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 Different factors are involved in the process of learners learning English 
as a second or foreign language. Some contribute to enhancing their Eng-
lish proficiency, others mitigate and or even delay the process of learners’ 
mastering the language. Throughout literature, many studies focus on one 
or several factors that have an impact on learners’ gain of English lan-
guage proficiency. Few studies have been conducted to explore groups of 
factors together. The current paper reviews different studies on the issue 
to provide the whole picture of what may play a role in influencing English-
as-a-foreign-language learners’ improvement of English proficiency. 
Three groups of factors are discussed including student-related factors, 
teacher-related factors and context-related factors. The paper also implies 
what different stakeholders can do to maximize and optimize learners’ gain 
and progress in English language learning. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

English has become an international language and 
been used popularly in many areas of life all over 
the world. Therefore, people of different ages and 
nationalities have been learning English for 
communicating with others, learning abroad, 
looking for jobs, entertaining, and so on. However, 
while some people can acquire English easily, 
others have been struggling to learn the so-called 
lingua-franca. Across literature on English language 
teaching and learning, researchers conducted 
different studies to explore individual factors that 
have an impact on learners’ English proficiency 
levels. However, almost no studies have been 
implemented to synthesize all such factors together. 
Meanwhile, such a review of influencing factors 
will raise the awareness of learners, teachers and 
researchers of the English language as well as help 
them optimize the favorable factors and mitigate the 

negative ones. The current review is such an 
attempt.  

In order to conduct the review, different scientific 
resources have been consulted, including Google 
Scholar, Science Direct, Web of Science, SCOPUS, 
and ERIC. In addition, specific journals focusing on 
factors influencing learners’ gain of English 
proficiency were checked upon. The articles being 
reviewed have been published in the past 30 years. 

As for keywords, a combination of different phrases 
focusing on factors influencing learners’ gain of 
English language proficiency were used. These 
included “factors influencing English language 
proficiency” or “impact on English language 
proficiency” and “second language (L2) learning” 
or “Engish as a foreign language (EFL) setting” or 
“EFL classroom” or “English language teaching”. 

A snow-balling approach was also employed, i.e. 
once a relevant article was found, the researchers 
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consulted the referenced list and the journal in 
which the article was published to search for more 
relevant article. 

Three clusters of learner-related factors, teacher-
related factors and context-related factors have been 
discovered and will be described in details in the 
coming parts of the paper. The review sheds some 
light on the impact of different factors that may 
boost learners’ English acquisition or prevent them 
from making progress in English learning. Thus, it 
will be a good source of references for related 
stakeholders whenever they want to enhance 
English language teaching and learning in their own 
context.  

2 LEANER-RELATED FACTORS 

The level of learners’ English language proficiency 
is significantly influenced by various factors related 
to learners themselves. These factors include 
learners’ learning autonomy, learners’ motivation 
and attitudes to English language learning, and 
learners’ learning strategies. The following part will 
detail major issues related to such three factors. 

2.1 Learners’ learning autonomy 

Learners’ learning autonomy can be considered as 
one of the crucial factors affecting their level of 
proficiency in English language. As Hedge (2000, 
p.410) explained, autonomy is “the ability of the 
learner to take responsibility for his or her own 
learning, and to plan, organize, monitor the 
learning process independently of the teacher”. 
Sharing the same concern, Little (2007) emphasizes 
that autonomous learners are aware of their 
strengths and weaknesses, so they are motivated to 
be responsible for their own learning. The author 
further implies that the more the level of learner 
autonomy is enhanced, the more the growth of 
learners’ target language proficiency is achieved. In 
other words, learners’ learning autonomy is implied 
as an inevitably existing contributor to the level of 
English learners’ proficiency. 

Following the above concern, several studies have 
proved a close-knit relationship between learners’ 
learning autonomy and their level of English 
language proficiency. In particular, Dafei (2007) 
explores the relationship between autonomy and 
English language proficiency revealed by 129 non-
English majored students in a teacher college in 
China by means of a questionnaire and an interview. 
The result showed a significant and positive 
differences between two variables. This means that 
learners’ level of proficiency showed differences 
resulted in the significant differences in their 
autonomy. Additionally, Nguyen (2008) studied the 

relationship between learner autonomy and 
Vietnamese English-majored students’ English 
language proficiency. She studied 77 English 
majors from a university in Vietnam and used the 
questionnaires for this purpose. Based on the results, 
Nguyen has found positive and significant 
correlations between most aspects of learner 
autonomy and English as foreign language (EFL) 
proficiency measures. Explained more specifically, 
particular aspects of learners’ learning autonomy 
have been clarified such as having an intrinsic 
interest in English, trying hard to use English out of 
class, and being able to plan, monitor, and evaluate 
their own learning. These aspects are concluded as 
main contributors to learners’ success in English 
language achievement. In the context of Iran, 
Hashemian and Soureshjani (2011) investigates the 
interrelationship of autonomy, motivation, and 
English language performance. The study was 
conducted with 60 Persian learners. Two 
questionnaires,  one  for  autonomy  and  another  for  
motivation, were  deployed to  gather  the  required  
data which were was then analyzed through 
correlation and regression. The bivariate correlation 
reported a positive significant correlation between 
learner autonomy and English language 
performance. Similar implications have also been 
found in the study by Mohamadpour (2013) to 
explore the autonomy level of 30 senior high school 
students in Tehran by means of a questionnaire and 
interview and their English proficiency using PET 
(Preliminary English Test). The results showed that 
learners’ autonomy and the English proficiency of 
the participants are positively correlated. Hence, the 
author concluded that the more autonomous the 
English language learners are, the more proficient 
they would be. Another study by Myartawan et al. 
(2013) is aimed to determine the correlation 
between learner autonomy and English proficiency 
of 120 student participants selected by using a 
proportionate sampling technique from a population 
of 171 first semester students of the English 
Education Department, Ganesha University of 
Education (Undiksha) in Bali, Indonesia. The data 
were obtained from documents and questionnaires. 
In this study, the multiple linear regression analysis 
revealed that learner autonomy and English 
proficiency as defined in the study had a significant, 
strong, positive relationship.  It is clearly stated that 
learners’ learning autonomy and their language 
proficiency are closely interrelated. 

2.2 Learners’ motivation and attitude to 
English language learning 

Another factor contributing to the level of 
proficiency in English among learners is related to 
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their motivation and attitudes to English language 
learning (Spolsky, 1989; Gardner and Lambert, 
1972; Littlewood, 1984; Brown, 2007; Holmes, 
2017). As Gardner and Lambert (1972) clarify, 
learners with high level of motivation grounded in 
positive attitudes towards the second language will 
be successful in second language learning while 
learners with negative attitudes are related to 
learners’ anxiousness, making them unsuccessful in 
second language acquisition. Based on Brown’s 
(2007, p.114) definition of motivation which is “an 
inner drive impulse, emotion or desire that moves 
one to a particular action and motivation is a task-
oriented”, Daskalovska et al. (2012) further add that 
a motivated language learner desires to achieve 
learning goals and willingly spends time and effort 
reaching that goal, so learners’ motivation to learn 
the language can be considered as one of the most 
important factors enhancing their language 
proficiency.  

Several studies have investigated learners’ learning 
motivation and attitudes and the language 
proficiency, and their implications showed the 
tangible relationship between learners’ motivation 
and attitude, and their English language proficiency. 
For example, a study in Turkey by İnal et al. (2003) 
was conducted with 421 learners from different 
school contexts. The findings showed that learners’ 
attitudes towards English language received a 
higher positive correlation with their learning 
achievement compared to other variables such as 
high school type, second language, medium of 
instruction, parents’ education, and living abroad. In 
another context, Eun-Hee and Hee Jeong (2011) 
investigate 92 first-year Korean university students 
who took a mandatory English course by a means of 
a questionnaire on their motivation to learn English 
and answered short essay questions related to their 
preferences in English courses. Data analysis 
indicated that students’ interest was the only factor 
contributing to the participants’ scores 
improvement. A study by Al-Mahrooqi1 (2012) 
employing a qualitative questionnaire with focus 
groups and personal reports from 100 tertiary 
education students revealed that lacking motivation 
in English learning can be considered as one major 
factor leading students' low English language 
proficiency.  

With the focus on clarifying the relationships of 
both motivation and attitude, and English language 
proficiency, Liu (2007) investigates Chinese 
university students’ attitudes and motivation to learn 
English and the correlations of both variables with 
the students’ English proficiency. The study 
conducted with 202 Chinese third-year English non-

majored students and adapted the motivation survey 
by Gardner (1985) and an English proficiency test. 
The finding from the correlation analysis revealed 
that the students with more positive attitudes 
towards learning English tended to score higher in 
the proficiency test, and those who were more 
instrumentally motivated tended to perform better in 
the test. Liu emphasizes these factors contributed to 
the result of students’ higher English proficiency.  
Following the same research instrument- a 
questionnaire survey on attitudes and motivation 
adapted Gardner’s (1985) Attitude and Motivation 
Test Battery, Ming et al. (2011) conducted a study 
with 143 Chinese, Malay and Iban students from 
both Science and Art classes in East Malaysia 
studying English as a second language. The data 
were analysed using the descriptive correlation 
coefficient and ANOVA inferential tools. The study 
revealed that the better students had more positive 
attitudes and showed greater initiatives towards 
learning English than the weak students. However, 
students’ extrinsic motivation was perceived as a 
more influential factor for students to learn English 
than their intrinsic motivation. Sharing the same 
vein, a recent study by Phon (2017) investigate the 
relationship between students’ English proficiency 
levels with three variables, namely socioeconomic 
status, learning motivations and attitudes, and 
learning opportunities. The study employed a set of 
questionnaires adapted from the general theory of 
language learning of Spolsky’s (1989) model with 
15 English-majored students at a rural public 
university in Cambodia. The data were then 
analyzed by Spearman’s correlation and the findings 
indicated that learners’ motivation and learning 
attitude had a strong correlation with learners’ 
English language proficiency level compared to 
other variables. As consequence, learners’ 
motivation and attitudes play a vital role to improve 
learners’ proficiency in English language, or 
learners of second language must have both 
motivation and attitude to achieve their success in 
language proficiency.  

2.3 Learners’ learning strategies 

Learners’ learning strategies have long been 
discussed as another integral contributor to their 
language proficiency (Rubin, 1975; Chastain, 1988; 
Vann and Abraham, 1990; Chamot and O'Malley, 
1994; Cummins and Swain, 2014). As Cook (2016) 
claimed, good and proficient second language users 
might acquire such language through different 
strategies. Explained by another way, the more 
proficient learners use a greater variety of language 
strategies and perform such strategies more 
effectively than their less proficient peers or less 
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effective learners tend to show their lack or limita-
tion of learning strategies knowledge (Oxford, 
1990), To verify language strategies, Oxford (1990) 
constructs the instrument of Strategy Inventory for 
Language Learning (SILL) with six categories of 
learning strategies, namely memory strategies, cog-
nitive strategies, compensation strategies, metacog-
nitive strategies, affective strategies, and social 
strategies.  

Followed by the SILL survey, various studies in dif-
ferent contexts of English as a second language have 
been undertaken to disclose a strong correlation be-
tween strategy use and language proficiency. A re-
search in Korea conducted by Park (1995) used the 
SILL to measure learning strategy preferences of 
332 university students studying English as a for-
eign language and a practice version of the Test of 
English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) later used 
to determine English proficiency level. The results 
showed all of the identified SILL categories were 
significantly correlated with students’ English pro-
ficiency, but cognitive and social strategies were 
more predictive of TOEFL scores than other strate-
gies. Similarly, Nisbet et al. (2005) explored the re-
lationship between the language learning strategy 
preference and English language proficiency among 
168 third-year English-majored students at Henan 
University in Kaifeng, China, using the the same in-
struments (the SILL and the TOEFL). The finding 
revealed significant variation in proficiency in rela-
tion to eleven out of a possible fifty strategies. More 
precisely, the results significantly showed that a 
multiple regression analysis indicated that a combi-
nation of two variables (metacognitive strategies 
and affective strategies) was also significantly cor-
related with English proficiency. Additionally, 
Gharbavi and Mousavi (2012) find out whether 
there is any relationship between the employment of 
different strategies and learners' levels of language 
proficiency. The participants were 90 university stu-
dents majoring in teaching English as a foreign lan-
guage (TEFL) at Payame-Noor Universities of 
Khoramshar and Abadan in Iran. By comparing the 
variances of the obtained scores of the TOEFL and 
the scores of the SILL, the results showed the corre-
lation coefficient of 0.91, which means there is a re-
lationship between the learner's proficiency level 
and the adoption of the strategies by the language 
learners. In particular, the findings indicated that ad-
vanced language learners achieve stability in using 
strategies which is not found in the lower level lan-
guage learners. In other words, the authors con-
cluded that the more proficient the learners are, the 
greater the number of strategies they use. Despite 
using the same research instruments (the SILL and 
the TOEFL), a study by Madhumathi et al. (2012) 

conducted with 60 English as a second language 
(ESL) students at a private university in South India 
with a slightly different focus on the low proficiency 
students’ strategy use. Particularly, the finding re-
ported that there was a linear relationship between 
low language proficiency students and their lan-
guage learning strategy use. Among the six catego-
ries of language learning strategies, compensation, 
cognitive and metacognitive significantly correlated 
with TOEFL scores of the low proficiency students. 

  These studies clearly reveal a significant aspect 
of the tangible relationship between language learn-
ing strategies and English language proficiency. As 
a result, language learning strategies can be an inev-
itably important learner-related factor contributing 
to their language proficiency achievement. 

3 TEACHER-RELATED FACTORS  

Language learning process not only is affected by 
internal factors, which learners bring with them to 
the particular situation, but also relies on a number 
of different external factors (Madrid, 1995; Shoe-
bottom, 2016). The key factor that has a great impact 
on learners’ learning progress is teachers (Geringer, 
2003). In English language teaching, the influencing 
factors related to the teacher include the quality of 
teachers, teachers’ pedagogical knowledge and 
skills, teacher’ teaching approaches, assessment and 
giving feedback. 

Teacher quality is considered to be the most im-
portant teacher-related factor that influence learn-
ers’ learning outcomes (Punthumasen, 2007). The 
issue of teacher quality has been approached differ-
ently by various researchers and educators in the 
field. Some of them remark that command of the 
subject area, appropriate teaching methods, and dif-
ferent teaching-related skills represent teaching 
characteristics. Others focus on personal character-
istics, their compassion, humor, innovation, and 
honesty (Flowerdew et al., 2007). Although in gen-
eral, good teachers share similar qualities regardless 
of their disciplines, effective EFL teachers are vi-
tally different from other teachers because of the na-
ture of English as a teaching subject (Al-Mahrooqi 
et al., 2015). 

3.1 Teacher’s language competence 

Researchers on English language teaching have long 
been agreed on the importance of teacher’s com-
mand of English as a fundamental factor influencing 
learner’s language development. Mitchell et al. 
(1988) views language proficiency as the decisive 
element for the teacher’s ability to engage in effec-
tive language teaching. With similar viewpoint, Cul-
len (2002, p.220) asserts that the teacher’s limited 
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command of English influencing a number of as-
pects of teaching:“A teacher with a poor or hesitant 
command of spoken English will have difficulty with 
essential classroom teaching procedures such as 
giving instructions, asking questions on text, ex-
plaining the meaning of a word or replying to a 
learner’s question or remark ... A teacher without 
the requisite language skills will crucially lack au-
thority and self-confidence in the classroom, and 
this will affect all aspects of his or her perfor-
mance”. 

Mahmoud and Thabet (2013) consider mastery of 
English including sound pronunciation, and more 
actively involving students in classroom activities 
more important characteristics among EFL teachers. 
According to Brosh (1996), effective EFL teachers 
are those who focus on comprehension, are in com-
mand of the language, prepare interesting lessons, 
help students to be independent, and deal with stu-
dents fairly. Language proficiency is, therefore, key 
to a teacher’s ability to effectively perform their role 
as language teachers (Richard, 2017), besides peda-
gogical skills and attitudes. 

The fact that teacher’s language competence deeply 
influence learning environment, and learner’s lan-
guage outcomes is presented in a number of studies. 
Nel and Müller (2010) researched practicing teach-
ers who enrolled for the Academic English: Inclu-
sive Education course in 2008 and 2009. The results 
reveals that the teacher’s poor command of English 
negatively affects the learners’ English language ac-
quisition and academic progress. Young et al. 
(2014) reveal that many teachers ‘recognize that 
their command of English is not fully adequate for 
their professional work, both for classroom teaching 
of English in English and for potential engagement 
with the global ELT community’. The results of the 
study carried out by Costa and Coleman (2013) 
show that a number of teachers in Italy had to par-
ticipate in a compelled English-taught Programs, 
which is surprisingly similar to those of 
Wongsothorn et al. (2002). 

Obviously, there is a discrepancy between the ex-
pectation and reality of EFL teacher’s level of lan-
guage proficiency, which directly affect the quality 
of teaching and learning. Elder (2001) and Richards 
et al. (2013) share conclusion that the ‘limitations in 
language teachers’ command of their teaching lan-
guage is an issue that has been a concern in language 
teacher education for both teachers of English as 
well as those who teach other second or foreign lan-
guages.’ Similarly, Aguilar and Rodríguez (2012) 
assert that a teacher’s insufficient level of English is 
considered one of the major concerns in today’s lan-
guage teaching. 

3.2 Pedagogical knowledge and skills 

According to Freeman (2016), in language teaching, 
language is both the content of teaching and the 
means of teaching that content. Therefore, ability to 
teach English through English requires a teacher to 
consider various issues. Knowing about and how to 
use a language is insufficient to support and enhance 
language learning. A teacher who is mastering con-
tent knowledge, but lacks the ability to present her 
knowledge in a comprehensible way to her learners 
is a teacher who lacks pedagogical knowledge and 
ability (Andrews, 2001). 

The importance of pedagogical knowledge and 
teaching ability is reinforced by a number of re-
searchers. Richard (2017) discusses that pedagogi-
cal knowledge and skills enable an English teacher 
to know the important aspects of language needed 
for different levels of language proficiency, how to 
organize a syllabus as well as selecting appropriate 
teaching strategies and techniques. Skills are also 
one of the three areas that Borg (2006) considers as 
the basis that characteristics of EFL teachers are 
built on. Knowing how to teach and behave appro-
priately in the target language enables teachers to ef-
fectively adapt their teaching ‘to the diverse inter-
ests and abilities of learners’ (Shulman, 1987, p. 8) 
to best enhance their language proficiency. 

One of the most important skills for EFL teachers to 
master is the discourse skill, which is presented in 
the ability to maintain communication in a specific 
genre for classroom instruction, i.e. to teach English 
through English. The work of Freeman (2016) and 
others suggest that ability to use English in a way 
that supports the learning of English is something 
that not only non-native English teachers but also 
teachers whose native language is English have to 
master. Richard (2017) insists on the fact that using 
English effectively and appropriately in the lan-
guage classroom settings to facilitate learning re-
quires native-speakers of English to put a lot of ef-
fort and energy. In line with Borg (2006) and 
Mahmoud and Thabet (2013), the results of the 
study by Al-Mahrooqi et al. (2015) on secondary 
and high school students highlight the important im-
pact of classroom instruction on learning. Students 
maintain that their EFL teachers’ having a good 
command of English as well as clear speaking and 
writing are most important. Young et al. (2014) con-
firms ‘For students at the elementary and secondary 
school levels, access to teachers who have the nec-
essary professional knowledge and functional Eng-
lish language skills to teach English effectively is 
critical’. 
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The teacher is believed to play the key role to moti-
vate language learners.  Strengthening this belief, 
Dörnyei (2007) and Wong (2010) explain the role of 
teachers in creating the student’s necessary motivat-
ing character within the educational context through 
conscious intervention; therefore, the teacher plays 
a significant role in creating and fostering the teach-
ing and learning atmosphere. Similarly, the study of 
Thanasoulas (2002) emphasizes the importance of 
teachers’ skill in motivating students to learn, which 
subsequently influences the success of foreign lan-
guage learning. Some motivational strategies in-
clude increasing learners' self-confidence in using 
the target language, creating learners’ autonomy 
such as allowing them to generate to some extent 
their ideas on necessary classroom activities, and 
encouraging positive self-evaluation such as provid-
ing motivational feedback regarding their language 
skills. Motivation, consequently, is the variable that 
teachers can implement and promote in the class-
room to enhance language learning (Winke, 2005). 

In the subject content classrooms, in which English 
is a medium of instruction, there is teachers’ failure 
to help learners practice language skills. Uys et al. 
(2007) pointed out five main reasons. Three among 
them are the teacher’s (1) lack of the knowledge and 
skills for teaching the four language skills as well as 
insights into teaching strategies to promote effective 
instructions, (2) ignorance of the importance of ap-
plying pedagogical skills, and (3) lack of skills for 
teaching through the medium of English. Similarly, 
the point of view shared by Li (2009) and Shoebot-
tom (2011) confirms that EFL language learners 
will experience a faster speed of English develop-
ment if their teachers both use English in teaching 
academic subjects and are responsible for students’ 
overall English language development. 

3.3 Teaching approaches and methods 

In EFL context, communicative language teaching 
(CLT) approach has been given larger attention and 
wider implementation. Richards (2006) comments 
that CLT is the methodology of choice by the ma-
jority of language teachers today and has  greatly in-
fluenced approaches to language teaching as well as 
language teaching practice worldwide. According to 
Jacobs and Farrell (2003), the shift towards CLT 
marks a paradigm shift in thinking about teachers, 
learning, and teaching. The changes include focus-
ing greatly on learner-centered instruction, process-
orientation instruction, individual differences, and 
life-long learning. Jacobs and Farrell (2003) also in-
dicate the major changes in approach to language 
teaching, two important of which are alternative as-
sessment and teachers as co-learners. 

In an attempt to find out the influence of teaching 
approaches on learners’ writing skills, Kim (2013) 
maintains that teaching approach is  the most im-
portant factor influencing learners’  attitudes toward 
learning, i.e. teaching approaches impact greatly on 
the level of effort learners make to learn to write in 
English.   

While there is still not a universally accepted meth-
odology worldwide, the shifts in current CLT have 
led to development of different teaching approaches 
such as task-based instruction  (Richards, 2006). 
The study by Albino (2017) sought out the effect of 
task-based language teaching (TBLT) as conceived 
by Long and Crookes (1992) and Ellis (2009), 
which focuses on meaning and linguistic form on 
EFL learners in Cazenga.  Findings indicated a pro-
gress in speaking ability in terms of fluency, self-
confidence development, vocabulary expansion, 
and stronger motivation in using target language. 
Long and Crookes (1992) and Ellis (2009) suggest 
the incorporation of task components to language 
syllabus in order for the students to learn and use 
English as the way English is used outside the class-
room.   

One remarkable viewpoint, as commented in Has-
san and Selamat (2002) and Solak and Bayar (2015) 
is that classroom activities and materials need to bal-
ance among the four language skills. Birjandi et al. 
(2006) observes a similar EFL setting in which most 
of the Iranian learners learn English through reading 
which is a priority skill among the four skills. The 
reason is that teachers place unequal importance on 
four language skills, and speaking skill is mostly ne-
glected. The neglect of oral communication practice 
in the classroom impede language proficiency and 
the development of other aspects of language skills 
(Zhang et al., 1995). 

3.4 Assessment and feedback giving 

Teachers’ assessment beliefs shape classroom prac-
tices and therefore influence learners’ motivation 
and learning strategies. Akbari (2015) discusses the 
accountability purposes of assessment, which ena-
ble teachers to build classroom practices based on 
the demand of exams, influence the learner’s lan-
guage proficiency negatively. Unfortunately, a large 
number of teachers prepare their students to cope 
with examinations and teach English for testing pur-
poses only (Khaniya, 1990; Alderson and Wall, 
1993; Hosseini, 2007). 

Although teachers are encouraged to use formative 
assessment during class, their focus on learner’s per-
formance in exams instead of meaningful language 
performance prevent them from employing this type 
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of assessment. Green (2014) comments, ‘Alterna-
tive assessment forms are often more engaging and 
may be more useful and more enlightening about 
learning processes’; however, a large number of 
teachers still focus on summative assessment be-
cause they do not have enough knowledge and skill 
to implement (Akbari, 2015). Therefore, forms of 
assessment might be one of the reasons behind the 
failures of learners to acquire the expected level of 
proficiency in English. 

Giving feedback is another contributing factor in de-
veloping students’ English proficiency (Ueasiriwat-
thanachai, 2013). Meaningful and positive feedback 
is crucial to learners’ language learning process be-
cause it helped them achieve English accuracy and 
realize their own strengths and weaknesses (Pica et 
al.,1996; Mackey, 1999; Gass and Mackey, 2007). 
Meaningful and positive feedback could leads to a 
reduction in anxiety, resulting in more language 
communications, and positive language learning 
outcomes. 

4 CONTEXT-RELATED FACTORS  

A number of researchers (e.g. Firth and Wagner, 
1997; Collentine and Freed, 2004; Tarone, 2007) 
have remarked that in order to help learners be com-
petent in a foreign language, it is necessary to take 
into consideration the issue of the context-related 
factors since they serve as some of the major factors 
promoting successful language learning. The con-
text of learning is of great importance as it is seen to 
be directly related to students’ learning outcomes. 
Four influential contextual factors in foreign lan-
guage learning are students’ socio-economic back-
ground, input-output opportunities, teaching prac-
tices and learning activities, and learning environ-
ment. 

4.1 Socio-economic backgrounds 

There is a strong link between students’ social back-
ground factors and their educational access and out-
comes (Crawford, 2014). Students’ social back-
ground includes their racial origin, family income, 
family structure, and the level of parental education. 
Ross and Wu (1995) made a generalization that once 
the social status and their family’s income are in-
creasing, students tend to progress better in their ac-
ademic performance. A study by Olaitan (2012) re-
vealed the kind of schools students are attending de-
pends largely on their socio-economic background. 
Thus, what and how they are educated in such 
schools depend on their socio-economic status 
(Olaitan, 2012).  

In the study by Khattak et al. (2011), the poor soci-
oeconomic background is one of the factors that cre-
ates challenges that learners face in learning English 
in Pakistan. Similarly, Tanveer (2007) figures out 
that the differences in social status of the students 
are the factors that lead to their weakness of lan-
guage learning in the United Kingdom.   

4.2 Input-output opportunities 

Language prominence is related to the number and 
nature of linguistic input and output opportunities 
provided for language learners in the curricular and 
extra-curricular learning contexts (Housen et al., 
2011). Regarding the language input, Housen et al. 
(2011) claim that “the more prominent the second 
language (L2) is in the learning context, and the less 
prominent the target language (L1), the more L2 ac-
quisition will be promoted” (p. 88). In the same 
vein, Baker and Hengeveld (2012) also assert that 
contact with the target language plays an essential 
role in foreign language learning since “the time and 
opportunities you have for using the target language 
will strongly influence the speed of second language 
acquisition” (p. 68). In details, linguistic input is 
thought of as an essential component for language 
learning in that it helps to provide the learners with 
information about what is possible or grammatical 
in the language (Krashen, 1985; Ellis, 2003; Gass 
and Mackey, 2007). More generally, second lan-
guage students with more access academic re-
sources (e.g. books, teachers, educational websites) 
seem to be more successful that those without 
(Mitchell and Myles, 2001).  

Besides being giving maximized opportunities for 
target language input,  learners also need to be given 
the opportunities to produce meaningful output. In 
fact, these output-producing opportunities help them 
to notice a gap in their linguistic knowledge of the 
second language (Hedge, 2000; Swain, 1985, as 
cited in Wang and Castro, 2010). In order to do so, 
learners should be provided with opportunities to 
engage in meaningful interaction, which in turn, al-
lows them to receive feedback which is said to play 
a key role in facilitating foreign language learning 
and development (Mackey, 1999; Pica et al., 1996). 
Normazidah et al. (2012) and Trawiński (2005) pre-
sented that the two factors that impact the EFL 
learners’ poor performance in English language 
learning are a lack of support to use English in the 
home environment and the community and learners’ 
insufficiency or lack of exposure to the language as 
there is a limited opportunity to use English outside 
the classrooms. Therefore, opportunities for produc-
ing meaningful output are not less important than 
those for being provided with foreign language in-
put. 
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4.3 Learning environment 

Learning environment can be defined as settings, 
both inside and outside the classroom, in which sec-
ond or foreign language learning can take place. The 
learning environment is believed to influence stu-
dents’ language learning process and eventually af-
fect their learning outcomes with regard to language 
proficiency (Ellis, 2008, cited in Housen et al., 
2011). Nikitina (2011) and Wang (2009) pointed out 
that to facilitate language learning development, 
foreign language learning environment must be cre-
ated in such a way that it leads to authentic learning. 
One of the ways to create authentic learning is, as 
Nikitina (2011) suggested, using authentic and com-
municative learning activities because they create 
real-life experiences in the foreign language class-
room and stimulate the authentic use of the target 
language. 

Another measure to create effective learning envi-
ronment is related to the emotional aspect of learn-
ing environment. Several researchers (e.g. Thana-
soulas, 2002; Dörnyei, 2007; Azarnoosh and Tabat-
abaee, 2008) claimed that successful foreign lan-
guage learning cannot be taken place if and many 
students consider the learning environment as no the 
learning context does not provide students with 
learning motivationt just an intellectual space, but 
also as an emotional one. 

An important environment for students’ learning is 
the classroom. Researchers such as Bahous et al. 
(2011) and Dörnyei (2007) claim that a positive and 
motivating classroom climate is considered a factor 
contributing to the attainment of a successful lan-
guage learning outcome. In the same vein, Michigan 
Department of Education (2011) states that “In a 
supportive and responsive environment, students 
feel more confident and capable of accessing the 
language and content” (p. 1). Indeed, a comfortable, 
motivating, and tension-free classroom environment 
can help creating a low affective filter as in  “Affec-
tive Filter Hypothesis”, which allows students to 
learn the language faster and better (Krashen, 1982, 
cited in VanPatten and Williams, 2007). On the 
other hand, a tense classroom climate can under-
mine learning and demotivate learners (Thana-
soulas, 2002). In the same vein, Souriyavongsa’s 
(2013) study  reveals that unsupportive classroom 
learning environment is one of the major causes of 
Laos students’ low English performance. Unsup-
portive classroom climate made them be afraid and 
feel ashamed when making English mistakes, which 
results in their lack of confidence in their spoken 
English. 

The role of learning environment in teaching and 
learning a foreign language reveals that creating the 
environment that supports language learning defi-
nitely results in students having much better lan-
guage performance. 

5 CONCLUSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS  

 Three groups of factors contribute to students’ 
process of learning English as a second or foreign 
language. The first group of student-related factors 
includes students’ learning autonomy, motivation, 
attitude, and strategies. The second group of 
teacher-related factors consists of teachers’ quality, 
pedagogical knowledge and skills, teaching ap-
proaches and methods, and assessment and feed-
back giving. The last group of context-related fac-
tors includes socio-economic background, input-
output opportunities, and learning environment. The 
diversity of factors implies that different stakehold-
ers can intervene to help students improve their Eng-
lish proficiency efficiently. First and foremost, stu-
dents themselves must be aware that they are the 
main agent in their own learning process. If they 
want to gain better English proficiency, they have to 
be autonomous in their learning, find ways to in-
crease their own learning motivation and positive at-
titude toward the process, as well as accumulate dif-
ferent learning strategies.  

Regarding EFL teachers, they should continue 
learning and improving in their teaching career to be 
able to provide their learners with the best teaching 
quality, pedagogical knowledge and skills, teaching 
approaches and methods, and assessment and feed-
back giving. This also reminds school leaders and 
educators that professional development opportuni-
ties should be created more frequently to the teach-
ers. Teachers should be sent to in-service training 
courses, seminars or conferences where they can up-
date and learn new knowledge and skills in teaching 
English. For context-related factors, different stake-
holders may play a role in creating the optimal in-
put-output opportunities, teaching practices, learn-
ing activities, and learning environment for the stu-
dents.  

Further studies should be conducted to explore 
which factors have the strongest positive correla-
tions with students’ English proficiency gain. Dif-
ferent contexts and student subjects may yield dif-
ferent findings, which makes the whole picture of 
the topic even clearer provides more useful implica-
tions for related stakeholders.  
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