Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 30 November 2019

doi:10.20944/preprints201911.0380.v1

Research in TESOL: An Investigation of Trends and Types of research over the Last Ten
Years
Waheeb Albiladi
University of Arkansas
walbilad@gmail.com
Abstract
This paper provides a systematic review of the research around teaching English as a second or
foreign language over the last ten years. The review aims to help second and foreign language
researchers to recognize the trends that have impacted English teaching and learning research.
More than 400 articles from four leading journals (TESOL Journal, TESOL Quarterly,
ELT Journal, and Second Language Research) were reviewed to examine the trends and method
that were used. The findings suggested that the research interests in the TESOL field have
changed as many topics and trends have risen based on students’ academic and social needs.
Topics such as teaching methodology, digital literacy, and using technology to teach English
have dominated the research during the last decade.
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Introduction
Over the years, the English language has become one of the most significant and
dominant languages over the globe. Millions of people around the world are currently learning
English for different purposes such as communicating, working, or pursuing a degree in one of
the English-speaking countries. In fact, English is the most widely spoken language in the world,
and the number of the non- native speakers who speak English as a foreign or as a second
language exceeds that of the native speakers (Sharifian, 2013). According to recent statistics,
between 914 & 1200 million people speak English, 450 million speak English as a First
Language (USA, UK, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, Ireland, and South Africa), 400 million
speak English as a Second Language, and 350 million speak English as a foreign language.
English today is probably the 3rd largest language by number of native speakers, after Mandarin
Chinese and Spanish (Crystal, 2012). However, when combining native and non-native speakers,
it is probably the most commonly spoken language in the world.
Significantly, during the last decade, teaching English as a second or foreign language
has received much attention as researchers have consistently and continuously looked for the
most effective and beneficial practices to teach English to speakers of other languages. Mckinley
(2019) tells us that “ TESOL research was traditionally led by researcher-practitioners, who
acknowledged real-world English language teaching problems (in alignment with developments
in establishing applied linguistics as a field of study) as the basis for research enquiries” (p. 1).
During the last decade, numerous research studies have been conducted to understand the
linguistic and educational needs of language learners. This includes looking for more effective
teaching and learning approaches and understanding learners’ responses to these methods. In
essence, English education is one of the most researchable fields around the world as new
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learning theories, teaching practices, and learning concerns have appeared. In the English
education field, there are several scholarly and peer-reviewed research journals such as TESOL
Quarterly, Second Language Research, Language and Education, Journal of English as an
International Language, and Language Learning. These journals have contributed to the field of
English Education and include numerous scholarly education-related articles.
Purpose
The purpose of this review is to provide a systematic review of the research around teaching
English as a second or foreign language. The review aims to help second and foreign language
researchers understand the trends that impact the research in the last ten years. To achieve these
goals, the following research questions were used in his review:
1. What are some of the most researchable topics in Teaching English to Speakers of other
languages (TESOL) filed for the last ten years?
2. What research trends have been done in TESOL for the last decade?
3. What types of research methods have been used during the last decade?
Methodology
The researcher started this research project by asking experts in the TESOL field about
the most dominant and significant research journals to get the newest topics and trends in
English education. These experts include some professors in the TESOL program at one midsouth university. Four different scholarly journals were identified and selected: TESOL Journal,
TESOL Quarterly, ELT Journal, and Second Language Research. The selection of these four
journals was based on the researcher’s knowledge and the experts’ recommendations and
preferences.
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These journals are quarterly academic peer-reviewed journals published thousands of
articles on different topics around English language teaching and learning. The publication in
one of these journal is a bit challenging as hundreds of researchers work to get their paper
accepted there. According to Mahboob et al. (2016), even though TESOL Quarterly journal
receives hundreds of research papers each year, only a couple of dozen articles are actually
published there. This gives an idea about the competitive nature of the journal and the research in
the field.
Furthermore, to complete this research project, the following plan was followed. First, the
researcher conducted general research on all journals to look for the most recent articles in
English Education for the last ten years. Second, the researcher scanned the first ten articles in
each year’s issue to identify the topics as well as other essential information such as the specific
focus of the article, the research methodology, and the techniques that were used. Finally, the
researcher started a data table that included this information. It is worth mentioning that more
than 400 articles from both journals were examined to collect data for this research project.
Findings and Discussion
The systematic review of the research revealed several trends and topics that have caught
the researchers’ attenuation in the TESOL field for the last ten years. Table 1 illustrates some of
the research topics that seem to be of interest to researchers during this time.
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Table 1
Topics and Trends in the English Education for the Last Ten Years
Focus of the Articles

Number of Articles

%

Digital Literacies /Technology in English Classes

55

13.7%

Second Language Methodology

50

12.5%

English for Specific Purposes

42

10.5%

Testing and Evaluation

35

8.7%

Language Planning and Policy

33

8.25%

Language and Culture

30

7.5%

Computer-Assisted Language Learning

26

6.5%

Language and Identity

25

6.2%

Gender/Race in English Teaching

22

5.5%

Translanguaging (Bilingual Education)

20

5%

Authentic Materials in ESL/EFL Classes

18

4.5%

TESOL in the 21st Century

15

3.7%

Psycholinguistics and TESOL

12

3%

Creativity across the Language Domains

10

2.5%

Plurilingualism

8

2%

Over the last decade, the research in English teaching and learning focuses on many
topics and trends that are related to both teachers’ and students’ pedagogies. Based on the data,
the topics can be categorized on different themes such as teaching practices, teaching materials,
students’ development, and multicultural education. Each one of these categories consists of
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several topics and trends that the scholars in the TESOL field have looked at and examined. To
illustrate, the researchers in the TESOL field have extensively examined the teaching practices in
the last ten years. As can be seen in Table 1, the most dominant topics in the last decade have
been using technology in English classes (13.7%) followed by English teaching methodology
(12.5%).
Also, the data shows that the researchers in English Education were eager to examine the
other important topics that are related to teaching practices such as English for specific purposes
which accounted for more than (10.5%) of the research during the last ten years. This finding
resonates with Barrett and Liu's (2016) statement which highlighted the shift toward more
research in English for specific purposes and English for academic purposes. Barrett and Liu
(2016) state that “In English language teaching, there has been a shift toward teaching a more
practical style of English, known as English for academic purposes (EAP) or English for specific
purposes (ESP), which can give nonnative speakers specific language tools that facilitate a
presentation or help them discuss their academic work in English.” (p.1228)
Moreover, other research trends have been highlighting such as evaluation and
assessment (8.7%), and educational policy (8.2%). In addition, multicultural education has been
a focus as researchers examined the relationship between language and culture (7.5), gender, race
and ethnicity in English classes (5.5%), and bilingualism (5%). Other topics were present
including Psycholinguistics (5%), 21st-century learning (3.7%), and creativity (2.5%). Finally,
Plurilingualism accounted for 2% of the research in TESOL. Even thought it was the least
researchable topics in the reviewed articles, many researchers emphasized the impotence of
Plurilingualism in todays’ language classrooms. As Taylor and Snoddon (2013) mention that
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“Plurilingualism in TESOL entails a paradigm shift that opens new approaches to understanding
teaching and learning.” (p. 440)
Overall, the data shows that the research interests in the TESOL field have changed and
many topics and trends have been raised based on students’ academic and social needs. Topics
such as teaching methodology, digital literacy, and using technology to teach English have
dominated the research during the last decade.

Focus of the Articles
Technology in English Classes
Second Language Methodology
English for Specific Purposes
Testing and Evaluation

4%

3%2%2%

Language Planning and Policy

14%

Language and Culture

4%
5%

Computer Assisted Language Learning

13%

Language and Identity

5%

Gender/Race in English Teaching

6%

10%

Translanguaging (Bilingual Education)

7%
8%

Authentic Materials in ESL/EFL Classes

9%
8%

TESOL in the 21st Century
Psycholinguistics and TESOL
Creativity across the Language
Domains
Plurilingualism

Figure 1. The research topics that seem to be of interest to researchers in the last 10 years
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In addition, several research methodologies were used to conduct these studies. Table and
figure 2 provides more information about the types of research methods that have been used
during the last decade.
Table 2
Types of research methods that have been used in TESOL during the last ten years
Research Method

Numbers of articles

%

Data collection Instruments

Quantitative

128

32%

Questionnaires, Surveys

Qualitative

188

47%

Interviews, Observation, Focus
groups, Written Essays

Mixed Methods

84

21%

Types of Research Method
Mixed method
21%

84
Qualiatative
47%

188
Quanitative
32%

Qualiatative

128

Quanitative

Mixed method

Figure 2. Types of research methods that have been used in TESOL during the last ten years
8

Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 30 November 2019

doi:10.20944/preprints201911.0380.v1

Regarding the research methods, the data in Table 2 reflects that qualitative research
inquiry has been the most common type of research methods over the last ten years in the
English education field. 45% of the researched articles were qualitative in nature, and the
researchers used several qualitative techniques to collect data such as interviews, observations,
written essays, and focus groups discussion. This finding resonates with Rahman’s work which
suggested that qualitative research methodology has obvious contributions to the TESOL field as
researchers examine language learners’ and teachers experiences and opinions toward teaching
and learning of English (Rahman, 2015).
In addition, quantitative research method represents 30% of the articles in the two
selected journals. Mostly, the researchers used surveys as prime instruments to collect data.
Finally, the data in Table 3 indicates that the mixed method represents only 25% of the identified
articles. The researchers in these articles used surveys followed by face to face interviews to
collect data. Mixed research method has been used in the TESOL research for decades
(Mirhosseini, 2018). This research approach allows researchers to combine qualitative and
quantitative methodologies in the data collection and analysis processes. However, King &
Mackey (2016) states that “A dominant although not particularly productive strand throughout
many discussions of methodology has been the debate around quantitative versus qualitative
methods, sometimes characterized as a division between more cognitive and more social
approaches to studying second language learning.” (p. 209).
Conclusion
This paper provides an overview of the most recent topics and trends in the field of
English teaching and learning. It tracks down the shifts and changes in research interests that
ESL and EFL researchers have gone through. During the last decade, teaching methodology,
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digital literacy, and using technology to teach English have dominated the research agenda.
Different research methodologies have been used to investigate these trends. Having an overview
of what has been trending in the field of English teaching and learning is crucial for language
teachers and researchers. The review suggested that in the last ten years, more emphasis was
placed English education-related topics such as teaching methodology, teachers’ and students’
pedagogies, using technology in English teaching and learning, bilingualism, and
multiculturalism. Also, using technology in English teaching and learning was one of the most
researchable topics. This gives us an idea of the impact of technology in today’s classrooms.
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