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Digital reading has become a strategic component in enhancing literacy 

development among young learners in English as a Second Language 

(ESL) contexts, particularly within increasingly technology-mediated 

classrooms. Despite the growing adoption of digital tools, existing 

scholarship remains dispersed, with limited chronological synthesis to 

explain how research trends, pedagogical approaches, and learning 

outcomes have evolved over time. This study addresses this gap by 

conducting a structured chronological literature review to map the 

development of digital reading in ESL young learners. The 

methodology employs a systematic advanced search of the Scopus 

database using the primary keywords “digital reading,” “ESL,” and 

“young learners.” A total of 101 primary studies were identified and 

analyzed, and subsequently categorized into four temporal phases: 

Phase 1: Emergent Foundations (2009–2013), Phase 2: Early Expansion 

and Conceptual Consolidation (2014–2017), Phase 3: Acceleration and 

Empirical Growth (2018–2021), and Phase 4: Intensification and 

Innovation (2022–2026). The findings indicate a clear progression in 

both research volume and instructional sophistication. Early-phase 

studies primarily explored basic digital texts and reported modest 

improvements in reading comprehension, typically within the range of 

5%–15% over traditional methods. In later phases, the integration of 

interactive e-books, multimedia features, and adaptive learning systems 

demonstrated more substantial gains, with reported improvements in 

comprehension and engagement ranging from 20% to above 40%. 

Furthermore, recent studies highlight the emergence of personalized 

learning environments, analytics-driven feedback, and self-regulated 

reading strategies, reflecting a shift toward learner-centered and data-

informed pedagogies. In conclusion, the chronological trajectory 

illustrates a transition from exploratory implementation to evidence-

To cite this document:  

 

Azmi, N. N., & Zaini, K. (2026). 

Digital Reading in ESL Young 

Learners: A Chronological 

Review. International Journal of 

Education, Psychology and 

Counselling, 11(63), 01-24. 

https://gaexcellence.com/ijepc
mailto:nadhirah.nanad23@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0009-0003-0249-7356
mailto:khazaila@fbk.upsi.edu.my
https://orcid.org/0009-0003-2040-941X


 
Volume 11 Issue 63 (June 2026) PP. 01-24 

2 
 

based innovation, positioning digital reading as a high-impact 

intervention for improving ESL reading outcomes among young 

learners.  
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Introduction 

  

Young learners today are growing up surrounded by smartphones, tablets, and other digital 

tools, making onscreen reading an inevitable part of their early literacy experiences(Kaban & 

Karadeniz, 2021; López-Escribano et al., 2021; Tatar & Gerde, 2022). For children learning 

English as a second or foreign language (ESL/EFL), digital environments offer easy access to 

multimodal texts that combine print, audio, images, animation, and interactive features, 

potentially supporting vocabulary growth, phonological awareness, and engagement with 

stories (López-Escribano et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2024; O’Brien et al., 2022). At the same time, 

concerns remain about whether digital reading supports deep comprehension as effectively as 

traditional print, and how issues such as distraction, cognitive load, and unequal adult support 

shape learning outcomes (Kaban & Karadeniz, 2021; Moutsinas et al., 2023; Al-Jarf, 2023).  

 

Research on digital reading with ESL and other bilingual children shows a complex picture of 

both promise and challenge. Systematic reviews indicate that technology-enhanced reading 

comprehension instruction can produce significant gains for school-aged learners of English as 

an additional language, though effects vary by design quality and instructional 

approach (Murphy & Arciuli, 2024; Liu et al., 2024). Studies of interactive e-books and digital 

storybooks report benefits for vocabulary, emergent literacy skills, and narrative abilities, 

especially when texts are well-designed and used dialogically with adult mediation (López-

Escribano et al., 2021; Cordes et al., 2023; Boyle et al., 2017). Digital formats often increase 

motivation and reading interest through game-like features and multimedia, even when 

comprehension advantages over print are not always found (Kaban & Karadeniz, 

2021; Rochanaphapayon, 2023;Moutsinas et al., 2023;Pardede, 2019). At the same time, many 

children still use devices mainly for entertainment, and parents and teachers do not always 

guide digital reading in ways that support language and literacy development (Brown et al., 

2022;Al-Jarf, 2023;Tatar & Gerde, 2022)These mixed findings highlight the need to understand 
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not only whether digital reading “works,” but under what conditions it can most effectively 

foster ESL young learners’ motivation, comprehension, and overall literacy growth. 

 

In addition, this part discusses the requirement for a comprehensive evaluation of the cervical 

cancer situation. The outline of this review paper consists of three sections: Section 1 discusses 

an introduction and related research, and Section 2 describes the review data. The conclusions 

of this research are discussed in section 3. 

 

Literature Review  

 

Digital reading has emerged as a transformative tool in the education of young ESL learners, 

offering both opportunities and challenges. Research highlights the potential of digital 

platforms to enhance reading comprehension, vocabulary acquisition, and overall language 

proficiency. For instance, studies have shown that tools like Microsoft’s Digital Reading 

Progress and interactive e-books significantly improve reading fluency, accuracy, and 

vocabulary retention among young learners  (Alahmadi, 2024;Karaarslan & Polat, 

2025;López-Escribano et al., 2021) . These tools often incorporate features such as annotations, 

highlights, and interactive elements, which act as cognitive scaffolds, facilitating information 

processing and reducing cognitive load (P. Zhang, 2024). Additionally, digital storytelling 

applications and platforms like Quizizz have been found to foster engagement, creativity, and 

motivation, while also improving reading and writing skills (Amelia & Abidin, 2018; Nguyen 

et al., 2025). 

 

The integration of digital tools into ESL education also supports the development of second 

language digital literacy (L2DL), which is increasingly recognized as a critical component of 

language learning. Digital literacy enables learners to navigate online resources, engage in 

computer-mediated communication, and utilize digital annotation tools to enhance 

comprehension and critical thinking (Meurant, 2009a; Azmuddin et al., 2025; Mudra, 2020). 

For example, the use of Learning Management Systems (LMS) and other digital platforms has 

been shown to promote autonomous learning and collaborative engagement, which are 

essential for young ESL learners (Meurant, 2010;Azmuddin et al., 2022a). However, the 

effectiveness of these tools often depends on their design and the extent to which they align 

with learners’ needs and cognitive abilities (P. Zhang, 2024;Al-Shehri & Gitsaki, 2010). 

 

Despite these benefits, challenges persist. Young learners and their teachers often face barriers 

such as limited digital literacy, high costs of digital tools, and difficulties in interpreting 

complex online materials (Mudra, 2020). Additionally, excessive reliance on digital tools can 

hinder spontaneous communication and long-term retention, emphasizing the need for a 

balanced approach (Mai et al., 2025). Studies also highlight the importance of teacher training 

and institutional support in effectively integrating digital tools into ESL curricula (Mudra, 

2020; Meurant, 2009b). 
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Figure 1: Concept Map for Literature Study 

 

In conclusion, digital reading offers significant advantages for young ESL learners, including 

improved language skills, motivation, and engagement. However, its successful 

implementation requires careful consideration of learners’ needs, teacher training, and the 

design of digital tools. Future research should focus on addressing existing barriers and 

exploring innovative ways to integrate digital reading into ESL education, ensuring that it 

remains an inclusive and effective pedagogical approach. The outline of this review paper 

consists of three sections: Section 1 discusses an introduction and related research, and Section 

2 describes the review data. The conclusions of this research are discussed in section 3. 

 

Methodology 

 

Data Collection 

 

Digital reading has emerged as a transformative paradigm in the field of English as a Second 

Language (ESL), particularly for young learners navigating increasingly multimodal and 

technology-mediated literacy environments. Over the past three decades, the evolution from 

static digital texts to interactive, adaptive, and multimodal e-reading platforms has redefined 

how reading comprehension, engagement, and self-regulated learning are conceptualised and 

operationalised in primary education. This chronological review systematically traces these 

developments, foregrounding how pedagogical affordances such as embedded scaffolding, 

audio-visual integration, and interactive feedback have progressively aligned with cognitive 

and socio-constructivist theories of language acquisition. To ensure a high level of scholarly 

rigour, the study adopted a single-step data collection strategy using the Scopus database, 

widely recognised for its comprehensive indexing of peer-reviewed literature across 

disciplines. A structured search protocol was employed, incorporating carefully selected 

keywords related to digital reading, ESL, and young learners, alongside inclusion and exclusion 

criteria to filter studies based on relevance, publication quality, and temporal scope. This 



 
Volume 11 Issue 63 (June 2026) PP. 01-24 

5 
 

process enabled the identification of a robust corpus of high-impact studies that collectively 

map the trajectory of digital reading research from its nascent stages to its current 

sophistication. The adoption of a systematic and transparent data collection approach is critical 

in review studies of this nature, as it underpins the reliability and replicability of findings while 

minimising selection bias. Furthermore, methodological consistency enhances the validity of 

trend analysis, allowing for meaningful comparisons across time and facilitating the 

identification of emerging patterns, research gaps, and paradigm shifts. Without such rigour, 

interpretations of longitudinal developments risk being fragmented or skewed, thereby limiting 

their utility for informing future research, policy, and instructional design. Consequently, this 

review not only synthesises existing knowledge but also establishes a methodologically sound 

foundation for advancing evidence-based innovation in digital reading for young ESL learners. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
Volume 11 Issue 63 (June 2026) PP. 01-24 

6 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Flow Diagram of The Search Strategy. 
Source: (Moher et al., 2009) 

 

The data collection process for this chronological review was operationalised through a 

rigorous, single-step retrieval strategy using the Scopus database, selected for its extensive 

coverage of high-impact, peer-reviewed journal publications across interdisciplinary domains 

relevant to digital reading research. A highly structured and Boolean-driven search string was 

deployed within the article title, abstract, and keyword fields to maximise retrieval precision 

while ensuring conceptual breadth, integrating core constructs such as digital reading 

Database: Scopus 

Search Within: Article Title 

Time Frame: 2003 to 2026 

Subject area: Social Sciences, Arts and 

Humanities, Computer Science, Psychology 

Language: English Only 

Source Type: Journal 

Document Type: Article 

Subject Area: All 

TITLE-ABS-KEY ( ( "digital reading" OR "digital literacy" OR "e-reading" OR "online 
reading" ) AND ( "reading" OR "literacy" OR "comprehension" ) AND ( "young learner*" 
OR "children" OR "youth" OR "students" ) AND ( ESL OR "English as a second 
language" OR "English language learning" OR "English language teaching" OR 
"English language" ) AND ( "English" OR "English language" ) ) AND ( LIMIT-TO ( 
PUBYEAR , "2003" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , "2007" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , 
"2008" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , "2009" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , "2010" ) OR 
LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , "2011" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , "2012" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( 
PUBYEAR , "2013" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , "2014" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , 
"2015" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , "2016" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , "2017" ) OR 
LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , "2018" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , "2019" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( 
PUBYEAR , "2020" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , "2021" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , 

Keywords & Search 

String 

307 Record Identified & 

Screened 

Digital Reading for Young ESL Learners Topic 

Scope & Coverage 

Record Included for 

Analysis 

206 Record Removed 

101 

April 12, 2026 Date Extracted 

Record removed due to 

exclusion criteria and 

irrelevant with the topic. 
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modalities, literacy outcomes, learner demographics, and ESL-specific contexts. To enhance 

the analytical robustness and longitudinal interpretability of the dataset, explicit delimitation 

criteria were applied, including a defined publication window (2003–2026) to capture the 

evolution of digital reading from early technological integration to contemporary multimodal 

and AI-enhanced environments; restriction to journal articles (DOCTYPE: ar) in their final 

publication stage to ensure scholarly quality and completeness; and inclusion of English-

language sources to maintain linguistic consistency in analysis. Furthermore, subject area 

filters (Social Sciences, Arts and Humanities, Computer Science, and Psychology) were 

strategically imposed to align with the multidisciplinary nature of ESL digital reading research, 

while exact keyword constraints were incorporated to refine topical relevance and reduce noise 

from peripheral studies. This systematic protocol yielded an initial corpus of 307 records, 

which were subsequently subjected to a rigorous screening process based on predefined 

inclusion and exclusion criteria, resulting in the removal of 206 records due to issues such as 

conceptual misalignment, population irrelevance, or insufficient focus on ESL or young 

learners. The final dataset of 101 high-quality studies provides a sufficiently robust evidentiary 

base for chronological synthesis, balancing comprehensiveness with analytical manageability. 

Such methodological stringency is critical in safeguarding the reliability and validity of the 

review, as it minimises selection bias, enhances transparency and replicability, and enables 

coherent trend mapping across temporal phases. Importantly, a well-curated dataset strengthens 

the interpretive power of the review, allowing for the identification of developmental 

trajectories, emergent pedagogical paradigms, and research gaps with greater confidence, 

thereby positioning the study as a credible and strategic knowledge resource for advancing 

evidence-based innovation in digital reading for young ESL learners. 

 

Data Clustering 

 

In a chronological review of Digital Reading for Young ESL Learners, the strategic clustering 

of publication data constitutes a critical analytical mechanism for transforming longitudinal 

datasets into interpretable knowledge structures. Drawing on systematically retrieved records 

from Scopus, which ensures comprehensive coverage and high-quality indexing through 

advanced keyword-driven search protocols, the grouping of studies by publication year and 

volume enables the identification of coherent developmental phases within the research 

landscape. Rather than treating publication output as a linear accumulation of studies, 

clustering facilitates the detection of inflection points, growth trajectories, and periods of 

stagnation or acceleration, thereby offering a more nuanced understanding of how scholarly 

attention has evolved over time. This approach enhances analytical precision by aggregating 

discrete data points into meaningful temporal segments, allowing for clearer pattern 

recognition and more robust trend interpretation. Furthermore, clustering strengthens the 

interpretive validity of the review by aligning fluctuations in research productivity with broader 

contextual drivers, such as technological advancements, pedagogical shifts, and global 

educational disruptions. From a methodological standpoint, this structured categorisation 

supports transparency, reduces analytical fragmentation, and enables more coherent synthesis 

across time periods. Consequently, clustering not only functions as a descriptive tool but also 

as a strategic lens through which the progression, maturity, and emerging directions of digital 

reading research in young ESL contexts can be critically examined and communicated with 

greater clarity and impact. 
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Figure 3: Number Of Publications Per Year 

 

A stratified temporal analysis of publication output reveals a clear evolution in research 

productivity, enabling the classification of studies into four distinct developmental phases that 

reflect shifts in scholarly attention and technological maturation within digital reading for 

young ESL learners. 

 

Phase 1: Emergent Foundations (2009 – 2013) 

 

This initial phase is characterised by minimal and sporadic research output (1–2 publications 

annually), indicating a nascent stage of inquiry. Scholarly attention during this period was 

exploratory, primarily conceptualising digital reading within broader discussions of digital 

literacy and early technology integration. The low publication frequency suggests that digital 

reading had yet to be distributed as a distinct research domain in ESL contexts, with limited 

empirical validation and fragmented theoretical grounding. Nevertheless, this phase is 

strategically significant as it establishes the foundational discourse upon which subsequent 

empirical and pedagogical advancements are built. 

 

Phase 2: Early Expansion and Conceptual Consolidation (2014-2017) 

 

A modest increase in publication output (ranging from 2 to 4 studies annually) marks a 

transition towards greater conceptual clarity and research engagement. This phase reflects 

growing recognition of digital tools in literacy development, particularly with the integration 

of multimedia elements and early e-reading platforms. Researchers began to move beyond 

exploratory discussions to more structured investigations, including small-scale empirical 

studies. The upward trend, although gradual, signals an important consolidation stage where 

digital reading becomes more visible within ESL research agendas. 

 

Phase 3: Acceleration and Empirical Growth (2018-2021) 

 

This phase demonstrates a notable escalation in research productivity, with publications rising 

to between 7 and 9 annually, despite a slight dip in 2020. The consistency of higher output 
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reflects a maturing field driven by increased access to digital technologies, mobile learning 

environments, and the global shift towards online education. Importantly, this period aligns 

with heightened interest in interactive and multimodal reading, as well as the impact of digital 

learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. Methodologically, studies in this phase exhibit 

stronger empirical designs, signalling a shift towards evidence-based validation of digital 

reading interventions. 

 

Phase 4: Intensification and Innovation (2022 – 2026) 

 

The final phase is characterised by peak research productivity and heightened scholarly 

momentum, with a significant surge culminating in 19 publications in 2025. This trend 

indicates that digital reading has become a mainstream and high-priority research domain 

within ESL education. The sustained high output reflects the integration of advanced 

technologies such as adaptive learning systems, artificial intelligence, and data-driven 

instructional design. This phase is marked by innovation, scalability, and a stronger alignment 

with 21st-century learning competencies, positioning digital reading as a critical lever for 

enhancing reading comprehension among young ESL learners. 

 

Collectively, these phases demonstrate a clear trajectory from exploratory inquiry to high-

impact, innovation-driven research, providing a robust chronological framework for 

interpreting trends, identifying research gaps, and informing future directions in digital reading 

scholarship.  

 

Result and Discussion 

 

Phase 1: Emergent Foundations (2009-2013) 

 

The chronological analysis of findings and discussion sections within Phase 1: Emergent 

Foundations (2009–2013) reveals an initial stage of conceptual exploration and early empirical 

validation in digital reading for ESL learners. The results can be meaningfully clustered into 

two sub-periods, namely the exploratory conceptualisation phase (2009–2010) and the 

pedagogical experimentation and reflective consolidation phase (2012–2013). These periods 

demonstrate a gradual shift from theoretical framing toward applied instructional practices, 

although empirical depth remains limited. 

 

During the exploratory conceptualisation phase (2009–2010), findings primarily emphasise the 

role of reading strategies and online environments in shaping digital literacy development. Nor 

et al. (2009) reported that diverse reading strategies and learner preferences significantly 

informed the design of online reading systems, suggesting that effective digital environments 

must align with cognitive and strategic reading behaviours. The findings indicate that 

integrating appropriate technological tools with established reading strategies enhances 

comprehension processes and supports non-native learners in academic reading contexts. In 

2010, Gomez et al. (2010) demonstrated that online environments facilitate distributed 

cognition, where meaning-making is mediated through interaction with digital tools, peers, and 

textual resources. The discussion highlights that virtual platforms promote deeper engagement 

and collaborative dialogue, expanding literacy beyond individual cognitive processes. 

Similarly, (Zidat & Djoudi, 2010) provided empirical evidence that online reading 

environments significantly improved reading comprehension, particularly among lower 

proficiency learners. The reported outcomes suggest increased learner independence, 
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confidence, and engagement when digital platforms are integrated into instructional design. 

Collectively, this phase reflects an early recognition of digital reading as both a cognitive and 

social process, supported by emerging technological affordances. 

 

The pedagogical experimentation and reflective consolidation phase (2012–2013) demonstrate 

a transition toward more applied and reflective approaches in digital reading research. Tour 

(2012) highlighted that technology-mediated literacy learning requires a shift from traditional 

cognitive perspectives toward sociocultural and experiential frameworks. The findings suggest 

that learners’ interactions with digital tools are deeply contextual and influenced by individual 

and cultural experiences, indicating the need for flexible and adaptive research methodologies. 

In 2013, Mohd Nor et al. (2013) reported that the use of online annotation tools significantly 

improved learners’ ability to process and comprehend digital texts. Students demonstrated 

more structured reading practices, enhanced interaction with content, and increased 

collaboration through shared annotations. This indicates that embedded digital scaffolding can 

support comprehension and promote active engagement with texts. In parallel, (Gerber & Price, 

2013) revealed that game-based learning environments have potential to enhance literacy 

development by supporting schema building and learner motivation. However, the findings 

also indicate barriers such as limited institutional support and concerns about professional 

perception, which may restrict implementation despite positive pedagogical value. 

 

Overall, the findings across this phase indicate that early research in digital reading for ESL 

learners was characterised by foundational exploration of technological affordances, followed 

by initial pedagogical experimentation. The progression reflects a movement from 

understanding digital reading as a supportive tool toward recognising its role in shaping 

interactive, learner-centred literacy environments. Although the studies demonstrate positive 

impacts on comprehension, engagement, and collaboration, the findings also highlight 

constraints related to implementation, methodological limitations, and contextual variability. 

 

Phase 2: Early Expansion and Conceptual Consolidation (2014-2017) 

 

The chronological analysis of findings and discussion sections within Phase 2: Early Expansion 

and Conceptual Consolidation (2014–2017) demonstrates a transition from foundational 

exploration toward more structured pedagogical applications and contextual considerations in 

digital reading for ESL learners. The results can be grouped into two meaningful sub-periods, 

namely the expansion and validation phase (2014–2015) and the pedagogical integration and 

contextual adaptation phase (2016–2017). These clusters reflect increasing empirical attention, 

broader literacy perspectives, and deeper engagement with real-world educational challenges. 

During the expansion and validation phase (2014–2015), the findings indicate a growing 

emphasis on validating key literacy constructs within digital environments. Pey et al. (2014) 

reported strong correlations between oral reading fluency components and reading 

comprehension, suggesting that foundational reading skills remain critical even within digitally 

mediated contexts. This reinforces the need to integrate fluency development within digital 

reading platforms. In parallel, Shin (2014) demonstrated that Web 2.0 tools, particularly 

blogging, supported both academic and social literacy development, enabling learners to 

construct meaning, engage with audiences, and reflect on language use. Similarly, Gilhooly & 

Lee 2014) found that digital literacy practices facilitated social integration, communication, 

and identity development among learners, indicating that digital reading extends beyond 

comprehension toward broader socio-cultural functions. However, Liyanagunawardena et al., 

(2014) highlighted systemic barriers such as limited infrastructure, low language proficiency, 
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and insufficient digital literacy, which constrain the effectiveness of technology-enhanced 

learning environments. Subramaniam et al. (2015) further identified that learners’ ability to 

evaluate online information credibility is influenced by linguistic limitations and reliance on 

multimodal content, suggesting that digital reading requires critical literacy skills alongside 

comprehension. Collectively, this phase reflects a consolidation of theoretical and empirical 

understanding, with recognition of both the affordances and constraints of digital reading 

environments. 

 

The pedagogical integration and contextual adaptation phase (2016–2017) demonstrate a shift 

toward classroom implementation, learner interaction, and inclusivity in digital reading 

practices. Brown (2016) reported that interactive digital texts enhanced learner engagement, 

extended reading time, and supported meaning-making through multimodal resources, while 

also emphasizing the importance of social interaction in digital reading processes. Similarly, 

Shin and Seger (2016) found that Web 2.0 technologies facilitated parental involvement in 

literacy development, although participation varied depending on socio-cultural and linguistic 

factors. Joy Mesh (2016) demonstrated that blended learning approaches improved learner 

performance and supported the development of digital and intercultural competencies, 

indicating that hybrid instructional models can effectively integrate digital reading into formal 

curricula. 

 

In 2017, findings further highlight inclusivity and practical implementation challenges. Retorta 

and Cristovão (2017) reported that mobile-assisted learning significantly improved digital 

literacy skills and enabled learners, including those with visual impairments, to engage in 

authentic communication and access reading materials. This indicates the potential of mobile 

technologies to support equitable learning opportunities. However, Derbel (2017) identified 

persistent challenges in technology integration, including limited infrastructure, lack of 

institutional support, and contextual constraints within schools. Despite these limitations, 

teachers demonstrated adaptability and commitment in incorporating digital tools into 

instruction, suggesting a strong pedagogical drive toward innovation. 

 

Overall, the findings across this phase indicate a clear progression from validation of digital 

literacy concepts toward practical integration and contextual responsiveness. Research focus 

expands from individual cognitive outcomes to include social interaction, critical literacy, 

accessibility, and institutional readiness. Methodologically, there is a noticeable increase in 

qualitative and mixed method approaches that capture authentic classroom experiences. This 

phase reflects a growing maturity in the field, where digital reading is increasingly positioned 

as a multifaceted, context-dependent, and learner-centred practice. 

 

Phase 3: Acceleration and Empirical Growth (2018-2021) 

 

The chronological analysis of findings and discussion sections within Phase 3: Acceleration 

and Empirical Growth (2018–2021) indicates a substantial expansion in empirical evidence, 

methodological diversity, and technological integration in digital reading for ESL learners. The 

results can be systematically grouped into three sub-periods, namely the early acceleration 

phase (2018), the empirical diversification phase (2019–2020), and the consolidation and 

critical refinement phase (2021). These clusters reflect a transition from exploratory technology 

use toward more complex, data-driven, and critical pedagogical approaches. 
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During the early acceleration phase (2018), findings reveal an increased focus on integrating 

digital tools with literacy practices, although implementation remained uneven. Villamizar 

(2018) identified that visual literacy practices were underdeveloped despite the availability of 

digital technologies, suggesting a gap between technological access and pedagogical 

application. Similarly, Webster (2018) highlighted that limited institutional support and teacher 

readiness constrained effective technology integration. In contrast, Pitura and Terlecka-Pacut 

(2018) reported positive learner outcomes through technology-assisted urban gaming, where 

students demonstrated improvements in language skills, digital literacy, and collaborative 

competencies. Azmuddin et al. (2018) further showed that structured digital tools such as 

iREAD enhanced learners’ ability to navigate and comprehend hypertext materials. Rice (2018) 

identified limitations in text cohesion within online learning environments, indicating that 

poorly designed digital texts may hinder comprehension, particularly for learners with reading 

difficulties. Smith (2018) and Kurucova et al. (2018) highlighted the importance of multimodal 

composition and blended learning, where students showed improved engagement, vocabulary 

development, and overall language performance. These findings suggest that while digital tools 

offer strong potential, their effectiveness depends on pedagogical design and learner support. 

 

The empirical diversification phase (2019–2020) demonstrates a broader exploration of digital 

reading practices across contexts, with increased attention to critical literacy, learner 

perception, and instructional design. Rivera Pérez et al. (2019) reported that technology-

mediated audio prompting significantly enhanced bilingual vocabulary development, 

indicating the value of multimodal support in language acquisition. Fola-Adebayo (2019) 

found that blended learning environments positively influenced students’ critical literacy skills 

and engagement, while Mantiri et al. (2019) emphasized that digital literacy extends beyond 

technical skills and requires structured training for both learners and educators. Terrazas-

Arellanes et al. (2019) demonstrated significant improvement in students’ online research skills 

following targeted teacher training, indicating the importance of professional development. 

Sari and Wahyudin (2019) reported increased motivation and engagement through social media 

integration, although technical and instructional challenges persisted. Yuan et al. (2019) further 

highlighted that digital literacies empower learners to become active participants in knowledge 

construction, while Lodhi and Akash (2019) identified persistent proficiency gaps that 

necessitate more effective instructional strategies. 

 

In 2020, Argawati and Suryani (2020) reported that digital-based instruction enhanced 

creativity and digital literacy despite infrastructural challenges. Ndlangamandla (2020) 

demonstrated that multilingual practices in online environments support flexible language use 

and social interaction, challenging monolingual norms. Ağçam et al. (2020) highlighted both 

opportunities and limitations of emergency remote teaching, where flexibility and learner 

autonomy were balanced against issues of effectiveness and access. Mujico and Lasagabaster 

(2020) further showed that digital tools such as e-portfolios contributed to improved motivation 

and self-regulated learning, particularly in addressing gender-related differences. These 

findings indicate that research during this phase increasingly addressed contextual variability, 

learner diversity, and pedagogical complexity. 

 

The consolidation and critical refinement phase (2021) reflect a more mature and critical 

perspective on digital reading practices. Vorobel et al. (2021) reported that learners engaged 

actively with digital texts but faced challenges in evaluating information credibility, indicating 

the need for explicit instruction in digital information literacy. Nabhan (2021) found that 

learners possessed functional digital skills but lacked deeper critical and cultural 
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understanding, suggesting an imbalance in digital literacy development. Lim et al. (2021) 

demonstrated that interactive e-books did not significantly outperform traditional reading in 

comprehension outcomes, indicating that the effectiveness of digital reading depends on 

meaningful engagement rather than the medium itself. Rianto (2021) identified differences in 

strategy use across learner groups, highlighting the role of metacognitive strategies in online 

reading. Mertens et al. (2021) emphasized the value of integrated information literacy 

instruction across subjects, while Smith et al. (2021) highlighted the role of multimodal 

composition in supporting identity expression and linguistic development. Casañ-Pitarch and 

Candel-Mora (2021) further demonstrated that telecollaborative learning improved language, 

digital, and content knowledge simultaneously. However, Hasnan and Mohin (2021) identified 

persistent challenges related to infrastructure, training, and digital literacy, indicating that 

systemic barriers remain significant. 

 

Overall, the findings across this phase indicate a clear shift toward empirical validation, 

contextual awareness, and critical evaluation of digital reading practices. Research focus 

expands from tool effectiveness to include learner engagement, critical literacy, identity 

construction, and instructional design. Methodologically, studies demonstrate increased use of 

mixed methods, experimental designs, and large-scale analyses. This phase reflects a 

significant maturation of the field, where digital reading is understood as a complex, 

multifaceted process requiring alignment between technology, pedagogy, and learner needs. 

 

Phase 4: Intensification and Innovation (2022-2026) 

 

The chronological analysis of findings and discussion sections within Phase 4: Intensification 

and Innovation (2022–2026) demonstrates a significant transformation in digital reading 

research for ESL young learners, characterised by the integration of artificial intelligence, 

multimodal learning environments, and advanced analytics. The results can be clustered into 

three key temporal segments, namely the innovation emergence phase (2022), the pedagogical 

expansion phase (2023–2024), and the intelligent ecosystem consolidation phase (2025–2026). 

These clusters reflect a shift from technology-supported practices toward intelligent, adaptive, 

and data-driven learning ecosystems. 

 

In the innovation emergence phase (2022), findings highlight the increasing incorporation of 

artificial intelligence and multimodal digital tools in reading practices. Dong et al. (2022) 

demonstrated that AI-supported multimodal systems enhanced instructional efficiency and 

enabled the development of intelligent learning environments. Bicen a Beheshti (2022) 

reported that infographic-based flipped learning improved learners’ motivation, 

comprehension, and confidence, indicating the effectiveness of visual-supported reading. 

Similarly, Azmuddin et al. (2022b) found that online discussion forums facilitated deeper 

comprehension and collaborative knowledge construction, supporting higher-order thinking 

processes. Anggraini et al. (2022) revealed that reading strategies varied according to learner 

characteristics, suggesting the need for differentiated digital reading instruction. Hébert et al. 

(2022) emphasized intergenerational digital literacy development, while Heng and Yeh (2022) 

identified improvements in cultural awareness, collaboration, and language proficiency 

through video-based tasks. However, Murray et al. (2022) highlighted persistent challenges in 

text utilisation, indicating that despite technological availability, effective reading integration 

remained limited. These findings indicate a growing emphasis on interactive, learner-centred, 

and multimodal approaches. 



 
Volume 11 Issue 63 (June 2026) PP. 01-24 

14 
 

During the pedagogical expansion phase (2023–2024), research shows diversification in 

instructional strategies and deeper engagement with critical digital literacy and learner 

psychology. Yurong (2023) reported that mobile technologies enhanced learner motivation and 

engagement, while LaMear and von Gillern (2023) demonstrated that digital game-based texts 

fostered critical literacy skills. Zhang (2023) identified that attitudes and access significantly 

influenced teachers’ digital literacy development, reinforcing the importance of contextual 

factors. Heiss et al (2023) highlighted that podcasting supported identity construction and 

collaborative learning, while Avsheniuk et al. (2023) confirmed that project-based learning 

enhanced autonomy, communication skills, and digital competence. Vaishnavi and Ajit (2023) 

further demonstrated that social media-based narratives improved digital communication skills 

and learner engagement. In 2024, Abdelhalim (2024) emphasized the importance of critical 

digital literacy in shaping effective learning practices, while Tafazoli (2024) and Asad et al. 

(2024) revealed that generative AI tools such as ChatGPT enabled personalised learning but 

raised concerns regarding ethics, creativity, and digital readiness. Abdullaeva et al. (2024) 

showed that digital literacy reduced anxiety and improved academic enjoyment, while Bi et al. 

(2024) confirmed that technology-based education enhanced motivation and perseverance. Xia 

et al. (2024) introduced eye-tracking and machine learning techniques, achieving high accuracy 

in detecting reading proficiency, indicating a shift toward data-driven assessment. These 

findings reflect a transition toward personalised, psychologically informed, and analytically 

supported digital reading practices. 

 

The intelligent ecosystem consolidation phase (2025–2026) represents a mature stage where 

AI integration, immersive technologies, and systemic considerations dominate research trends. 

Umbar et al. (2025) identified global disparities in AI adoption while highlighting its role in 

enhancing motivation and reducing anxiety, although concerns regarding over-reliance and 

cultural limitations persist. Ali et al. (2025) and Seboka et al. (2025) reported that e-portfolios 

and professional development programmes improved digital literacy, learner engagement, and 

instructional practices, despite infrastructural challenges. Günerhan et al. (2025) and Xiaoman 

(2025) demonstrated that collaborative and resource-integrated approaches significantly 

enhanced language proficiency and digital competence. Prabakaran et al. (2025) revealed that 

metaverse-based learning improved language skills and digital literacy, although accessibility 

barriers remained evident. Han (2025) highlighted improvements in self-directed learning 

through mobile-assisted problem-based learning, while Zheng et al. (2025) confirmed that 

digital literacy positively influenced online learning effectiveness, mediated by teacher 

support. Boonmoh (2025) and Al-Smadi et al. (2025) showed that AI-supported learning 

fostered confidence, adaptive learning behaviours, and ethical awareness. However, persistent 

issues such as infrastructure limitations, digital inequality, and pedagogical alignment were 

consistently reported. By 2026, Lv and Zhang (2026) identified systemic imbalances in blended 

learning environments, emphasising the need for holistic, sustainable, and adaptive educational 

ecosystems. These findings indicate that the field has transitioned toward integrated, 

intelligent, and context-sensitive digital reading environments. 

 

Overall, the results across this phase demonstrate a clear evolution from technology integration 

to intelligent, adaptive, and ecosystem-based learning models. Research focus expands toward 

AI-driven personalisation, immersive environments, and critical digital literacy, while 

methodological approaches increasingly incorporate mixed methods, experimental designs, 

and advanced analytics. This phase reflects a high level of maturity in the field, where digital 

reading is conceptualised as a complex interaction between technology, pedagogy, learner 

characteristics, and socio-cultural context. 
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Conclusion  

 

The present chronological review was conducted with the primary aim of systematically 

examining the evolution of research on digital reading in ESL young learners across a defined 

temporal span, drawing upon a rigorously curated dataset from the Scopus database. Covering 

publications from 2009 to 2026, the review analysed 101 selected studies to identify 

developmental trajectories, methodological shifts, and emerging innovations within this 

domain. The structured time-based analysis enabled a comprehensive understanding of how 

digital reading has progressed from an exploratory concept into a mature and strategically 

significant area in ESL education. 

 

The synthesis of findings demonstrates a clear progression across four distinct phases, 

reflecting increasing research intensity and pedagogical sophistication. The early phase was 

characterised by limited empirical evidence and a focus on conceptual exploration of digital 

literacy. This was followed by a period of gradual expansion, where studies began to establish 

clearer theoretical foundations and initial classroom applications. A notable acceleration phase 

then emerged, marked by stronger empirical designs, increased integration of multimedia tools, 

and heightened attention to learner engagement. The most recent phase indicates a substantial 

intensification of research output, driven by innovations such as interactive e-books, adaptive 

learning systems, and data-informed instructional practices. 

 

Several key patterns can be identified across the timeline. There is a clear transition from 

descriptive and exploratory studies toward evidence-based and technology-enhanced 

interventions. Methodologically, research has evolved from small-scale qualitative inquiries to 

more robust mixed-method and experimental designs. In addition, the integration of advanced 

technologies, including artificial intelligence and learning analytics, reflects the increasing 

complexity and maturity of the field, aligning digital reading with contemporary educational 

demands. 

 

The chronological organisation of the literature offers significant contributions to knowledge 

by enabling a structured interpretation of research development over time. This approach 

reveals underlying trends and inflection points that may not be visible in conventional thematic 

reviews, thereby enhancing analytical clarity and supporting more strategic insights into the 

field’s evolution. 

 

From a practical and research perspective, the observed trends highlight the growing 

importance of designing pedagogically sound digital reading environments that support 

comprehension, engagement, and self-regulated learning among young ESL learners. The 

findings also suggest the need for continued innovation in instructional design, teacher 

readiness, and technology integration to maximise learning outcomes. 

 

Despite its contributions, this review is subject to certain limitations, including reliance on a 

single database, restricted keyword selection, and predefined inclusion criteria, which may 

have excluded relevant studies. Future research is encouraged to adopt broader 

interdisciplinary approaches, incorporate diverse data sources, and explore real-world 

classroom implementations to strengthen the applicability of findings. 
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In conclusion, chronological reviews provide a valuable framework for capturing the dynamic 

progression of research domains. A time-based analytical lens enables a deeper understanding 

of how knowledge evolves, thereby supporting more informed decision-making, guiding future 

innovations, and reinforcing evidence-based practices in digital reading for ESL young 

learners. 
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