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Abstract 

The field of English Language Teaching (ELT) has never existed in a theoretical vacuum. Its 

methodological evolutions from the mechanical drills of the Audio-Lingual Method to the 

meaning-centred practices of Communicative Language Teaching, have been shaped, often 

decisively, by developments in linguistics, psychology, and educational philosophy. This paper 

examines four major linguistic and cognitive theories that have fundamentally influenced how 

English is taught: Skinner's behaviourism, Chomsky's generative grammar and innatist theory, 

Piaget's cognitive constructivism, and Vygotsky's sociocultural theory. Adopting a descriptive 

analytical approach grounded in critical literature review, the paper traces the theoretical 

origins of each framework, analyses its pedagogical manifestations in classroom practice, and 

assesses its strengths and limitations in the context of second language teaching. A comparative 

analysis reveals a clear paradigm shift in ELT: from a preoccupation with linguistic form and 

accuracy towards a broader conception of communicative competence and meaning-making. 

The paper concludes by arguing that no single theory offers a sufficient account of the 

complexity of language learning, and that a principled eclectic approach one that draws 

thoughtfully from multiple theoretical traditions, best serves the diverse needs of contemporary 

learners. Implications for curriculum design, teacher training, and future research directions 

are discussed. 

Keywords: English Language Teaching, linguistic theories, behaviourism, generative 

grammar, Vygotsky, communicative competence, eclectic approach. 
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 النظريات اللغوية المؤثرة في تدريس اللغة الإنجليزية 

 حنان علي ساسي شعبان 

 هويدا أبوالقاسم امحمد الذيب 

 ليبيا  ،جامعة الزاوية، اللغة الإنجليزية، كلية التربية أبوعيسىقسم 

h.shaban@zu.edu.ly 

hu.abdullah@zu.edu.ly 

يوما معزولا عن الأطر النظرية. فقد تشكلت تطوراته المنهجية، بدءًا من التدريبات   (ELT) لم يكن مجال تعليم اللغة الإنجليزية

وصولا إلى الممارسات التي تركز على   (Audio-Lingual Method) الآلية التي تميزت بها الطريقة السمعية الشفوية

، إلى حد ٍّ كبير بفعل التطورات في علم (Communicative Language Teaching)  المعنى في تعليم اللغة التواصلي

 .اللغة، وعلم النفس، وفلسفة التربية

:  في كيفية تدريس اللغة الإنجليزية، وهي كبيرالبحثية أربع نظريات لغوية ومعرفية رئيسية كان لها تأثير  تتناول هذه الورقة

لسكينر السلوكية  اللغوية(Skinner's Behaviourism)  النظرية  والفطرة  التوليدي  النحو  في  تشومسكي  ونظرية   ، 

(Chomsky's Generative Grammar and Innatist Theory)ئية المعرفية لبياجيه، والبنا (Piaget's Cognitive 

Constructivism)والنظرية الاجتماعية الثقافية لفيغوتسكي ، (Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory) . 

وتعتمد الدراسة منهج وصفي تحليلي قائم على المراجعة النقدية للأدبيات، حيث تتتبع الأصول النظرية لكل إطار، وتحلل  

 .ة في الممارسات الصفية، كما تقي م نقاط القوة والقصور لكل منها في سياق تعليم اللغة الثانيةتجلياته التربوي

ويكشف التحليل المقارن عن تحول واضح في توجهات تعليم اللغة الإنجليزية، يتمثل في الانتقال من التركيز على الشكل  

 .ناء المعنىوب الكفاءة التواصليةاللغوي والدقة إلى مفهوم أشمل يقوم على 

لمنهج الانتقائي  اوتخلص الدراسة إلى أن أي نظرية منفردة لا تقدم تفسيرًا كافيًا للتعقيد الذي تتسم به عملية تعلم اللغة، وأن  

الذي يستفيد بصورة مدروسة من عدة اتجاهات نظرية، هو الأنسب لتلبية الاحتياجات المتنوعة للمتعلمين في العصر   المنظم،

 .الحديث

للبحث  المستقبلية  والاتجاهات  المعلمين،  وإعداد  المناهج،  بتصميم  يتعلق  فيما  ذلك  على  المترتبة  الآثار  الورقة  تناقش  كما 

 .العلمي

المفتاحية التواصلية،    :الكلمات  الكفاءة  فيغوتسكي،  التوليدي،  النحو  السلوكية،  اللغوية،  النظريات  الإنجليزية،  اللغة  تعليم 

 .المنهج الانتقائي

1. Introduction 

Background 

Language teaching has always been informed by some theory of language, whether explicitly 

acknowledged or not. The question of what language is a system of habits to be drilled, an 

mailto:h.shaban@zu.edu.ly
mailto:hu.abdullah@zu.edu.ly
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innate cognitive endowment, a social tool for interaction, or a developmental construct shaped 

by experience carries direct implications for how it should be taught. Historically, shifts in 

dominant linguistic and psychological theories have triggered corresponding shifts in language 

teaching methodology, sometimes dramatically so. 

In the twentieth century alone, English Language Teaching underwent a series of profound 

transformations. The structural linguistics of Bloomfield and the behaviourist psychology of 

Skinner gave rise to the Audio-Lingual Method, which dominated ELT in the 1950s and 1960s 

and treated language acquisition as a matter of habit formation. Chomsky's 1959 critique of 

behaviourism introduced a radically different view of language as a creative, rule-governed 

system rooted in human biology, ultimately prompting a shift towards learner-centred 

approaches. Meanwhile, cognitive theorists such as Piaget argued that language development 

could not be separated from broader intellectual growth, and sociocultural theorists following 

Vygotsky insisted that language is fundamentally a tool for social interaction, learned most 

effectively within collaborative and dialogic contexts. 

Today, most ELT practitioners draw often without realising it on the accumulated insights of 

all these traditions. Understanding the theories themselves, their origins, and their pedagogical 

consequences is therefore not merely an academic exercise. It is essential background 

knowledge for any educator who wishes to make principled decisions about teaching methods 

and curriculum design. 

Problem Statement 

Despite the richness of the theoretical landscape, there remains a persistent tension in ELT 

practice between competing assumptions about how language is acquired. Many teachers 

encounter contradictory advice: teach grammar explicitly or let students discover it inductively; 

correct errors immediately or allow communication to flow uninterrupted; prioritise accuracy 

or fluency. These tensions are rarely resolved, in part because they reflect genuine, unresolved 

debates among theorists. More problematically, many practitioners are unaware of the 

theoretical origins of the approaches they use, which limits their ability to adapt and respond 

to the specific needs of their learners. 

This paper addresses the following central question: How have the four major linguistic and 

cognitive theories of behaviourism, innatism, cognitivism, and sociocultural theory shaped the 

methods and assumptions of English Language Teaching, and what can their comparative 

analysis reveal about best practice for contemporary classrooms? 
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Research Objectives 

This paper aims to: 

1. Trace the theoretical foundations of four major linguistic and cognitive frameworks and 

their evolution in relation to ELT. 

2. Examine the pedagogical methods and classroom practices associated with each theory. 

3. Critically compare the theories with respect to key pedagogical dimensions, including 

the role of the learner, the role of the teacher, error correction, and instructional 

materials. 

4. Analyse the paradigm shift in ELT from form-focused to meaning-focused instruction. 

5. Propose a principled eclectic model that integrates the most productive insights of each 

tradition. 

Significance of the Study 

This paper contributes to the ELT literature in several ways. First, it provides a systematic 

and critical synthesis of four foundational theoretical traditions, offering teachers and 

curriculum designers a coherent map of the theoretical terrain. Second, by placing these 

theories in historical and comparative perspective, it clarifies the conceptual basis of the major 

pedagogical debates that continue to shape the field. Third, the discussion of a principled 

eclectic approach offers practical guidance for teachers working in diverse educational 

contexts, where no single method is likely to be universally effective. Finally, the paper 

identifies gaps in current theoretical frameworks and suggests directions for future research, 

including the implications of digital technology and artificial intelligence for how these 

classical theories must be reconsidered. 

Methodology 

This paper adopts a descriptive analytical approach grounded in critical literature review 

(Descriptive Analytical Method). Rather than collecting or analysing primary empirical data, 

it systematically reviews, analyses, and critically evaluates a body of existing theoretical and 

empirical scholarship on linguistic theories and their applications in ELT. Sources were 

selected from peer-reviewed journals, scholarly books, and academic databases, prioritising 

seminal theoretical texts alongside more recent critical scholarship. The analysis is organised 
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thematically, following the chronological development of the theoretical traditions examined, 

before moving to a comparative and critical synthesis. 

2. Theoretical Framework: Major Linguistic Theories and 

Their Influence on ELT 

Behaviourism: Language as Habit Formation 

Theoretical Origins 

Behaviourism, as applied to language learning, draws its core principles from the broader 

psychological tradition associated with Pavlov, Watson, and most influentially, B. F. Skinner. 

In his foundational work, Verbal Behavior, Skinner (1957) argued that language, like all other 

forms of behaviour, is learned through a process of operant conditioning: the organism 

produces a response, and that response is either reinforced (rewarded) or not. Over time, 

reinforced responses become habitual, while unreinforced ones are extinguished. On this 

account, there is nothing special about language; it is simply a particularly complex set of 

learned behaviours shaped by the environment.  

The behaviourist view was complemented by American structural linguistics, particularly the 

work of Leonard Bloomfield, who analysed language as a formal system of patterned sounds 

and structures. The combination of behaviourist psychology and structural linguistics provided 

an intellectually coherent foundation for a new approach to language teaching. 

Pedagogical Manifestation: The Audio-Lingual Method 

The principal pedagogical expression of behaviourist theory in ELT was the Audio-Lingual 

Method (ALM), which emerged in the United States during and after World War II, partly in 

response to the military need to train personnel in foreign languages rapidly and systematically. 

Richards and Rodgers (2014) describe the method as characterised by “the use of dialogues as 

the chief means of presenting the language, emphasis on certain practice techniques (mimicry, 

memorisation, and pattern drills), and the use of the target language as the medium of 

instruction” (p. 60).  

In practice, ALM lessons followed a predictable structure: students listened to recorded 

dialogues, imitated them repeatedly, and practised grammatical patterns through structural 

drills. The underlying logic was straightforward: correct language habits would be formed 

through repetition and reinforcement, while incorrect responses would be corrected before they 
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became ingrained. Error avoidance was a central principle; mistakes were not viewed as a 

natural part of the learning process, but as evidence that bad habits were forming.  

The materials developed under this approach (audio recordings, language laboratories, pattern 

drills) were technically sophisticated for their time and reflected a genuine commitment to 

scientific rigour. For a period in the 1950s and 1960s, the Audio-Lingual Method was widely 

regarded as the most effective available approach to foreign language instruction. 

Critique and Decline 

The decline of the ALM was both theoretical and practical. On the practical side, studies of 

learners trained through audiolingual methods found that while they could produce memorised 

dialogues fluently, they struggled to communicate in novel situations. The habits they had 

drilled did not transfer easily to spontaneous language use. The theoretical demolition came 

more decisively from Chomsky's (1959) review of Skinner's Verbal Behavior, in which he 

argued systematically that the behaviourist account of language acquisition was fundamentally 

inadequate. Human language, Chomsky pointed out, is not a collection of learned responses: it 

is creative, generative, and capable of producing an infinite number of new sentences from a 

finite set of rules. No stimulus-response model could explain this productivity. As Chomsky 

(1959) observed, “the notion of 'probability of a verbal response is a useless one” (p. 32) for 

understanding how language actually functions. Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to dismiss 

behaviourism entirely. As several scholars have noted, certain behavioural techniques 

(repetition, pattern practice, and structured feedback) retain pedagogical value in specific 

contexts, particularly for the initial acquisition of pronunciation or for reinforcing high-

frequency vocabulary in young learners (Lightbown & Spada, 2013). The problem was not 

repetition per se, but the assumption that repetition alone was sufficient for language 

acquisition. 

Innatism and Generative Grammar: Language as Biological Endowment 

Theoretical Origins 

Noam Chomsky's theoretical project began as a critique of behaviourism but evolved into 

one of the most influential and contested accounts of human language ever proposed. The 

central claim of Chomsky's theory is that the human capacity for language is not learned from 

scratch through exposure and reinforcement; it is innate. Human beings are biologically 

equipped with what Chomsky called the Language Acquisition Device (LAD), a hypothetical 
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cognitive mechanism that allows children to acquire the grammar of their native language 

rapidly, consistently, and from relatively limited input. The theoretical basis for this claim is 

what Chomsky (1965) termed the “poverty of the stimulus” argument: the linguistic input that 

children receive is demonstrably insufficient, in terms of quantity and quality, to account for 

the grammatical knowledge they ultimately acquire. Children are never taught most of the 

grammatical rules they come to know; they infer them, apparently guided by innate linguistic 

principles that constrain the range of possible grammatical structures. These universal 

constraints, which Chomsky called Universal Grammar (UG), are present in all human 

languages and form the innate foundation of language acquisition. Chomsky's key distinction 

between competence (the idealised, tacit knowledge of grammatical rules that a speaker 

possesses) and performance (the actual, imperfect language that speakers produce in real 

situations) also had significant implications. In Chomsky's framework, linguistic theory was 

concerned primarily with competence rather than with the messy details of language in use. 

Implications for ELT 

Chomsky himself was consistently reluctant to draw direct pedagogical conclusions from his 

linguistic theories, arguing that the relationship between theoretical linguistics and language 

teaching is not straightforward (Chomsky, 1966, as cited in Lightbown & Spada, 2013). 

Nevertheless, his work had profound indirect effects on ELT. Most immediately, Chomsky's 

critique delegitimised the behaviourist approach, shifting attention from habit formation to 

cognitive processing. If language acquisition is driven by innate mechanisms rather than 

environmental conditioning, then drilling and repetition are not just insufficient, they may be 

largely irrelevant to the deep grammatical knowledge that learners need to develop. More 

constructively, the innatist framework drew attention to learner errors as evidence of 

hypothesis-testing rather than habit failure (Benarose & Hmouma, 2026). When a child says “I 

goed to the park,” this is not a mistake born of insufficient drilling; it is evidence that the child 

has internalised the regular past-tense rule and is applying it systematically. In ELT terms, this 

perspective encouraged teachers to view errors not as problems to be eradicated immediately, 

but as windows into the learner's developing grammatical system (Ellis, 2008). The innatist 

framework also raised the question of age and language acquisition. If the LAD is most active 

in early childhood, as the Critical Period Hypothesis, associated with Lenneberg (1967) and 

later elaborated by Scovel (2000), suggests, then adult language learning may be a qualitatively 

different process from child language acquisition. This has generated an enormous body of 
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research in second language acquisition (SLA) and prompted important debates about the 

teachability of grammar and the role of explicit instruction in adult language learning. 

Critique 

Chomsky's framework has faced sustained criticism on several grounds. The most important, 

from an ELT perspective, is the competence-performance distinction itself. By focusing 

exclusively on idealised grammatical knowledge and bracketing off actual language use, the 

theory has nothing to say about how speakers deploy their knowledge in real communicative 

situations, precisely what language teachers are most concerned with. The sociolinguist Dell 

Hymes (1972) captured this limitation when he coined the term “communicative competence” 

to describe a broader conception of what it means to know a language, one that includes not 

only grammatical knowledge but also knowledge of when, where, and to whom to use that 

knowledge appropriately. 

Cognitivism: Language and the Developing Mind 

Critique 

The cognitive tradition in language learning theory is associated most broadly with the 

shift, beginning in the late 1950s, from stimulus-response behaviourism to a concern with the 

internal mental processes that intervene between input and output. Within this broad tradition, 

the work of Jean Piaget is particularly significant, not because Piaget was primarily a language 

theorist, but because his account of cognitive development provided a framework that many 

ELT researchers found productive. Piaget's central claim is that cognitive development is not 

simply a matter of accumulating information; it involves qualitative transformations in the 

ways that children understand and represent the world (Hmouma, 2025). Development 

proceeds through a series of stages (sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational, and 

formal operational) each characterised by a distinct mode of thinking. Knowledge is not 

passively received but actively constructed through the processes of assimilation (incorporating 

new information into existing cognitive schemas) and accommodation (revising schemas in 

response to information that does not fit) (Piaget, 1952/1963). For Piaget, language is an 

expression of underlying cognitive development rather than its cause. A child can only produce 

and understand linguistic structures for which she has the necessary cognitive foundations. This 

view contrasts directly with Vygotsky's, as discussed below, and reflects an essentially 

individualistic account of development in which cognition precedes and determines language. 
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Information Processing and ELT 

Complementing Piaget's developmental framework, information processing theories of SLA, 

developed by researchers such as McLaughlin (1987) and Anderson (1983), offered a more 

mechanistic account of how language knowledge is stored, retrieved, and used. On this view, 

language learning involves the gradual automatisation of initially effortful processes: explicit, 

declarative knowledge (knowing that a rule exists) is gradually converted, through practice, 

into procedural, implicit knowledge (knowing how to apply the rule automatically) (DeKeyser, 

2007). This framework has clear pedagogical implications. It supports the use of structured 

practice and graduated tasks that progressively reduce the cognitive load on the learner. It also 

explains why fluency develops more slowly than accuracy: using language fluently requires 

that the relevant knowledge has been so thoroughly practised that it no longer demands 

conscious attention. As Anderson (1983) argued in his Adaptive Control of Thought (ACT) 

theory, skill acquisition in general and language learning in particular, follows this trajectory 

from controlled to automatic processing. 

Sociocultural Theory: Language as Social Tool 

Theoretical Origins 

Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky, the Soviet psychologist whose work was largely suppressed 

during his lifetime and only became widely known in the West following the translation and 

publication of Mind in Society (Vygotsky, 1978), proposed a fundamentally different account 

of the relationship between language, thought, and social interaction. Where Piaget saw 

cognitive development as an internal, individual process that language reflects, Vygotsky 

argued that thought and language are deeply intertwined and that both are fundamentally social 

in origin. For Vygotsky, higher mental functions including language, do not originate within 

the individual but emerge from social interaction. Children first encounter language in dialogue 

with others; they internalise these social exchanges, transforming them into private speech and 

ultimately into internal thought. Language is not merely a vehicle for expressing pre-existing 

thoughts; it is the tool through which human consciousness is organised and through which 

learning becomes possible. This theoretical perspective leads to one of Vygotsky's most 

productive and widely applied concepts: the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). The ZPD 

is defined as "the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by 

independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through 

problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers" (Vygotsky, 
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1978, p. 86). Learning, on this account, does not happen when a task is already within the 

learner's independent capability, nor when it is so far beyond their current level that no 

assistance can bridge the gap. It happens most productively in the space between, where guided 

collaboration makes possible what independent effort cannot. 

Theoretical Origins 

The concept of scaffolding, introduced by Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976) and directly inspired 

by Vygotsky's framework, refers to the temporary, adjustable support that more experienced 

participants provide to learners working within their ZPD. Effective scaffolding is responsive: 

it offers the minimum support necessary for the learner to succeed, and it is gradually 

withdrawn as the learner's independent competence grows. In language teaching, scaffolding 

takes many forms (teacher modelling, guided questioning, peer collaboration, visual aids, and 

structured feedback) all aimed at enabling learners to perform tasks they could not yet manage 

alone. The sociocultural framework has been highly influential in the development of 

collaborative and task-based approaches to language teaching. If language is learned through 

social interaction, then classroom activities that create genuine communicative need (tasks that 

require students to negotiate meaning, share information, and collaborate towards a shared 

goal) are not merely motivating but theoretically essential. Lantolf and Thorne (2006), among 

the foremost proponents of sociocultural theory in SLA research, have argued that interaction 

is not merely a context for language learning but the primary mechanism through which it 

occurs. 

Dynamic Assessment 

A further pedagogical application of Vygotsky's framework is dynamic assessment, which 

contrasts with traditional static assessment in that it does not simply measure what learners can 

do independently, but actively incorporates mediation (hints, prompts, assistance) to reveal the 

learner's potential development. Dynamic assessment has been applied in ELT contexts as a 

tool for more sensitive and informative evaluation of learner progress, capturing not only what 

students have already learned but what they are in the process of learning (Poehner, 2008). 

Critique 

Sociocultural theory has been criticised on several grounds. The concept of the ZPD, while 

intuitively compelling, is difficult to operationalise: how does a teacher determine where a 

student's ZPD actually begins and ends? The emphasis on social interaction, while valuable, 
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may also underestimate the role of individual cognitive factors in language learning, factors 

such as aptitude, working memory capacity, and metalinguistic awareness that are not easily 

reduced to social processes. Nevertheless, the sociocultural framework has enriched ELT by 

shifting attention from the individual learner in isolation to the learner embedded in social 

relationships, cultural contexts, and collaborative activity. 

3. Comparative Analysis and Discussion 

Comparative Overview 

The four theoretical traditions examined in this paper differ from each other across 

several fundamental dimensions. (Table 1) summarises these differences with respect to five 

key pedagogical variables: conception of the learner, role of the teacher, approach to error, 

primary instructional focus, and associated methods. 

Table 1: Comparative Overview of Major Linguistic and Cognitive Theories in ELT 

Dimension Behaviourism Innatism Cognitivism Sociocultural 

Theory 

View of the 

Learner 

Passive recipient 

of environmental 

input 

Language 

learner 

biologically pre-

equipped 

Active 

constructor of 

mental 

representations 

Social agent 

learning through 

interaction 

Role of the 

Teacher 

Controller, 

model, reinforcer 

Facilitator of 

natural 

acquisition 

Guide and task 

designer 

Mediator, 

scaffold provider 

Approach to 

Error 

Immediate 

correction; errors 

- bad habits 

Errors signal 

hypothesis-

testing; to be 

expected 

Errors show 

level of 

cognitive 

processing 

Errors addressed 

through mediated 

dialogue 
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Primary 

Focus 

Form, accuracy, 

habit 

Grammatical 

competence, 

innate rules 

Mental 

processes, 

automatisation 

Communication, 

meaning, social 

interaction 

Associated 

Methods 

Audio-Lingual 

Method (ALM), 

drills 

Natural 

Approach, 

implicit learning 

Task-Based 

Learning, focus 

on form 

CLT, collaborative 

learning, dynamic 

assessment 

Critical Critique 

- Strengths and Limitations of Behaviourism 

The enduring value of behaviourist insights lies in the recognition that repetition and practice 

play a role in language learning, particularly in the automatisation of routine language forms. 

Structured drilling of pronunciation, for example, is difficult to replace entirely, and for 

learners who need to acquire a large repertoire of formulaic expressions rapidly, pattern 

practice retains some utility (Lightbown & Spada, 2013). 

However, the fundamental limitation of behaviourism is its incapacity to account for the 

creative dimension of language. Language is not a collection of fixed responses to fixed stimuli; 

it is a generative system that allows speakers to produce and understand sentences they have 

never previously encountered. Drill-based instruction, by definition, cannot prepare learners 

for the unpredictable demands of real communicative situations. Furthermore, by treating error 

as habit failure to be immediately corrected, behaviourism creates a classroom dynamic that 

may suppress learner risk-taking and inhibit the kind of experimenting with language that, 

according to cognitive and sociocultural theories, is necessary for learning to occur. 

- Strengths and Limitations of Innatism 

Chomsky's innatist framework contributed enormously to the field by shifting attention to the 

learner's cognitive processes and by legitimising a view of language learning as an active, 

constructive process rather than passive imitation. The concept of Universal Grammar, 

whatever its ultimate theoretical status, has generated a productive research programme 

exploring why certain aspects of language are acquired universally and in predictable orders, 

regardless of the learner's first language or the specific instruction they receive. 

The limitations of innatism from a pedagogical perspective are significant, however. By 

focusing on idealised grammatical competence and abstracting away from the social and 
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communicative dimensions of language use, the framework provides little guidance for 

teachers concerned with developing learners' ability to communicate effectively in real 

situations. The competence-performance distinction, useful for theoretical linguistics, is of 

limited relevance in the language classroom, where performance “actual language use” is 

precisely what matters. As Ellis (2008) notes, “the implications of Universal Grammar for 

language teaching have turned out to be rather limited” (p. 376). 

- Strengths and Limitations of Cognitivism 

The cognitive tradition, and particularly information processing theory, has provided ELT with 

one of its most practically useful conceptual tools: the distinction between controlled and 

automatic processing, and the notion that practice drives the shift from one to the other. This 

framework explains why certain learners can produce grammatically correct sentences in a 

grammar exercise but fail to apply the same structures spontaneously in conversation: the 

knowledge has not yet been sufficiently automatised. 

The limitation of a purely cognitive approach is its tendency to treat language learning as an 

individual, internal process, paying insufficient attention to the social contexts in which 

language is embedded and learned. Piaget's emphasis on the individual constructor of 

knowledge, in particular, risks producing a view of learning as something that happens inside 

the learner's head, when in reality it always happens in relation to other people, texts, and 

cultural resources. 

- Strengths and Limitations of Sociocultural Theory 

Sociocultural theory has enriched ELT by insisting on the fundamentally social character of 

language and language learning. The concepts of ZPD and scaffolding have proved enormously 

generative in classroom research, providing a framework for understanding how effective 

interaction between teachers and learners facilitates development. Sociocultural theory is also 

particularly well suited to contemporary educational contexts characterised by collaborative 

learning, group work, and peer-to-peer interaction. 

The primary limitation of the sociocultural framework is its relative underspecification of the 

cognitive mechanisms involved in language learning. While insisting that learning is social, it 

is less clear about exactly how social interaction gets inside the learner's head how external, 

interactional processes become internal, cognitive ones. The theoretical account of 

internalisation, while compelling at a general level, requires supplementation from cognitive 

and psycholinguistic research to explain the specifics of how language knowledge develops. 
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The Paradigm Shift in ELT 

Perhaps the most significant pattern that emerges from this comparative analysis is the overall 

trajectory of ELT theory and practice over the past century: a progressive shift from a 

preoccupation with linguistic form to a broader concern with communicative function and 

meaning-making. 

This shift can be understood as a response to the failures of purely form-focused instruction. 

The Audio-Lingual Method produced learners who could repeat dialogues but could not 

communicate freely. Grammar-translation methods produced readers of literary texts who 

struggled to understand or produce spoken language. The adoption of Hymes's (1972) concept 

of communicative competence provided the theoretical mandate for a fundamental 

reorientation of ELT. As Richards and Rodgers (2014) observe, “communicative language 

teaching can be understood as a set of principles about the goals of language teaching, how 

learners learn a language, the kinds of classroom activities that best facilitate learning, and the 

roles of teachers and learners in the classroom” (p. 89). 

This shift has not been without its complications. The move towards communicative 

approaches has sometimes been accompanied by a neglect of explicit grammar instruction, 

leading to learners who are fluent but inaccurate. Contemporary SLA research (Norris & 

Ortega, 2000) suggests that focus on form “drawing learners' attention to linguistic features 

within a meaning-focused context” is more effective than either pure form-focused instruction 

or pure meaning-focused instruction alone. The most productive contemporary approaches 

integrate both, treating accuracy and fluency not as competing goals but as complementary 

dimensions of communicative competence. 

4. Pedagogical Implications 

The Principled Eclectic Approach 

Given the limitations of each individual theoretical tradition, it is not surprising that many 

experienced ELT practitioners have gravitated towards some form of eclecticism, drawing on 

multiple methods and theories rather than committing exclusively to any one framework. The 

danger, as several scholars have pointed out, is that eclecticism becomes unprincipled: random 

mixing of techniques without coherent theoretical rationale (Kumaravadivelu, 1994). 
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The concept of principled eclecticism, by contrast, refers to a thoughtful, reflective practice in 

which the teacher selects techniques from different methodological traditions on the basis of 

clear pedagogical reasoning, taking into account the specific learning objectives, the learner's 

proficiency level and cultural background, and the available resources. Kumaravadivelu (1994) 

argues for a “post-method condition” in language teaching, an approach that is self-aware, 

context-sensitive, and guided by the teacher's own practical knowledge of what works in their 

specific context. 

In practice, a principled eclectic approach might look like this. A teacher working with 

beginner adult learners might draw on behaviourist techniques to establish basic phonological 

habits and high-frequency vocabulary, using structured repetition and immediate corrective 

feedback in the early stages of instruction. As learners develop foundational competence, the 

teacher might introduce more cognitively demanding tasks, information gap activities, 

problem-solving tasks, that require learners to apply their developing knowledge in meaning-

focused contexts, drawing on information processing theory to calibrate the cognitive load of 

activities. Throughout, scaffolding techniques drawn from sociocultural theory, modelling, 

guided questioning, collaborative pair and group work, would be used to support learners 

working at the edge of their current abilities, within their ZPD. 

The key distinction between principled eclecticism and unprincipled method-mixing is that in 

the former, the teacher can articulate why a particular technique is being used: what theoretical 

rationale supports it, what it is expected to achieve, and how it fits into the broader instructional 

sequence. 

Curriculum Design and Materials Development 

The theoretical frameworks examined in this paper have concrete implications for how 

language curricula are designed and how teaching materials are developed. 

A curriculum informed by behaviourist principles will prioritise the sequencing of linguistic 

structures from simple to complex, emphasising repetition and controlled practice. A 

curriculum informed by innatist principles might take a less structured, more input-rich 

approach, trusting that learners will acquire grammatical structures naturally from adequate 

exposure. A cognitively informed curriculum will pay close attention to the progression of task 

complexity, ensuring that learners are not cognitively overwhelmed before they have 

automated earlier skills. A sociocultural curriculum will prioritise collaborative activities, 

authentic communicative tasks, and opportunities for meaningful interaction. 
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In practice, modern curriculum design draws on all these traditions. Nunan (2004), for example, 

proposes a task-based syllabus in which learners engage with pedagogic tasks (simplified, 

controlled versions of real-world tasks) before moving to real-world tasks proper, a design that 

reflects both cognitive and sociocultural principles. Explicit grammar instruction is typically 

integrated at points where learner errors suggest that inductive learning has reached its limits, 

a practice supported by both innatist research on the role of negative evidence and cognitive 

research on the benefits of explicit rule presentation for adult learners. 

Teacher Training and Professional Development 

One of the most practical implications of this analysis concerns teacher training. If teachers are 

to make principled decisions about methodology, they need not only pedagogical techniques 

but theoretical understanding. A teacher who knows only what to do, without understanding 

why, is ill-equipped to adapt when circumstances change, when learners do not respond as 

expected, when new technologies alter the learning environment, or when the cultural context 

of teaching shifts. 

Teacher training programmes should therefore include explicit engagement with the major 

theoretical traditions of language learning and teaching. This does not mean that every ELT 

teacher needs to be a theoretical linguist; but it does mean that teachers should have sufficient 

theoretical literacy to evaluate their own practices, read professional and research literature 

critically, and make informed decisions about how to respond to the particular learners in their 

classrooms. 

Reflective practice the habit of examining one's own teaching decisions in relation to 

theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence is, on this view, not an optional extra but a core 

professional competence for ELT educators (Richards & Farrell, 2005). 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations 

Summary of Key Findings 

This paper has examined four foundational theoretical traditions in English Language Teaching 

(behaviourism, innatism/generative grammar, cognitivism, and sociocultural theory) and 

analysed their pedagogical implications in the context of ELT. Several key findings emerge 

from this analysis: 



 ــ 41مجلة العلوم الشاملة العدد      Shaban& Aldeeb  ـــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــ

 

201 

First, each of the four theories captures a genuine and important dimension of the language 

learning process, but none is sufficient on its own. Behaviourism rightly identifies the role of 

habit and practice; innatism draws attention to the biological foundations and creative 

dimensions of language; cognitivism illuminates the mental processes of skill development and 

automatisation; and sociocultural theory insists on the irreducibly social character of language 

and language learning. 

Second, the history of ELT since the mid-twentieth century can be read as a progressive 

enrichment of the theoretical account of language learning: from a simple stimulus-response 

model to an increasingly complex picture that accommodates cognitive, social, cultural, and 

biological dimensions of the acquisition process. This trajectory reflects the growth of 

knowledge, but it also reflects the genuine complexity of the phenomenon being explained. 

Language learning is not a simple process, and the theoretical landscape it generates should not 

be expected to be simple either. 

Third, the paradigm shift in ELT from form-focused to meaning-focused instruction has been 

productive but incomplete. The most effective contemporary approaches integrate attention to 

both linguistic form and communicative meaning, drawing on what the research literature has 

shown about the complementary roles of explicit instruction, meaningful interaction, and 

adequate practice. 

Recommendations 

On the basis of this analysis, the following recommendations are offered: 

For teachers: Develop theoretical literacy as a professional skill. Understand the major 

traditions that inform the methods you use, and be willing to reflect critically on the rationale 

for your instructional decisions. Adopt a principled eclectic stance that is responsive to the 

specific needs, goals, and contexts of your learners. 

For curriculum designers: Resist the temptation to commit exclusively to any single 

methodological approach. Draw on the insights of multiple theoretical traditions in designing 

syllabi and materials, paying attention to both the gradual development of linguistic knowledge 

and the importance of authentic communicative interaction. 

For teacher educators: Ensure that initial and continuing teacher education includes substantive 

engagement with the theoretical foundations of language learning. Teachers need not only 
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practical skills but the theoretical frameworks to understand, evaluate, and adapt those skills in 

response to changing contexts. 

For researchers: Continue to investigate the interactions between the different dimensions of 

language learning identified by the major theoretical traditions, particularly the relationships 

between cognitive processing, social interaction, and linguistic development. Future research 

should also attend more carefully to the implications of digital learning environments and 

artificial intelligence for the classical models of language acquisition and instruction. 
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