice, making it difficult 
for them to converse fluently in English (Syafiq, Rahmawati, Anwari, & Okta-
viana, 2021). Deprivation of language content causes the learners to be anxious 
as they are unable to speak. Even if they have anything to say, they are unable to 
do so because they are afraid of making grammatical mistakes and being laughed 
at by their peers (Meinawati, Harmoko, Rahmah, & Dewi, 2020). Unlike tradi-
tional classrooms, e-learning limits peer interaction. Hernandez & Flórez (2020) 
mention that peer interaction in speaking lessons is insufficient for learners to 
practise their skills. Even though teachers capture the attention of ESL learners 
by engaging them in interesting and enjoyable activities that encourage them to 
speak in class, it is hard during online mode because not all learners get used to 
E-learning and it is even tougher for teachers to get feedback from passive 
learners (Kaur & Aziz, 2020). Adedoyin and Soykan (2020) emphasise in their 
study, learners are often placed in circumstances where they have to learn lan-
guages on their own during the COVID-19 pandemic, leading them to struggle 
to understand and overcome the challenge. 

In English Language Learning, learners’ engagement is affected by psycholog-
ical factors (Sison & Bautista, 2021). A significant problem associated with 
e-learning is the lack of effective contact with educators (Lestiyanawati & Wi-
dyantoro, 2020; Ariyanti, 2020). Learners need two-way communication which 
can be difficult to achieve. Learners feel demotivated to learn in such circums-
tances because they are constantly confronted with a computer (Toquero, 2020). 
They seldom have time to do e-learning because it needs too much time for 
them to explore their interpretation of the subject. Despite the fact that 
e-learning is a daunting task, it necessitates efforts such as recording, reading, 
memorizing and consuming online-based learning media (Simamora, 2020) es-
pecially for English Oral Presentation or speaking assessment. This is a situation 
in which learners must adapt rapidly; more specifically in an emergency learning 
situation (Pace, Pettit, & Baker, 2020). For those who cannot adapt themselves 
because of poor interpretation towards subjects learned, especially English lan-
guage, unable to submit assignment on time due to poor Internet coverage and 
are unable to finish it as well as the fear of losing marks increases the level of 
stress among the learners (Aboagye, Yawson, & Appiah, 2020). Furthermore, 
without assistance and support from friends, families, schools, government and 
policymakers in the midst of COVID-19 pandemic, learners find e-learning to be 
tedious (Allam, Hassan, Mohideen, Ramlan, & Kamal, 2020). Hence, they lose 
their interests and motivation to learn. Some learners admit that they do not 
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have a comfortable learning atmosphere at home and the fact that they are 
forced to engage in household chores during the lockdown, bring about negative 
impacts on their studies and leaving them depressed and despondent (Mishra, 
Gupta, & Shree, 2020). 

Besides, physical issues, such as eye pressure, are common challenges among 
learners and can make them feel uneasy throughout the learning process 
(Octaberlina & Muslimin, 2020). Learner engagement and satisfaction are criti-
cal aspects to the E-learning process to ensure their academic development espe-
cially in second language learning (Chung, Subramaniam, & Dass, 2020; Pazilah, 
Hashim, & Yunus, 2019). Learners are more motivated to participate in online 
teaching and learning when instructors provide prompt reaction and interact 
with them. These are the steps that will lead to the anticipated teaching and 
learning outcomes. 

2.3. Intervention of Social Media and Video Conferencing Tools to 
help ESL Learners Coping with the Challenges during 
COVID-19 Pandemic 

Independent study is one of the most common and important ways to learn a 
language, particularly during the COVID-19 outbreak. The learners’ intention to 
learn language skills especially speaking skill is a hallmark of the 21st century 
learning for academic and employability purposes. One of the aspects is the abil-
ity to apply the knowledge of ICT in language learning particularly the technical 
skill (Kho, Chai, & Lim, 2016). Educators ought to improve their capability to be 
more innovative in their use of technology to cater to their learners’ needs across 
several disciplines. The teaching and learning should not be limited to the class-
room; technology should be utilized by both educators and learners to make 
language learning materials available. Creating and sustaining supportive learn-
ing surroundings, developing learning communities, providing consistent input 
on time and using the best technologies to produce the right content are all ex-
amples of how e-learning can provide interesting learning opportunities for 
learners via online. Mustafa (2015) emphasises that learners would not be bored 
when engaging in e-learning activities. Higher education institutions are increa-
singly using e-learning platforms to replace traditional teaching approaches es-
pecially during COVID-19 pandemic. 

In the past study by Cakrawati (2017), learners have stated that e-learning 
platforms assist them in practising language skills and learning new English vo-
cabularies while they are learning English. Learners choose to learn languages 
using online resources as the number of portable, digital, Android, smart and 
intelligent devices keeps growing. Many learners nowadays have offline or online 
dictionaries installed on their devices that can assist them in deciphering the 
meanings of new terms. Aside from that, ESL educators find certain applications 
to be extremely helpful when creating specific assignments for their learners. 
According to Mohamad, Rashid and Wan Mohamad (2017), an electronic dic-
tionary is convenient and time-saving for learners to look for the definitions of 
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new terms. Some previous studies have proved that learners’ confidence is en-
hanced as a result of this advanced applications, which enables them to become 
more independent learners and take responsibility for their learning because 
they are in control of their own learning pace (Rashid, Yunus, & Mohamad, 
2015; Mohamad et al., 2017; Naz, Rasheed, & Rasheed, 2019; Oksana & Olena, 
2021). 

Similarly, learners are thrilled to learn English in social media platforms such 
as Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram and YouTube (Ghounane, 2020). Learners 
from all over the world can interact and discuss a range of topics on these social 
networking sites (Musa, Mohamed, Mufti, Latiff, & Amin, 2015). The use of 
mobile-mediated communication allows learners to study not only the standard 
form of the language, but also its varieties. A study from Al-Jumaili, 
Al-Rekabi, Alsawad, Allela, Ryan Carnahan, Saaed et al. (2017) indicates that 
learners prefer to use Facebook for academic purposes because the chat func-
tions and other communicating features are considered to be user-friendly. 
Faryadi (2017) revealed that, in addition to acquiring new terms and termi-
nology, Facebook helped students enhance their English speaking skills. His 
findings also show that Facebook creates an environment that encourages 
English language learning and improves Malaysian learners’ attitudes, confi-
dence, contentment, motivation, and perceptions about learning English 
speaking skills. According to Low and Warawudhi (2016), students’ enthu-
siasm and attitudes toward learning English can be boosted through Facebook, 
as well as educator-learner interaction. In their study, out-of-class activities 
reportedly resulted in more engagement between students and Facebook can 
be a useful tool in teaching speaking skills to a big class with mixed-ability 
learners. Moreover, Dizon (2015) states in his study, Facebook has the poten-
tial to improve language instruction and extend communication beyond the 
classroom walls. Its ease of use allows students to communicate both syn-
chronously and asynchronously, while also reducing the anxiety of students 
who are afraid to utilize the second language. 

On the other hand, WhatsApp is also a popular social media platform in Ma-
laysia. Malaysians are familiar with the use of WhatsApp, so there would be no 
need for participants to receive any instruction (Suhaimi, Mohamad, & Yamat, 
2019). In Malaysia, the studies indicate that the role of WhatsApp in the educa-
tional setting is providing educators and learners with input and allows them to 
interact more efficiently and effectively (Mistar & Embi, 2016; Mbukusa, 2018; 
Suhaimi et al., 2019). During COVID-19 pandemic, this cost-effective and us-
er-friendly application has become the online platform that educators use to 
monitor their learners’ learning process. They use WhatsApp for one-on-one 
text exchanges with learners to discuss their specific needs especially in the 
teaching of English. Rahaded, Puspitasari & Hidayati (2020) did research on 
undergraduate EFL students’ learning processes. Despite the small number of 
participants, the results show that WhatsApp facilitates learning and fosters 
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problem solving, as well as assisting students in collaborating and improving 
their communication skills as they prepare to study. In a university context, an 
Indonesian study by Manan (2017) demonstrated that using WhatsApp could 
fully support and increase learners’ conversational abilities. Learners, according 
to Manan, utilize the software in a pleasant manner because there are no ob-
stacles and communication problems are minimized. Manan also mentioned 
that learners could improve their vocabulary by using WhatsApp. Furthermore, 
WhatsApp has been widely used to exchange conversations, set lecture notifica-
tions, remind task due dates and alert submission deadlines (Asmara, 2020). 
Since WhatsApp is a widespread social networking application that enables users 
to deliver and receive texts, audios, images, videos, documents, places, voice calls 
and create groups, learners’ speaking skills especially will be improved indirectly 
(Jasrial, 2018; Che Wil, Yunus, & Suliman, 2019; Fauzi & Angkasawati, 2019; 
Azam, Fadhil, & Yunus, 2019). Learners may also interact with their lecturer 
through WhatsApp during office hours, regardless of time limitation or physical 
distance. As a result, the lecturer will provide immediate feedback to each learn-
er. Effective communication is a critical component of e-learning (Suvarchala 
Rani, Rajini, & Lal, 2020; Famularsih, 2020). Using WhatsApp to enhance the 
learning process and ease lecturers to communicate with learners at their leisure 
pace will improve the learning experience particularly for ESL teaching (Jasrial, 
2018). 

Previous findings also state that e-learning assists learners in developing their 
English listening and speaking skills since both skills are adapted when learners 
have doubt on the lectures (Layali & Al-Shlowiy, 2020; Rajendran & Yunus, 
2021). Since the use of digital resources in lesson delivery is becoming the stan-
dard, there is no lack of tools available for educators who use e-learning in edu-
cation, especially in the teaching and learning of speaking skills. In a study by 
Lim and Melor (2021), educators could use the interactive resources at their 
disposal to provide feedback to learners and engage them in a constructive en-
gagement. According to Arkorful and Abaidoo (2015), e-learning is the best 
strategy for teaching and learning speaking skills because it is extremely versatile 
when time and location constraints are taken into account. It is also a very effec-
tive way of delivering lessons online because educators have easy access to a 
wealth of knowledge from a variety of online tools. e-learning is often seen as a 
fun way of teaching and learning speaking skills because it can boost learners’ 
confidence and promote cooperation by engaging multimedia platforms and this 
is proved by several past studies (Ghavifekr, Kunjappan, Ramasamy, & Anthony, 
2016; Yilmaz, 2017; Rafiq, Hussain, & Abbas, 2020). Furthermore, learners also 
love the independent learning, flexibility and immersive learning because they 
can access information outside the class according to their flexibility of time. 
Another study by Alhumaid, Ali, Waheed, Zahid and Habes (2020) also stresses 
that the use of online teaching and learning enhances learners’ English language 
learning. 
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3. Conclusion 

This study presents a literature review of ESL learners’ obstacles in learning 
speaking skills as well as the interventions use in teaching speaking skills during 
COVID-19 pandemic. This is mostly due to a problem that is circulating among 
ESL learners around the world, in which the majority of English learners, partic-
ularly ESL learners, are still failing to build their speaking skills. As a result, it is 
evident how crucial speaking skills are, especially in the twenty-first century. It’s 
critical to recognize the obstacles that ESL students experience during the learn-
ing process, particularly when it comes to learning to communicate successfully 
during a pandemic. Motivation, self-confidence, anxiety, hesitation, and a li-
mited vocabulary are some of the issues that ESL students confront. As a result, 
from previous studies, it is vital to determine the strategies used by English lan-
guage educators in teaching and strengthening speaking abilities among ESL 
learners during the COVID-19 pandemic. English educators can choose from a 
list of interventions used by other educators to see which ones might work in 
their own classroom. 

Apart from that, integrating social media and videoconferencing tools is criti-
cal in overcoming learners’ hurdles to speaking the target language during the 
outbreak. According to the previous research that have been examined and dis-
cussed, there are numerous suggested interventions that have been demonstrat-
ed to be useful tools in overcoming ESL learners’ obstacles and improving their 
language skills. These interventions include using social media such as What-
sApp, Facebook, YouTube and so on. As a result, educators must be aware of 
their learners’ obstacles and provide solutions to their problems through inter-
ventions that address the learners’ obstacles. 

During this crisis, all institutions, including the government, universities and 
telecommunication companies, should take necessary precautions to safeguard 
the prospect of ESL learners in order to benefit from online teaching and learn-
ing. Reducing the accessibility problem will ultimately improve learners’ motiva-
tion and success, concurrently preventing significant mental health problems 
which have adversely affected some learners. Furthermore, both learners and 
educators must be mentally and physically prepared to adapt to this new learn-
ing process as it is our “new norm” to survive COVID-19. 

Finally, the findings of this study must be addressed to relevant authorities, 
such as institution administrators, Ministry of Education staff and policymakers 
especially on the importance of speaking skills during COVID-19 pandemic. 
This is to ensure they create a good strategy and put it into action for the efficacy 
of online teaching and learning, so that no learners would be left behind in uti-
lizing the target language. 
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