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Abstract: As globalization rapidly accelerates, second language acquisition (SLA) has
become vital in education, particularly for English as a second language (ESL) learners.
However, ESL learners often face challenges such as cultural adaptation, insufficient
language environments, and differences in language acquisition strategies, which often result
in language learning outcomes falling short of expectations. To enhance the effectiveness of
language learning for ESL learners, two classic theoretical frameworks in second language
acquisition have been proposed: the Input Hypothesis and the Output Hypothesis.
Additionally, Sociocultural Theory (SCT) further enriches this framework by emphasizing
the significant influence of social interaction, cultural background, and the socialization
process on language learning. This paper will explore the roles and mechanisms of the Input
Hypothesis, the Output Hypothesis, and Sociocultural Theory in improving the language
abilities of ESL learners through theoretical analysis. It will also examine the main challenges
and background issues faced by ESL learners in their language learning journey. Furthermore,
this paper will provide practical suggestions for teachers on how to flexibly apply these
theories to better address the diverse needs of learners.
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1. Introduction

With the acceleration of globalization, Second Language Acquisition (SLA) has become increasingly
important in the field of education. Especially among the English as a Second Language (ESL)
community, the learning of English has become the key to their integration into the global society
and cross-cultural communication. Despite the great demand for ESL learners to learn English, they
often need help with the learning process, such as cultural adaptation, inadequate language
environments, and differences in language acquisition strategies, which usually make language
learning less effective than expected [1]. Therefore, improving the effect of language learning on ESL
learners has become an important issue in current research on second language acquisition.

In the second language acquisition theory, the input hypothesis and the output hypothesis are two
classic theoretical frameworks. The Input Hypothesis, proposed by Stephen Krashen, asserts that
language acquisition is driven by "Comprehensible Input,” meaning learners can advance their
language skills by being exposed to language that is slightly above their current level [2]. According
to this theory, language acquisition occurs gradually as learners passively receive and process
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linguistic input. On the other hand, the Output Hypothesis, proposed by Merrill Swain, highlights the
importance of language output in learning. Swain argues that producing language allows learners to
deepen their understanding of linguistic structures and enhance their competence through self-
correction and feedback [3]. Beyond these theoretical perspectives, it is essential to consider the role
of sociocultural theories in SLA. Sociocultural theory, notably proposed by Lev Vygotsky, argues
that language learning is deeply embedded in social and cultural contexts [4]. This paper will explore
the role and mechanism of the input and output hypothesis in improving ESL learners' language
ability through theory analysis and incorporate a sociocultural perspective to better understand the
challenges faced by ESL learners in language learning. Additionally, this paper will provide practical
suggestions for teachers to flexibly apply these theories to meet the needs of different learners,
considering their cultural backgrounds, social identities, and the dynamic nature of language learning
in multicultural settings.

2.  Theoretical framework
2.1. The Input and Output Hypothesis

The Output Hypothesis, proposed by Merrill Swain in 1985, emphasizes the critical role of language
output in second language acquisition. According to Swain, although input provides the necessary
materials for language learning, it is only through output that learners can better consolidate what
they have learned, and discover and correct their language errors in the process of language
production. In other words, linguistic output is not only a manifestation of language production, it
also directly affects the language acquisition process [3]. Swain suggests that linguistic output can
help learners discover the blind spots of linguistic rules, especially when they are not able to express
a certain idea accurately. The output will motivate the learners to think about how to correctly
organize and express the language, which in turn will trigger the awareness and adjustment of
linguistic rules. When learners encounter expressive difficulties in oral communication, they will try
to use different vocabulary and sentence patterns to achieve their expressive purposes, then realize
their unfamiliarity with certain linguistic structures, and ultimately master these structures through
revision and reflection.

Swain's theory is supported by empirical studies that show that language output has a significant
role in improving language learners' grammatical awareness and expressive ability, and one of
Swain's own studies found that learners are able to correct grammatical errors in the process of
language production through output tasks and deepen their understanding of linguistic rules through
continuous practice [3]. The study also showed that output promotes learners' linguistic fluency and
accuracy because output requires learners to mobilize more linguistic resources in actual use. While
the output hypothesis emphasizes the importance of language output, some scholars have pointed out
that relying on output alone may lead to errors in learners' grammatical knowledge. Therefore, the
validity of the output assumption needs to be used in conjunction with the input assumption to ensure
that learners are supported by adequate linguistic input while producing language.

Both the input hypothesis and the output hypothesis occupy an important position in the theory of
second language acquisition. The input hypothesis emphasizes the acquisition of language by
understanding language input, while the output hypothesis believes that language output is necessary
to promote acquisition. Although the two have different views, they are complementary in the process
of language learning. The advantage of the input hypothesis is that it emphasizes the basic role of
comprehensible input in language acquisition, which is helpful to establish a sense of language.
However, input alone may eventually achieve fluent language expression. The output hypothesis
highlights the role of language generation in improving expression ability and self-correction, which
helps to deepen the understanding of language rules and improve practical application ability.
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However, if there is a lack of sufficient input support, output results will also be formed. Therefore,
combining input and output can more effectively promote language acquisition.

2.2. Sociocultural Theory

Sociocultural Theory (SCT), originally proposed by Vygotsky, emphasizes the social nature of
learning and views cognitive development as a socially mediated process[4]. Unlike traditional
cognitive theories that focus on individual mental functions, SCT posits that interaction with more
knowledgeable others, such as teachers and peers, plays a crucial role in shaping an individual's
cognitive and linguistic development. One of the core concepts in SCT is the Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD), which refers to the gap between a learner's current abilities and their potential
development with guidance[4]. The ZPD is critical in understanding how teachers support language
learners through scaffolding techniques that gradually reduce assistance as students gain proficiency.

3.  Characteristics of language learning in ESL groups
3.1. Definition and characteristics of ESL groups

The ESL community refers to those who learn and use English in non-native English-speaking
environments. Usually, ESL learners live in English-speaking societies or countries where English is
a necessary tool for them to master, but their mother tongue is not English. ESL learners usually come
from a variety of backgrounds, from immigrants and international students to non-native speakers of
English who need to use English for reasons such as work, family, and so on [5]. In these groups, the
use of English is an important way for them to integrate into new societies, communicate across
cultures, and realize their personal career development. One of the characteristics of ESL groups is
the diversity of their motivations and goals in language learning. Learners from different backgrounds
may have different purposes in learning English, some learning English to adapt to new cultures and
living environments, while others learn English to improve their career competitiveness or to enter
the educational system of an English-speaking country. This difference in motivation affects their
level of commitment to language learning and their choice of learning strategies.

ESL groups usually face large cultural and linguistic divides in the language acquisition process,
which makes their learning experience and learning process challenging [6]. Despite being in an
English language environment, ESL learners may make pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary
errors due to interference from their native language. Another distinctive feature is that ESL learners'
language acquisition process is usually more complex because they not only have to learn
grammatical rules but also have to adapt to English-specific cultural contexts and communication
habits. The characteristics of the ESL learners' community largely determine their language learning
paths and strategies, and learners from regions such as Asia or Latin America may have different
difficulties with grammatical structures and pronunciation, whereas those from culturally close
English-speaking environments may have different difficulties with grammatical structures and
pronunciation. Meanwhile, learners from culturally close English-speaking environments may be
more likely to make breakthroughs in vocabulary learning. Overall, the diversity of the ESL
population makes their language learning individualized and complex.

3.2. Main challenges faced by ESL learners

ESL learners face many challenges in the process of language learning, the most prominent of which
include language barriers, cultural adaptation, and learning strategy selection. First of all, the
language barrier is one of the most immediate challenges for ESL learners. They may have received
English instruction in the classroom, but there is often a large gap in their mastery of phonology,
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grammar, and vocabulary in actual language use. For example, due to native language interference,
many ESL learners are prone to errors in pronunciation and even irregular use of English grammar
rules [6]. This language barrier not only affects their daily communication but may also constrain
their development in their academic and professional careers. In addition to language barriers, cultural
adaptation is also a major challenge for ESL learners. Many learners, when entering an English-
speaking country or English-speaking environment, have to adapt to new cultural and social norms
in addition to learning the language. Cultural differences may manifest themselves in the way they
communicate on a daily basis, in their non-verbal communication habits, and in differences in their
educational systems. Learners often need time to understand and adapt to new cultural habits.
Otherwise, it may lead to frustration in language learning and even affect their self-confidence. In
addition, the problem of cultural adaptation also manifests itself in the actual use of the language.
Many ESL learners may feel communication barriers when dealing with native English speakers due
to cultural differences [7].

The choice of learning strategies is also a factor that affects ESL learners' language acquisition.
Different learners have different inputs and strategies for language learning, especially in terms of
motivation and goal setting. Some learners may be very motivated to use English and improve their
language skills through extensive listening, speaking, reading, and writing practice, while others may
rely too much on traditional grammar and rote memorization and lack opportunities for practical
language use. Learners who lack effective learning strategies often find it difficult to make significant
progress in language learning. Learners' motivation also has a direct impact on their ability to
overcome language barriers and adapt to the culture, with more motivated learners often coping more
positively with challenges, while less motivated learners may experience stagnation in language
learning. The challenges faced by ESL learners in language acquisition are multifaceted, ranging from
linguistic and cultural difficulties to learning strategies and motivation. Teachers and educators need
to recognise these challenges and provide more individualized and comprehensive support to help
learners overcome them and improve their language learning.

4.  Practical application of language theories to ESL learners
4.1. Advantages and disadvantages

The practical application of language input and output theory to ESL learners has significant
advantages and limitations. The input hypothesis emphasizes the promotion of language acquisition
through comprehensible language input. Its main advantage is to help students gradually internalize
language structure through immersive learning [8]. ESL learners can stimulate their language ability
through continuous exposure to and understanding of the target language. This input-based teaching
method can provide students with a rich language environment and encourage them to acquire
language unconsciously. However, relying solely on input cannot help learners produce and use
language effectively, especially in oral communication and writing. On the other hand, the output
hypothesis can help ESL learners produce output through speaking or writing and make up for the
shortcomings through self-correction. The advantage of output is that it can stimulate learners to
actively use language and deepen their understanding of language structure. However, the
disadvantage of the output hypothesis is that when input is sufficient, learners may output incorrect
language forms and form a wrong perception of language acquisition. Therefore, output must be
combined with input to ensure that learners do not accumulate errors in the process of language
production.

Internalization is a fundamental concept in SCT, which in language learning means that the initial
reliance on teacher guidance gradually decreases as learners develop self-regulation and language
autonomy. For instance, in an ESL classroom, students might begin by imitating phrases modeled by
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the teacher. With time and practice, they gradually learn to use these phrases independently across
various communication situations. This progression aligns with the input-output theory, highlighting
how learners move from passive reception to active language use. Importantly, this transformation is
not immediate but unfolds through several stages, steadily enhancing their capacity to understand and
produce language on their own. This requires learners to actively engage in imitative behavior and
reconstruct it in novel ways. In English as a second language classrooms, this process is evident when
students adopt grammatical structures demonstrated by teachers and eventually modify them to
express original ideas.

4.2. Application suggestions

In ESL teaching, integrating input and output theories with SCT provides a comprehensive
framework for enhancing language acquisition. Teachers should provide rich and relevant input
materials to ensure that the input is both at the student's level of understanding and challenging. This
can be achieved by selecting listening and reading materials that are appropriate to the level of the
students and avoiding content that is too simple or too complex to ensure that the students are able to
build on their understanding and progressively improve their language skills. Teachers should also
enhance the sources of language input through diversified means such as extra-curricular activities
and media resources to help students come into contact with English in a variety of contexts so as to
deepen their language immersion. Language output tasks should be designed to complement the input
tasks. Teachers can let students engage in language output in real-life situations through activities
such as role-playing, debates and discussions. These activities can not only help students express their
thoughts better, but also motivate them to correct language errors and improve language fluency in
the output process. In addition, teachers should provide timely feedback to correct students'
pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary use during the output process, so as to help them improve
their language proficiency in real-life situations.

Moreover, effective ESL instruction requires adapting teaching strategies to students’ diverse
needs. Learners with limited grammatical knowledge may benefit from more explicit grammar and
writing practice, while those needing to build speaking confidence should engage in increased
listening and speaking activities. Adjusting task complexity based on learners’ progress ensures a
balanced and supportive learning environment.Ultimately, the combination of input-output theory
and sociocultural perspectives emphasizes that language learning is a socially mediated,
developmental process.By receiving well-designed input, engaging in purposeful language output,
and participating in continuous interaction and feedback, learners progressively absorb the target
language, developing both effective communication skills and the ability to use English
independently in different situations.

5. Conclusion

This study has explored the theoretical foundations and practical applications of the Input Hypothesis,
Output Hypothesis, and SCT in the context of ESL learning. The analysis reveals that while
comprehensible input is essential for building foundational language knowledge, it is the integration
of meaningful output that drives deeper linguistic awareness, self-correction, and the internalization
of grammatical structures. The research also identifies key challenges faced by ESL learners,
including language barriers, cultural adaptation, and varied motivation and learning strategies. These
challenges necessitate a balanced pedagogical approach that combines rich language input,
opportunities for structured output, and sociocultural scaffolding tailored to learners’ individual needs.
Effective ESL teaching should not rely solely on input or output, but rather integrate both within a
supportive sociocultural framework. By creating a learning environment where learners are exposed

119



Proceedings of ICLLCD 2025 Symposium: Enhancing Organizational Efficiency and Efficacy through Psychology and Al
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7064/2025.B023808

to comprehensible input, encouraged to produce output, and supported through social interaction,
educators can significantly enhance ESL learners’ language acquisition and communication abilities.

This study does not empirically evaluate the long-term effects of input-output integration on
language acquisition, limiting its applicability to real-world teaching practices. Future research
could investigate how the integration of input and output strategies affects ESL learners across
different proficiency levels and learning contexts through longitudinal empirical studies.

References

[1] Angelova, M., & Zhao, Y. (2016). Using an online collaborative project between American and Chinese students to
develop ESL teaching skills, cross-cultural awareness and language skills. Computer Assisted Language Learning,
29(1), 167-185.

[2] Patrick, R. (2019). Comprehensible Input and Krashen's theory. Journal of Classics Teaching, 20(39), 37-44.

[3] Peker, H., & Arslan, Z. (2020). A critique of Merrill Swain’s output hypothesis in language learning and teaching.
Egitimde Kuram ve Uygulama, 16(1), 99-108.

[4] Tzuriel, D., & Tzuriel, D. (2021). The socio-cultural theory of Vygotsky. Mediated learning and cognitive
modifiability, 53-66.

[5] Aziz, A. A., & Kashinathan, S. (2021). ESL learners’ challenges in speaking English in Malaysian classroom.
Development, 10(2), 983-991.

[6] DeCapua, A., & Wintergerst, A. C. (2016). Crossing cultures in the language classroom. University of Michigan
Press.

[7] Ali, S., Kazemian, B., & Mahar, I. H. (2015). The importance of culture in second and foreign language learning.
Dinamika Ilmu, 15(1), 1-10.

[8] Namaziandost, E., Dehkordi, E. S., & Shafiee, S. (2019). Comparing the effectiveness of input-based and output-
based activities on productive knowledge of vocabulary among pre-intermediate EFL learners. Asian-Pacific
Journal of Second and Foreign Language Education, 4, 1-14.

120



