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Abstract: The incorporation of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) theory into English as a Second
Language (ESL) teacher education is essential for preparing teachers who make research-informed
instructional decisions. SLA frameworks such as the input hypothesis, interaction hypothesis,
sociocultural theory, and cognitive processing models are extensively cited in professional standards
and program curricula, yet their impact on practical teacher preparation varies. This systematic
literature review synthesizes 62 empirical and conceptual studies published between 1980 and 2024,
examining how SLA theories inform ESL teacher training, with attention to curriculum design,
pedagogical skill development, teacher cognition, and practicum supervision. Searches across Scopus,
Web of Science, JSTOR, ERIC, and Google Scholar initially generated 2,314 records, which were
screened using PRISMA guidelines. Results reveal six key areas where SLA theory shapes teacher
preparation. These primarily involve input-based instruction, interactionist and task-based approaches,
cognitive and noticing frameworks, sociocultural mediation, usage-based perspectives, and formal
linguistic theories. Despite this theoretical foundation, a theoty-practice gap petsists, as teacher trainees
often struggle to apply SLA constructs during lesson planning, feedback, and classroom interface. This
review then recommends systematic curriculum integration, scaffolded mentorship, reflective practice,
and professional development to ensure SLA theory functions as an active component of ESL teacher

preparation.
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1. Introduction

Preparing effective English as a Second Language (ESL) teachers necessitates more than

mastering teaching techniques or classroom management routines; it necessitates a deep
understanding of how languages are acquired and how learners develop linguistic competence
BY over time (Lee & Chiu, 2023; Portugal-Toro et al., 2025). Second Language Acquisition (SLA)

theory provides the conceptual and empirical foundation for this knowledge base. SLA
research explains how learners process input, interact with others, internalize grammatical
structures, deploy cognitive resources, and negotiate meaning — all central elements of
effective language teaching. Consequently, many scholars argue that SLA theory should be at
Creative Commons Attribution (CCBY) - the heart of ESL teacher education (Ellis, 1997; Freeman & Johnson, 1998; Lantolf & Thorne,
ficense 20006; VanPatten, 1990).

(https://ereativecommons.org/licenses/b However, the integration of SLA theory into teacher training is highly uneven across
3/40). institutions and geographical contexts. While some teacher education programs embed SLA
principles throughout coursework, practicum experiences, assessment design, and reflective
activities, others confine SLA to a single theoretical module, disconnected from real
classroom practice. This inconsistency raises critical questions about the extent to which SLA
theory truly informs the professional preparation of future teachers. The challenge is not only
whether trainees learn SLA concepts, but whether they are able to apply them when designing
lessons, giving feedback, facilitating interaction, or understanding learner errors. Research
advocates that many teacher trainees continue to rely on intuition, prior learning experiences,
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or traditional teaching beliefs rather than on SLA theory (Borg, 2006; Richardson et al., 1991).

In effect, the gap between theory and practice has long been recognized in language
teacher education. Johnson (1996) first highlighted that teachers’ conceptual models of
language development significantly shape their pedagogical decisions, including how they
correct errors, scaffold activities, and sequence instruction.

Freeman and Johnson (1998) further argued that SLA theory cannot remain an abstract
foundation; instead, it must be woven into the social, experiential, and reflective dimensions
of teacher learning. This includes integrating theory into microteaching, practicum
supervision, collaborative analysis of classroom interaction, and reflective journaling. More
recent research continues to echo these concerns, showing that teacher trainees often
understand SLA principles conceptually but struggle to operationalize them in practice (Li,
2025).

As contemporatry ESL classrooms become increasingly diverse, multilingual, digital, and
task-based, the need for theoretically informed teacher preparation becomes even more
pressing. Global mobility, migration, and international education have expanded the range of
learner backgrounds, while digital technologies from learning management systems to Al-
inspired tools have converted the instructional landscape. In addition, communicative, task-
based, and usage-based pedagogies now dominate many curriculum frameworks worldwide.
These developments heighten the demand for teachers who can interpret learner behavior
through theoretically grounded lenses and adapt their instructional decisions to dynamic,
varied classroom conditions.

In this context, SLA theory supports teacher professionalization in four major ways.
First, it augments teachers’ ability to interpret learner errors not as failures but as natural
stages of interlanguage development, enabling them to provide appropriate scaffolded
feedback (Gass & Mackey, 2007; Lyster & Ranta, 1997). Second, SLA theory prepares
teachers with strategies for designing rich, comprehensible input and opportunities for
meaningful interaction conditions shown to facilitate acquisition (Krashen, 1985; Long, 1996).
Third, cognitive and processing-oriented theories help teachers anticipate learners’ attentional
limitations and design tasks that encourage noticing and form-meaning mapping (Schmidt,
1990; VanPatten, 1996). To conclude, sociocultural and usage-based models encourage
collaborative instruction, mediation, and the use of authentic, high-frequency language, which
can deepen learners’ engagement and communicative proficiency (Ellis, 2003; Lantolf &
Thorne, 20006).

Yet, despite these well-established contributions, teacher education programs frequently
encounter practical challenges in enabling trainees to apply SLA research meaningfully.
Trainees often perceive SLA courses as overly theoretical, abstract, or disconnected from
classroom realities (Wei & Lin, 2019). Others report uncertainty about how to incorporate
concepts such as comprehensible input, negotiation of meaning, noticing, or scaffolding into
actual lesson procedures.

Additionally, teacher educators themselves may not always model SLA-informed
pedagogy, which further limits the clarity with which trainees can observe theory in action.
These challenges suggest that simply including SLA courses in curricula is insufficient; instead,
programs must foster environments where theory and practice are continually connected and
reinforced.

Given these long-lasting concerns and the evolving complexities of language classrooms,
there is a pressing need for a systematic and comprehensive synthesis of how SLA theory is
currently integrated into ESL teacher education. Previous individual studies have explored
specific aspects such as teacher cognition, reflective practice, task-based teaching, or
sociocultural mediation. However, no broad review has fused these findings across four
decades of research. A systematic literature review, along this concern, offers a
methodologically rigorous approach to addressing this gap by identifying patterns, thematic
applications, methodological trends, and persistent barriers across a broad corpus of empirical
and conceptual studies.

This review, therefore, aims to synthesize research published between 1980 and 2024 to
examine how SLA theory informs ESL teacher training and how effectively this integration
prepares teachers for real classroom demands. Specifically, the review addresses four major
objectives:

(1) identify the SLA theories most commonly referenced in ESL teacher training
research;

(2) analyze how these theories shape pedagogical design, microteaching, feedback
strategies, and practicum experiences;
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(3) examine the challenges that trainees and teacher educators face in applying SLA
theory in instructional contexts;

(4) provide evidence-based recommendations for improving theory-practice alignment
in teacher education programs.

Following these objectives, this review seeks to contribute to a deeper understanding of
the role of SLA theory in teacher preparation and to offer practical insights for teacher
educators, curriculum designers, researchers, and policymakers. Guaranteeing that SLA
theory is not merely taught but meaningfully applied will enhance the development of
reflective, adaptive, and research-informed English language teachers capable of meeting the
diverse needs of learners in contemporary classrooms.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Research Design

A qualitative systematic review approach was adopted for this study. The primary
objective was to identify, evaluate, and synthesize empirical studies and theoretical works
addressing the application of SLA theories in teacher education. The systematic review design
was chosen for its ability to (1) aggregate findings from diverse studies, including qualitative,
quantitative, and mixed-methods research; (2) highlight patterns, gaps, and trends in the
literature regarding SLA theory integration in teacher preparation; and (3) provide an
evidence-based foundation for recommendations in ESL teacher education. In fact, this
approach is consistent with established methodologies in applied linguistics and TESOL
research (Nassaji, 2015; Lightbown & Spada, 2013).

2.2. Data Sonrces and Search Strategy

A comprehensive literature search was conducted using multiple databases to ensure
wide coverage of peer-reviewed research and scholatly works (table 1).

Table 1. Data sources and search strategy.

Databases Search Keywords / Terms Search Strategy / Notes
“Second Language Acquisition” OR Boolean operators (AND, OR) used to
“SLA” combine terms; focus on peer-reviewed

education research.
“ESL teacher education” OR “TESOL Limited to English-language publications

teacher training” from 2000-2023; broad coverage of
ERIC (Education scholarly articles.

Resources Information “input  hypothesis” OR  “interaction Systematic combination of theoretical
Center), Scopus, hypothesis” OR “output hypothesis” concepts with teacher education context.
Web of Science, Google  “cognitive =~ SLA” ~ OR  “noticing Used to capture grey literature and

Scholar, JSTOR hypothesis” additional scholarly works not indexed in

other databases.
“sociocultural theory” OR “Vygotsky”, Ensured coverage of foundational and
“usage-based” OR “emergentist” OR contemporary studies in SLA, TESOL, and
“corpus-based”, “teacher cognition” OR teacher cognition.
“teacher beliefs”

Boolean operators (AND, OR) were used to combine search terms systematically. The
search was limited to articles published in English from 2000 to 2023, ensuring that the review
focused on contemporary research while maintaining historical context for foundational
theories. The table summarizes the databases and keywords used for the literature search,
ensuring comprehensive coverage of peer-reviewed research on SLA theories and teacher
education. It highlights how search terms were selected to capture relevant studies across
multiple contexts, providing a systematic foundation for the review.

2.3. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

To maintain rigor, the study applied explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria. Thus,
table 2 outlines the criteria used to select or exclude studies, ensuring that only relevant,
credible, and accessible research on SLA and teacher education was included. This process-
maintained rigor and focus, filtering out irrelevant or non-scholarly sources.

Table 2. The criteria used in the research.
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Criteria type Description / Examples
Peer-reviewed journal articles, book chapters, and conference
proceedings related to SLA theories and teacher education;
Studies focusing on ESL or EFL teacher training programs,
including preservice and in-service contexts;
Research reporting empirical data, theoretical analysis, or case
studies connecting SLA theory to classroom practice;
Sources providing insights into challenges, strategies, or
outcomes of theory application in teacher education.
Studies unrelated to SLA or teacher education (e.g., general
language acquisition without teaching context);
Non-scholarly sources such as blogs, Wikipedia, or opinion
Exclusion criteria pieces without citations;
Studies not available in full-text or lacking sufficient
methodological detail for review;
Duplicate publications reporting identical data.

Inclusion criteria

2.4. Selection Process

The literature selection followed a PRISMA-inspired flow to ensure transparency and
replicability (Moher et al., 2009). The process involved four stages (1) identification of 2,314
total records found through database searches, (2) removal of 332 duplicates removed, leaving
1,982 unique records, (3) screening of 1,765 titles and abstracts for relevance, (4) eligibility of
217 full-text articles assessed, and exclusion of 155 articles due to irrelevance (e.g., unrelated
to SLA or teacher education, non-scholatly sources, insufficient data). Eventually, the
inclusion of 62 studies for qualitative synthesis.

2.5. Quality Assessment

To ensure the credibility of the synthesis, each included study was assessed using a
modified version of the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme checklist (CASP, 2018; Purssell,
2020). Key appraisal criteria included (1) clarity of research questions and objectives,
(2) appropriateness of methodology and design, (3) transparency in data collection and
analysis, and (4) validity of conclusions and implications for teacher education. In effect,
studies rated as low quality due to weak methodology or insufficient evidence were noted but
excluded from synthesis. This approach strengthened the reliability of conclusions drawn
from the review.

2.6. Data Analysis

Data were analyzed qualitatively using thematic synthesis (Thomas & Harden, 2008).
This involved procedures such as coding text from results and discussion sections of each
study, grouping codes under SLA theoretical frameworks and teacher education themes,
identifying patterns such as common instructional strategies, challenges, and gaps in
application, synthesizing evidence to highlight practical implications for ESL teacher training
programs. Moreover, quantitative trends, such as frequency of theory application across
studies or regions, were also tabulated to provide an overview of research emphasis.

In essence, the highlighted materials and methods framework provide a clear and
reproducible process for reviewing SLA theory in ESL teacher education. By combining a
structured seatrch strategy, explicit inclusion/exclusion criteria, PRISMA flow, rigorous data
extraction, and thematic analysis, the study ensures methodological transparency and
reliability. The results derived from this approach offer a solid foundation for synthesizing
current knowledge and identifying practical recommendations for teacher education
programs.

2.7. PRISM.A Flow Diagram and Number of Journal Articles per Country

The systematic review began with 2,314 records identified through database searches.
After removing 332 duplicates, 1,982 unique records remained. Titles and abstracts were
screened, excluding 1,765 irrelevant studies. Of the 217 full-text articles assessed for eligibility,
155 were excluded for not meeting the inclusion criteria, resulting in 62 studies included in
the qualitative synthesis. Figure 1 shows PRISMA flow diagram.
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Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram.

Figure 2 displays a world map colored according to the number of studies conducted in
various countries related to SLA or ESL teacher education. Countries with higher study
counts are shown in darker shades of orange/red (as indicated by the legend). Key countries
are annotated directly on the map with their specific numerical counts, highlighting that the
United States (20), China (10), and the United Kingdom (8) are among the locations with the
highest concentration of studies in the provided dataset.

GLOBAL DISTRIBUTION OF SLA/ESL TEACHER EDUCATION STUDIES

Region Countries Study Count Total Studies
North America USA, Canada 20+5 25
Europe UK, Germany Spain 8+42 14
Asia China, Japan Korea 10+32 5
Africa ‘ Australia 3 3
Grand Total (10 Countries) 62

Figure 2. Number of journal articles per country.
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teacher education. Table 3 summarizes the selected studies, focusing on SLA theory, authors,

year, and key findings.

Table 3. Summary of selected studies.

Author(s) & Year SLA Theory Focused

Key Findings

Izumi (2002) Input hypothesis

Teachers struggled to implement comprehensible input
effectively; scaffolded strategies needed.

Li (2025) Interaction hypothesis

Collaborative activities improved student interaction;

linking theory to practice was challenging.

Lin & Cai (2025) Cognitive SLA

Awareness of noticing hypothesis enhanced lesson planning
and learner monitoring.

Abdulaal et al. (2024)

Sociocultural theory

Peer-mediated learning increased engagement; facilitating
group interaction was challenging.

Ma et al. (2022) Usage-Based / Emergentist

Usage-based tasks improved lexical retention; teachers
needed corpus-based training.

Zhang (2024) Universal grammar

Limited classroom applicability; theoretical concepts were
difficult to implement.

Loewen & Sato (2018) Interaction hypothesis

Structured peer discussions supported development;
implementation varied by teacher experience.

Heymann et al. (2025) Input hypothesis

Comprehensible input improved outcomes but required
significant planning time.

Table 3 highlights the summary of selected studies and presents important implications
for ESL teachers worldwide by clearly showing how different SLLA theories are applied in
teaching practice and teacher education. The table under the Results section helps educators
understand which theoretical approaches are effective, which pose challenges, and how these
theories can be realistically implemented in classrooms across diverse contexts. One major
implication of the table is the central role of comprehensible input, as emphasized in studies
based on the Input Hypothesis. The findings confirm that learners benefit when language
input is adjusted to their proficiency level. However, the table also reveals that teachers often
struggle with providing appropriate scaffolding and planning lessons that ensure
comprehension. This implies that teachers worldwide need training in lesson differentiation,
the use of visual aids, modeling, and simplified language without sacrificing meaning.

The table underscores the importance of interaction in language learning, particularly
through the interaction hypothesis. Studies show that collaborative activities and peer
discussions enhance learners’ communicative competence. At the same time, challenges in
classroom implementation and differences in teacher expertise are noted. This suggests that
teachers need continuous professional development focused on designing interactive tasks,
managing group work, and encouraging meaningful communication among learners.

Furthermore, findings related to cognitive SLA and sociocultural theory emphasize
learner awareness, noticing, and peer-mediated learning. These approaches support active
engagement and deeper understanding of language use. However, the results indicate that
managing group activities and monitoring learner participation can be difficult. This highlights
the need for clear instructions, structured collaborative tasks, and consistent feedback. The
table also shows that usage-based or emergentist approaches can improve lexical retention
but require teachers to be trained in corpus-based and data-driven instruction. This points to
the importance of updating teacher education programs with modern tools. In contrast, the
universal grammar perspective demonstrates limited classroom applicability, indicating that
not all SLLA theories easily translate into practical teaching strategies. Overall, the table helps
teachers worldwide by providing evidence-based insights that encourage flexible, reflective,
and theory-informed teaching. It supports teachers in making informed instructional
decisions that improve language learning outcomes.

4. Discussion

SLA theory is central to effective ESL teacher education because it provides research-
based frameworks for instructional decision-making, classroom interaction, feedback, and
task design (Lightbown & Spada, 2013). Major SLA traditions, including input-based,
interactionist, cognitive, sociocultural, usage-based, and formal linguistic theories, collectively
shape how teachers understand language learning and learner development. Input-based
theories emphasize the role of comprehensible input and affective factors (Krashen, 1985),
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while interactionist and output-oriented approaches highlight negotiation of meaning,
feedback, and learner production (Long, 1996; Swain, 2005). Cognitive theories focus on
attention and noticing, explaining why learners may struggle with specific linguistic forms
despite exposure (Schmidt, 1990; VanPatten, 1996). Sociocultural theory views learning as
socially mediated through scaffolding and guided participation (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006;
Johnson & Golombek, 2011), whereas usage-based perspectives emphasize frequency,
authentic input, and emergent language patterns (Ellis, 2003; Tomasello, 2003). Formal
linguistic theories such as universal grammar contribute insights into developmental
constraints and cross-linguistic influence, though their pedagogical application in teacher
education is limited (Chomsky, 1993).

Despite the explanatory power of SLA theories, research consistently identifies a theory—
practice gap in teacher education. Studies on teacher cognition show that trainees often rely
on prior learning experiences and personal beliefs rather than SLA research when making
instructional decisions (Borg, 2006; 2011; Richardson et al., 1991). This gap is frequently
attributed to limited practicum support, insufficient modeling, and the abstract nature of SLA
theories. Research suggests that integrating mentorship, guided practicum, and reflective
practices — such as video analysis and collaborative dialogue — can significantly improve
teachers’ ability to apply SLA theory in classroom contexts (Farrell, 2007; Johnson &
Golombek, 2011). Overall, the literature emphasizes that SLA theories are most effective in
teacher education when systematically integrated across coursework, practice, and retlection.

The review shows that the input hypothesis and interaction hypothesis are the most
commonly applied theories in ESL teacher training. Teachers benefit from structured
guidance on providing comprehensible input and promoting meaningful classroom
interaction (Izumi, 2002; Li, 2025). However, putting these theories into practice is often
challenging, as teachers need additional support, planning time, and practical instructions.
This highlights a clear theory-practice gap. Cognitive SLA and sociocultural theory encourage
teachers to reflect on their teaching, observe learner needs, and adopt more learner-centered
approaches (Lantolf, 2000). These frameworks promote collaboration and monitoring of
student progress, but managing group work and interactions can still be difficult in practice.
Usage-based approaches (Tergujeff, 2021) support vocabulary retention and help students
use language more naturally. However, teachers often require specific training to interpret and
apply corpus-based or usage-informed data effectively. Traditional frameworks like universal
grammar were less frequently applied and harder to implement in classroom settings (Zhang,
2024).

Research on SLA integration in teacher education is concentrated in North America,
Europe, and parts of Asia, with the USA, China, and the UK leading in study counts. In
contrast, Africa, South America, and other non-English-speaking regions are
underrepresented. This uneven distribution limits the generalizability of findings and
highlights the need for research in diverse cultural and educational contexts.

Across all frameworks, teachers often understand SLA theories conceptually but struggle
to operationalize them in lesson planning, classroom interaction, and feedback provision.

Programs that incorporate reflective practices — such as video observations, group
discussions, and supervised teaching — help teachers connect theory with practice more
effectively.

5. Conclusions

This systematic review accentuates that SLA theories are essential for ESL teacher
education, guiding curriculum design, teaching practice, and teacher reflection. This study also
employed a systematic review methodology to examine the integration of SLA theories in
ESL teacher education programs. This paper concludes that systematic reviews actually
provide a rigorous and transparent approach to synthesizing research, allowing for
comprehensive analysis of existing evidence while minimizing bias. Contextually, while the
input hypothesis and interaction hypothesis are most commonly applied, cognitive,
sociocultural, and usage-based frameworks offer valuable support for reflective and learner-
centered teaching. A consistent theory-practice gap exists. Teachers often find it difficult to
implement SLA principles, especially in lesson planning, interaction facilitation, and feedback.
Programs that incorporate mentorship, supervised practicum, and reflective tools show better
alignment between theory and classroom practice. Geographically, research is concentrated
in North America, Europe, and parts of Asia. Expanding studies to underrepresented regions
would enhance the development of context-sensitive and globally relevant teacher education
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practices. It is, thus, recommended that Second Language Acquisition (SLA) theories be
systematically integrated into teacher education curricula to ensure that teachers develop a
strong theoretical foundation. In addition, teacher education programs should provide
mentorship and guided practicum opportunities that enable teachers to apply theoretical
knowledge effectively in real classroom contexts. The use of reflective tools, such as video-
based classroom obsetrvations and collaborative discussions among peers and mentors,
should also be encouraged to strengthen the connection between theory and practice. Finally,
further research should be conducted in underrepresented regions in order to develop con-
text-sensitive and locally relevant approaches to teacher training. Essentially, SLA theories
should be systematically integrated into teacher education curricula so that teachers develop
a strong theoretical foundation for understanding how languages are learned. In addition,
mentorship and guided practicum experiences play a crucial role in helping teachers translate
this theoretical knowledge into effective classroom practice. Ongoing professional
development should further emphasize the practical application of cognitive, sociocultural,
and usage-based approaches, enabling teachers to adapt theory to real teaching contexts and
enhance learner outcomes.
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