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INTRODUCTION

A. [bookmark: _Toc237597150]Background of Research
		Education is increasingly influenced by advances in digital technology, which have also transformed the ways in which individuals access information, communicate, and learn (UNESCO, 2023). In the field of education, this development has encouraged the use of digital technology to support the learning process, expand learning opportunities, increase opportunities for practice, and provide more flexible and personalized learning experiences (UNESCO, 2023). Alongside the use of such technologies, Artificial Intelligence (AI) is becoming increasingly integrated into education, creating new opportunities to support teaching and learning processes (OECD, 2026). The presence of AI enables the development of more adaptive and personalized learning systems, in which learning materials and feedback can be tailored to the needs and abilities of individual learners (Xaveria & Kristianingsih, 2025). Through its data analysis capabilities, AI is able to provide real-time feedback and assist learners in understanding their learning progress in a more structured manner (Cardona et al., 2023) Furthermore, the use of AI expands access to more flexible and interactive learning resources, allowing the learning process to extend beyond the constraints of time and place (Tudorache, 2023).
		In the context of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learning, the integration of this technology has led to the emergence of an approach known as AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) (Torres & Kahveci, 2025). This approach enables learners to practice language independently outside the classroom with the support of AI-based technology (Qiao & Zhao, 2023). Various features, such as chatbots and speech recognition, provide learners with opportunities to engage in conversational simulations that closely resemble authentic interactions, allowing them to practice their speaking skills more intensively and repeatedly (Wiboolyasarin et al., 2025). Consequently, AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) functions not only as a learning aid but also as a learning medium that provides broader opportunities for language practice, enhances learner engagement in the learning process, and helps overcome the limitations of interaction that are frequently encountered in conventional learning environments (Feng, 2025).
		Although the use of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) in language learning offers various opportunities to improve the quality of language practice, not all language skills develop optimally in practice. One language skill that continues to present a major challenge for English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners is speaking (Saragih et al., 2024). Speaking plays a crucial role because it is directly related to the ability to communicate effectively in real-life situations (Paraguas, 2025). Nevertheless, speaking is often considered the most difficult language skill to master because it requires learners to simultaneously integrate multiple language components while also drawing upon cognitive and affective readiness (Khoudri, 2024; Paraguas, 2025). This condition is further reflected in the persistent issue of speaking anxiety, which continues to be a significant challenge faced by EFL learners (Gunawan, 2026).
		This phenomenon is also reflected in the relatively low level of English proficiency among the Indonesian population. According to the EF English Proficiency Index EF EPI (2025), Indonesia obtained a score of 471 and ranked 80th out of the 123 countries and regions included in the index, placing it in the Low Proficiency category. More specifically, Indonesia recorded a speaking score of 447, which was lower than its scores in reading (491), writing (479), and listening (454) (EF Education First, 2025). These findings indicate that English proficiency in Indonesia still requires attention, particularly in speaking, which is one of the fundamental aspects of oral communication (Betaubun & Rokhmah, 2024). In the Indonesian context, where English is learned as a foreign language, speaking skills also remain a challenge for many learners. Nazri (2021) explains that these challenges are associated with anxiety, low motivation, and reluctance to use English orally.
		In the context of vocational education, the development of English speaking skills is increasingly important because vocational high school students are expected to develop communication competencies that support their work readiness (Kemendikdasmen, 2026) English instruction in vocational high schools is oriented toward practical language use that is relevant to students’ vocational fields and future workplace communication (Hanapiah et al., 2026). Therefore, speaking skills play an important role in preparing students to meet communication demands in professional and global work environments (Andreawati & Rahmawati, 2026).
		The urgency of foreign language proficiency in vocational education is also reflected in recent education policy. In 2026, the Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education, through the Directorate of Vocational High Schools, expanded the Foreign Language Certification Program for Vocational High School Students as part of efforts to enhance the readiness of vocational high school graduates for the global workforce. Under the English language scheme through the Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC), the program targets approximately 170,000 students from more than 800 vocational high schools across Indonesia. The government positions foreign language competence as an important asset to support vocational high school students in entering the global labor market, participating in overseas internships, and pursuing further education. This policy demonstrates that foreign language communication competence is not only part of language learning but is also closely related to work readiness and the global competitiveness of vocational education graduates (Kemendikdasmen, 2026).
		However, in classroom practice, various challenges continue to be encountered, including limited vocabulary, low speaking fluency, and high levels of anxiety when communicating in English (Huang & Kakham, 2026). These challenges often cause learners to become passive and avoid opportunities to speak, thereby limiting their chances to develop their speaking skills (Ding & Yusof, 2025). Furthermore, limited opportunities for practice and low self-confidence further reinforce learners' difficulties in developing their speaking skills (Rachmadani et al., 2026).
		These findings are further supported by the results of a preliminary interview conducted with an English teacher at SMKN 7 Baleendah. The teacher explained that English instruction at the school follows a block scheduling system, in which English classes are held only once every two weeks. As a result, students have relatively limited opportunities to practice speaking directly in the classroom. In addition, the teacher reported that approximately 50-60% of the students, particularly those enrolled in the Automotive Engineering program, still have low levels of English proficiency, especially in speaking. Students tend to experience difficulties expressing their ideas orally due to limited vocabulary and low confidence when using English. These initial findings indicate that the challenges in developing speaking skills are not only evident in previous studies but are also present in the learning context of SMKN 7 Baleendah, the setting of the present study.
		These challenges become even more complex within the context of vocational education. Unlike general education, English language instruction in vocational high schools is not only intended to achieve academic competencies but also to develop students' ability to use English for practical purposes relevant to the workplace (Mukadimah & Sahayu, 2021). Therefore, speaking skills constitute one of the essential competencies because they support students' readiness to meet communication demands in professional and global work environments (Huang & Kakham, 2026). On the one hand, students are expected to possess effective communication skills as preparation for entering the workforce. On the other hand, in practice, the instructional time allocated to English learning, particularly for speaking practice, is often limited due to time constraints and the lack of opportunities for students to receive optimal feedback in the classroom (Li et al., 2025). In addition, differences in English proficiency levels among students present another challenge. Students with lower levels of English proficiency tend to experience reduced self-confidence and motivation, particularly in conventional classroom settings that require them to speak in front of others, which often leads to communication anxiety (Ding & Yusof, 2025).
		These conditions indicate a gap between the communication competencies required in vocational education and students' actual English language abilities. This gap highlights the need for alternative instructional approaches that are more adaptive to students' learning needs, particularly through the integration of technologies such as AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL).
		In response to the various challenges associated with the development of speaking skills discussed above, a growing number of studies have begun to explore the use of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) as an alternative approach to English language learning. Numerous studies have shown that the integration of AI into language learning has a positive impact on improving speaking skills while simultaneously enhancing learners' motivation (Ding & Yusof, 2025). This can be attributed to the ability of AI-based technologies within the context of AALL to provide more flexible and repeated opportunities for practice, thereby enabling learners to gradually develop their speaking fluency (Li et al., 2025).
		Furthermore, AI-based learning has also been shown to promote the development of self-regulation, namely learners' ability to manage their own learning processes independently and in a more structured manner (Qiao & Zhao, 2023). In the context of speaking skills, self-regulation is particularly important because consistent practice is a key factor in improving communicative performance. Another study also reported that the use of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) can create a safe space in which learners can practice speaking without social pressure, thereby reducing speaking anxiety while simultaneously increasing learner engagement in the learning process (Xiao, 2025).
		From the perspective of user perceptions, the majority of learners demonstrate positive attitudes toward the use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in language learning because the technology offers flexibility and ease of access for language practice (Yang et al., 2024). Nevertheless, several studies have also identified a number of challenges, including limited technological literacy and suboptimal application quality (Cardona et al., 2023). These findings indicate that the successful implementation of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) depends not only on the sophistication of the technology itself but also on how learners perceive its ease of use (Perceived Ease of Use) and practical usefulness (Perceived Usefulness) in supporting their learning processes (Ebadi & Raygan, 2023).
		Although various studies have demonstrated the positive potential of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in language learning, the existing literature still reveals several research gaps. Previous studies have explored the use of AI in various language learning contexts, but vocational high school students have received relatively limited attention, particularly in English language learning oriented toward practical communication needs and the workplace. In addition, a number of previous studies have placed greater emphasis on the outcomes of AI use, such as language development, speaking performance, and learning outcomes (Al-Husban, 2025; Chi & Lai, 2026; Ding & Yusof, 2025; Sormin et al., 2025), while research examining how students perceive the use of such technology remains open for further investigation, particularly in vocational EFL contexts. Research on students' perceptions of AI use in language learning has been conducted, such as the study by Arifatin and Setyaningrum (2024) but their study was conducted in a higher education context. Therefore, there remains an opportunity to examine how vocational high school students perceive the use of AI in language learning that addresses more practical communication needs and workplace-oriented contexts. Accordingly, this study employs the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) to explain how students evaluate the usefulness and ease of use of technology in the language learning process. TAM explains user perceptions through two main constructs, namely Perceived Usefulness and Perceived Ease of Use (Davis, 1989). In addition to these two constructs, this study also examines students' perceptions of the contribution of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) to the development of English speaking skills as part of their overall evaluation of the use of the technology.
		Based on these research gaps, this study contributes to the existing literature by examining vocational EFL students' perceptions of the use of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) in supporting the development of English speaking skills. This study is expected to provide empirical evidence regarding how learners perceive the use of AALL as a means of supporting the development of English speaking skills, thereby serving as a foundation for the development of AI-based instructional practices that are more responsive to the learning needs of vocational education.
		The existing gaps in the literature further emphasize that understanding vocational students' perceptions of the use of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) is no longer merely complementary but has become essential for ensuring that the integration of AI technology can function as a practical solution to address the limited opportunities for speaking practice while simultaneously enhancing the global competitiveness of vocational school graduates in today's industrial era. Without a comprehensive understanding of learners' perceptions, the implementation of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) may not be fully optimized despite its considerable pedagogical potential. Based on the background described above, this study is conducted under the title "Vocational EFL Students' Perceptions of AI-Assisted Language Learning to Enhance English Speaking Skills."

B. [bookmark: _Toc237597151]Problem Statement
		In the context of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learning, speaking remains one of the major challenges faced by learners, particularly in vocational education. Although Artificial Intelligence (AI)-based technologies, such as AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL), have offered various opportunities to enhance speaking practice, learners' speaking proficiency remains relatively low in practice. This is evidenced by the EF English Proficiency Index (EF EPI) 2025, which places Indonesia in the low proficiency category, and is further supported by findings from SMKN 7 Baleendah, indicating that approximately 50-60% of students still experience difficulties in speaking English.
		Previous studies have shown that the use of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) can improve learners' language skills and learning motivation. However, most of these studies have focused on general education or higher education contexts and have placed greater emphasis on learning outcomes than on learners' perceptions as users of the technology. In fact, learners' perceptions of the use of AALL are not only related to the extent to which the technology is perceived as useful (Perceived Usefulness) and easy to use (Perceived Ease of Use), but also to how learners perceive the contribution of AALL to supporting the development of their speaking skills (Perceived Speaking Enhancement). These three aspects are essential for understanding how learners evaluate the use of AALL in supporting the English language learning process.
		Based on these issues, this study focuses on examining the perceptions of EFL students in vocational high schools regarding the use of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) in supporting the development of English speaking skills. 
Therefore, the research questions of this study are as follows:
1. How do vocational EFL students perceive AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) in terms of Perceived Usefulness (PU)? 
2. How do vocational EFL students perceive AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) in terms of Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU)?
3. How do vocational EFL students perceive the use of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) in enhancing English speaking skills? 

C. [bookmark: _Toc237597152]Research Objectives 
		This study aims to describe vocational EFL students' perceptions of the use of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) in supporting the development of English speaking skills. Specifically, this study aims to:
1. Describe vocational EFL students' perceptions of the use of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) in terms of Perceived Usefulness (PU). 
2. Describe vocational EFL students' perceptions of the use of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) in terms of Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU). 
3. Describe vocational EFL students' perceptions of the contribution of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL) to English speaking development.

D. [bookmark: _Toc237597153]Benefits of Research 
1. Theoretical Benefits 
			This study contributes to the development of technology-based language learning, particularly in the context of AI-Assisted Language Learning (AALL). The findings enrich the literature on the integration of artificial intelligence in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learning by adding perspectives from the vocational education context, which has been limited in previous studies. In addition, this study contributes to strengthening the understanding of the application of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), particularly in the dimensions of perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness, in the context of using AI technology to develop speaking skills. The findings of this study also provide an empirical basis for understanding students’ perceptions of the use of AI technology in supporting English speaking skills and may serve as a reference for the development of more adaptive and contextual AI-assisted language learning practices.


2. Practical Benefits
a. For Teachers : This study provides a reference for teachers in selecting and utilizing AI technology, particularly AALL, as a medium for teaching speaking. In addition, it helps teachers understand how students perceive the ease of use and usefulness of technology in the learning process, and supports the development of more interactive and student-centered teaching strategies.
b. For Students: This study provides insights into how students perceive the use of AI technology as a flexible resource for English speaking practice. It may also support students in recognizing the potential of AI-assisted practice for developing their confidence and independent learning.
c. For Schools: This study can serve as a basis for consideration in integrating AI technology into the English language learning curriculum. In addition, it supports the improvement of learning quality that is relevant to workplace needs.
d. For Future Researchers: This study can serve as a reference for further research related to the use of AI in language learning. In addition, it opens opportunities for exploration of other language skills such as listening, reading, or writing, and provides a basis for the development of more specific AI-based learning models in accordance with the context of vocational education.

