Journal of Language, Literature, and Ecucational Research
Vol. 3, No. 1, June 2026, pp. 146~152
ISSN: 3062-7885, DOI: 10.37251/jolle.v3i1.3303 ) 146

The Evolution of the ESL Learner: A Review of Affective, Structural, and
Cultural Hurdles from Literacy to Native-Like Fluency

Mardy Serey!, Chanrathany Sam? Sannisa Seng®, Toknoy San, Sam Et Ry5, Soeung Sit®, Sophat Phon’
ISvay Rieng University, Svay Rieng Province, Cambodia
2National University of Cheasim Kamchaymear, Prey Veng Province, Cambodia
30udam Vichea Center, Phnom Penh, Cambodia
“Department of Credit Risk Management, Cathay United Bank, Cambodia
5Canadia Bank, Preah Vihear Province, Cambodia
°SBI Bank Cambodia, Preah Vihear Province, Cambodia
"Institute for Banking Studies, Phnom Penh, Cambodia

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article history:

Received Apr 12, 2026
Revised May 16, 2026
Accepted May 29, 2026
OnlineFirst June 30, 2026

Keywords:

Affective filter

ESL learners

Interlanguage fossilization
Second language acquisition
Sociolinguistic competence

Purpose of the study: This comprehensive review article synthesizes current
literature on second language acquisition (SLA) to examine the primary hurdles
ESL learners encounter throughout their evolutionary trajectory from basic
literacy to native-like fluency. The paper aims to provide a holistic understanding
of the learner's experience and to evaluate pedagogical interventions designed to
mitigate these hurdles.

Methodology: The study methodology is narrative/integrative literature review. It
integrates theoretical perspectives and empirical research into SLA with literature
based on established theoretical models including Krashen’s Affective Filter
Hypothesis, Dornyei’s L2 Motivational Self System, Selinker’s Interlanguage
Theory, the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis, and Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal
Development. Since this methodology was conceptual and desk-based, there was
no primary data collection.

Main Findings: The review also finds that achieving native-like fluency requires
not only cognitive and linguistic development but also profound socio-emotional
adaptation. Pedagogical interventions, such as scaffolding, communicative
language teaching, and translanguaging, are identified as effective strategies for
mitigating these hurdles.

Novelty/Originality of this study: Novelty of this paper is that it adopts a
tripartite, integrative framework focusing on affective, structural, and cultural
barriers in a single review it deviates from previous studies that examine these
domains in isolation. By mapping the ESL learner's entire developmental
trajectory from literacy to native-like fluency through this holistic lens, the paper
advocates for a novel, inclusive, culturally responsive, and psychologically
supportive ESL educational framework that addresses the learner as a whole
person rather than merely a linguistic processor.
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INTRODUCTION
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The rapid expansion of English as an international language has increased the importance of English as a
Second Language (ESL) education across various educational contexts [1], [2]. English proficiency is no longer
limited to academic purposes but has become an essential competence for communication, professional
development, and participation in global communities [3], [4]. Consequently, understanding how learners develop
English proficiency from basic literacy to native-like fluency has become a major concern in Second Language
Acquisition (SLA) research [5], [6]. This developmental process involves continuous interaction between learners
and various linguistic and social environments that shape language acquisition. Therefore, examining the factors
influencing ESL learning is essential for developing effective instructional practices and improving learners'
language outcomes.

Despite the growing opportunities for English learning, many ESL learners continue to encounter
numerous challenges throughout their language learning journey [7], [8]. These challenges extend beyond
linguistic knowledge and involve psychological, structural, and sociocultural dimensions that collectively
influence learning success [9], [10]. Learners frequently experience language anxiety, limited motivation, low self-
confidence, grammatical interference from their first language, and difficulties adapting to unfamiliar cultural
norms. Such conditions often reduce learners' willingness to communicate and hinder the development of
communicative competence [11], [12]. As a result, achieving native-like fluency remains a difficult objective for
many ESL learners despite prolonged exposure to English instruction.

Numerous previous studies have investigated individual factors affecting second language acquisition
from different theoretical perspectives [13], [14]. Research on affective variables has highlighted the significant
roles of anxiety, motivation, self-esteem, and learner identity in facilitating or inhibiting language learning. Other
studies have concentrated on structural issues, including first-language interference, interlanguage development,
fossilization, vocabulary acquisition, and academic literacy [15], [16]. Meanwhile, sociocultural investigations
have emphasized pragmatic competence, acculturation, intercultural identity, and social interaction as important
components of successful language acquisition [17], [18]. Although these studies have contributed substantially
to the advancement of SLA research, most of them examine these dimensions separately rather than considering
their interconnected influence throughout learners' developmental trajectories.

This fragmented perspective creates an important research gap in understanding the complexity of ESL
learning [19], [20]. The interaction among affective, structural, and cultural barriers has not been sufficiently
synthesized within a single conceptual framework that explains how these factors jointly influence learners from
early literacy to advanced proficiency [21], [22]. Existing literature generally focuses on specific learning stages
or isolated variables, making it difficult to obtain a comprehensive understanding of the complete language
learning process [23], [24]. Without an integrated perspective, educators may design instructional strategies that
address only one aspect of learning while overlooking other equally influential factors. Therefore, a comprehensive
synthesis that connects these multidimensional challenges is necessary to provide a more holistic understanding
of ESL learner development.

Addressing this gap is important because successful ESL education requires more than mastery of
grammar and vocabulary alone [25], [26]. Effective language learning also depends on psychologically supportive
learning environments, meaningful communicative experiences, and opportunities for learners to develop
intercultural competence [27], [28]. A comprehensive understanding of the relationship among affective,
structural, and cultural challenges can assist teachers in selecting appropriate pedagogical strategies that promote
both linguistic and personal development. Such understanding is also valuable for researchers seeking broader
theoretical explanations of second language acquisition and for policymakers responsible for designing language
education programs [29]. Consequently, integrating these perspectives has significant implications for improving
the quality and effectiveness of ESL instruction.

The novelty of this study lies in its integrative review of affective, structural, and cultural barriers within
a unified framework that represents the complete developmental trajectory of ESL learners from basic literacy to
native-like fluency [30]. Unlike previous studies that predominantly discuss these dimensions independently, this
study synthesizes theoretical and empirical evidence to explain how these barriers interact throughout language
acquisition. This integrated perspective provides a more comprehensive understanding of the multidimensional
nature of ESL learning and highlights the necessity of holistic educational interventions. Furthermore, the study
emphasizes pedagogical approaches that combine psychological support, linguistic development, and cultural
responsiveness to facilitate sustainable language learning. Therefore, this review aims to provide educators,
researchers, and policymakers with a comprehensive conceptual foundation for designing more inclusive and
effective ESL education.

2. RESEARCH METHOD

2.1. Research Design

The Evolution of the ESL Learner: A Review of Affective, Structural, and Cultural Hurdles fro... (Mardy Serey)



148 a ISSN: 3062-7885

This study employed a narrative integrative literature review to examine the multidimensional challenges
encountered by English as a Second Language (ESL) learners throughout their language acquisition journey [31].
This research design was selected because it enables the integration of theoretical concepts and empirical findings
from previous studies into a comprehensive conceptual understanding. The review focused on synthesizing
evidence related to affective, structural, and cultural barriers that influence learners' progression from basic literacy
to native-like fluency [32]. Unlike empirical studies, this review did not involve primary data collection but relied
on published academic literature as the primary source of information. Consequently, the narrative integrative
review provided an appropriate approach for explaining the complex interaction among psychological, linguistic,
and sociocultural factors affecting ESL learning.

2.2. Data Sources

The data analyzed in this review were obtained from scholarly books, peer-reviewed journal articles, and
internationally recognized theoretical publications concerning Second Language Acquisition (SLA). Literature
sources were selected because they provide substantial evidence regarding affective variables, structural language
development, sociocultural adaptation, and pedagogical interventions in ESL education [33]. Classical theories
and contemporary empirical studies were equally considered to provide both conceptual foundations and current
perspectives on language learning. Priority was given to publications discussing influential frameworks proposed
by Krashen, Dérnyei, Selinker, Vygotsky, Cummins, Norton, Schumann, and other prominent SLA scholars. The
combination of these academic sources ensured a comprehensive theoretical basis for interpreting challenges
experienced by ESL learners.

2.3. Literature Selection

The literature selection process was conducted by identifying publications directly related to English as
a Second Language learning and Second Language Acquisition research. References were included when they
discussed psychological, linguistic, cultural, or instructional aspects relevant to the objectives of this review [34].
Each publication was carefully examined to determine its contribution to understanding affective barriers,
structural barriers, cultural challenges, or pedagogical implications in ESL learning. Studies presenting similar
concepts were compared to identify consistent findings, while differing perspectives were analyzed to enrich
conceptual interpretation. This selection process ensured that only literature closely aligned with the research
objectives was synthesized in the discussion.

2.4. Data Analysis

The collected literature was analyzed using thematic analysis to identify recurring concepts and
relationships among previous studies [35]. All reviewed publications were systematically categorized into four
principal themes, namely affective hurdles, structural hurdles, cultural hurdles, and pedagogical interventions.
Similar findings across different studies were synthesized to explain how these dimensions interact throughout
learners' language development. The integrated analysis emphasized relationships among psychological, linguistic,
and sociocultural factors rather than treating each factor independently. Finally, the synthesized evidence was
interpreted to formulate a holistic conceptual framework and practical pedagogical recommendations for
improving ESL teaching and learning.

Table 1. Research Procedure

Stage Research Activities Expected Output

Research Determining the narrative integrative literature review approach and

Design defining the research focus on ESL learner development. Research framework

Collecting books, peer-reviewed journal articles, and theoretical Relevant academic

Data Collection publications related to Second Language Acquisition and ESL learning. literature

Literature Selecting publications discussing affective, structural, cultural, and

Selection pedagogical aspects according to the research objectives. Selected literature

Categorizing literature into affective hurdles, structural hurdles, cultural

Thema‘gc hurdles, and pedagogical interventions before synthesizing previous Thematic categories
Analysis .
findings.
. Integrating theoretical and empirical evidence to formulate conceptual Comprehensive
Interpretation

explanations and pedagogical implications. research findings
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3.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1. Affective Hurdles

The reviewed literature demonstrates that affective factors represent one of the most influential
dimensions affecting English as a Second Language (ESL) learning. Psychological conditions such as language
anxiety, motivation, self-confidence, identity, and learner investment consistently determine how effectively
learners acquire and use the target language [36]. The synthesis indicates that positive emotional conditions
facilitate language acquisition, whereas negative emotions hinder learners' participation and communicative
performance. These affective variables influence both learners' willingness to engage in classroom interaction and
their long-term commitment to language learning. Overall, the reviewed studies reveal that affective barriers play
a fundamental role in shaping learners' progression from basic literacy toward native-like fluency.

Table 2. Summary of Affective Hurdles

Affecti S . o
ective Main Findings Educational Implications
Factor
Anxiety reduces learners' willingness to . .
Language X1ety recu Hners wirting Teachers should establish psychologically
; communicate and limits language .
Anxiety . supportive classrooms.
acquisition.
St tivati tained . C
o TONg MOLvation encourages sustamne Learning activities should strengthen
Motivation learning effort and continuous language ; .
learners' long-term learning goals.
development.
Identity and Positive learner identity increases Inclusive learning environments enhance
Y engagement and participation in language learner confidence and communicative
Investment ;
learning. competence.

3.2. Structural Hurdles

The synthesis of previous studies indicates that structural barriers constitute another major challenge
encountered by ESL learners during second language acquisition. The reviewed literature identifies cross-
linguistic influence, interlanguage development, fossilization, vocabulary acquisition, and academic literacy as the
principal structural issues influencing language proficiency [37]. Differences between learners' first language and
English frequently lead to grammatical, phonological, and syntactic errors that may persist throughout the learning
process. Furthermore, limited vocabulary knowledge and insufficient academic language proficiency restrict
learners' ability to comprehend complex texts and produce accurate academic writing. Collectively, these findings
demonstrate that structural competence requires continuous linguistic development supported by appropriate
instructional strategies and meaningful language practice.

Table 3. Summary of Structural Hurdles

Structural Factor Main Findings Educational Implications
Cross-linguistic First-language interference contributes to  Explicit comparison between L1 and
Influence pronunciation and grammatical errors. English can reduce language interference.

Continuous corrective feedback and

Interlanguage and ~ Persistent incorrect language forms may meaningful language production are

Fossilization become stabilized during learning.
necessary.
Limited vocabulary and academic language Vocabulary enrichment and academic
Vocabulary and . . . o . } . .
S proficiency restrict reading and writing literacy instruction should be integrated
Academic Literacy . :
performance. into ESL learning.

Findings of this review demonstrate that affective factors play a fundamental role in English as a Second
Language (ESL) learning [38]. Synthesized evidence indicates that language anxiety, motivation, self-confidence,
identity, and learner investment directly influence willingness to participate in communicative activities. Learners
experiencing high anxiety and limited motivation tend to show lower participation, resulting in slower language
development and weaker communicative competence. Conversely, supportive learning environments promote
confidence and reduce psychological barriers that hinder language acquisition. These findings confirm that
emotional readiness deserves equal attention alongside linguistic competence in ESL education.

Results also reveal that structural and cultural barriers remain important challenges throughout language
learning. Structural difficulties associated with first-language interference, interlanguage development,
fossilization, vocabulary acquisition, and academic literacy continue to influence language accuracy and
proficiency [39]. Cultural barriers involving pragmatic competence, sociolinguistic awareness, and intercultural
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adaptation also determine communicative effectiveness in authentic situations. Evidence further indicates that
scaffolding, communicative language teaching, task-based learning, and translanguaging contribute positively to
overcoming multidimensional learning barriers [40]. Successful ESL instruction therefore requires balanced
attention to psychological, linguistic, and sociocultural dimensions.

Present findings are consistent with previous studies emphasizing multidimensional characteristics of
second language acquisition. Krashen explained that affective conditions facilitate language input, whereas
Dérnyei highlighted motivation as a driving force supporting sustained language learning. Selinker described
interlanguage development and fossilization as persistent structural challenges, while Norton emphasized learner
identity and investment as important elements influencing language participation. Similar perspectives support
present findings showing that successful ESL learning cannot be explained through a single theoretical perspective.
Integration of affective, structural, and cultural dimensions therefore provides a more comprehensive
understanding of learner development.

Novelty of this review lies in integration of affective, structural, and cultural barriers into a unified
conceptual framework describing progression of ESL learners from basic literacy to native-like fluency [41].
Previous review studies commonly examined psychological, linguistic, or sociocultural dimensions separately,
producing fragmented explanations of second language acquisition. Present review combines these dimensions
into a comprehensive perspective illustrating continuous interaction among multiple learning barriers. Pedagogical
interventions are also presented as complementary strategies addressing various challenges simultaneously rather
than independently. Integrated framework therefore contributes broader conceptual insight for future research and
educational practice in ESL contexts.

Implications of this review extend to educators, researchers, curriculum developers, and educational
policymakers [42], [43]. Educators are encouraged to establish psychologically supportive learning environments
while strengthening linguistic competence and intercultural awareness. Curriculum developers may utilize
integrated framework to design instructional materials addressing affective, structural, and cultural dimensions
simultaneously. Researchers may adopt synthesized findings as a conceptual foundation for future empirical
investigations conducted across diverse educational settings [44]. Application of integrated perspectives may
ultimately contribute to more inclusive, learner-centered, and effective ESL education.

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting findings of this review. First, present study
employed a narrative integrative literature review without collecting primary empirical data from ESL learners or
educators. Second, synthesized evidence depends on scope and quality of selected literature, which may not fully
represent every educational context. Third, statistical analysis was not conducted because review did not employ
systematic review or meta-analysis procedures. Future research is recommended to conduct empirical
investigations involving diverse ESL contexts in order to validate and expand conceptual framework proposed in
this review.

4. CONCLUSION

This review concludes that English as a Second Language (ESL) learning is influenced by continuous
interaction among affective, structural, and cultural dimensions throughout language acquisition. Synthesized
findings demonstrate that language anxiety, motivation, learner identity, first-language interference, interlanguage
development, vocabulary acquisition, pragmatic competence, and intercultural adaptation collectively determine
learners' progression from basic literacy toward native-like fluency. Results further indicate that pedagogical
approaches integrating psychological support, linguistic development, and culturally responsive instruction
provide meaningful opportunities for improving language learning outcomes across diverse educational contexts.
Main contribution of this study lies in presenting an integrated conceptual framework that connects multiple
learning barriers and pedagogical interventions within a comprehensive perspective, offering broader insight than
previous studies that commonly examined these dimensions independently. Findings presented in this review may
serve as a valuable reference for educators, researchers, curriculum developers, and policymakers in designing
more inclusive, learner-centered, and effective ESL instruction. Future studies are recommended to validate
proposed conceptual framework through empirical investigations conducted across various educational settings
and learner populations while exploring additional factors that may contribute to successful second language
acquisition.
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