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Abstract 

 Language teaching is a very challenging job for language teachers despite their lots of 

efforts applied in the classrooms to facilitate and ease language learners in the learning process. 

Before stepping into the classroom, teachers prepare teaching materials, aids, tools, lesson plans, 

course plan and so on, and set teaching goals, but these teaching objectives and outcomes are 

rarely fulfilled. This issue has been addressed in this article that is loosely based on Dick 

Allwright’s (1984) Interaction Hypothesis - ‘Why don’t learners learn what teachers teach?’ 

from the proceedings of a seminar on Language Learning in formal and informal contexts held in 

Dublin. In this theoretical paper, the researchers have addressed some basic reasons of students’ 

inability to learn what teachers teach, and teachers’ failure to achieve their goals in language 

classrooms especially although they try their best. The investigators have discussed both the 

linguistic and non-linguistic factors related to learning and teaching such as internal and external 

factors, students’ approach, attitude and motivation toward the target language, and some 

teaching factors; teaching experience, comprehensible input (Krashen, 1985), teachers’ 

competence and ability to raise awareness, responsibility, motivation and self-regulation among 

students in achieving the learning outcomes. Furthermore, some very useful tips have been 

suggested and recommended to be implemented particularly in language classrooms, and in other 

classes generally such as working on Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956) and providing the leaners 

comprehensible input to get i+1 (Krashen, 1985) for increasing their level of understanding.  

 

Keywords: Learning, Teaching, Classroom, Motivation, Comprehensible Input, Approaches to 

Learning 

 

Background 

 In the proceedings of a joint seminar of the Irish and British Associations for Applied 

Linguistics held at Trinity College, Dublin, 11-13 September 1984, 'Why don't learners learn 

what teachers teach?' –The Interaction hypothesis has been discussed by Dick Allwright. 

Although the title of our paper has been taken from Dick Allwright, we are going to discuss in 
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this article our perspectives as to why learners don't learn what teachers teach them not only in 

the English Language class but in other classes as well.   

 

According to some experts ' language teaching is an extremely complex activity and not 

one that we could expect would be done very effectively very often'. In order to achieve specific 

goals, an English teacher designs his/her class in a planned way because teaching in the class is a 

profound activity. It is the teachers' awareness of the students' motivation and its relationship 

with the teaching process that provides a framework by which the teacher can choose effective 

teaching methods to teach the English language to them. Therefore, teachers attempt to create 

motivation in the class and attract the learners' attention to the subject. In spite of this, a 

mismatch is seen between what teachers teach and what learners learn. Now the question which 

arises is: Whose fault is it? Is it the learners or teachers who are to be blamed?  

 

Objectives of the Study 

 The study discusses why EFL learners don’t learn what they are taught. For this purpose, 

undergraduate students of King Khalid University, Saudi Arabia particularly, and almost all EFL 

students generally were taken into consideration. The theoretical study is mainly based on the 

teachers’ experience with the students and with the institution as well.  Teaching students and 

fulfilling the teaching objectives is a challenging job for teachers. Therefore, the researchers, 

here, have tried to get some possible answers to the underlying problems of teaching and 

learning. The research article intends to find out answers of these research questions. 

 

1. Do the course plan and lesson plan fulfill teaching objectives and learners' needs? If not, what 

are the best ways to plan classes? 

 

2. Do students have language proficiency and previous knowledge to proceed to a further level of 

language learning? How may language planners and curriculum designers implement new 

policies, planning, and textbooks according to the learners' level and demand of the target 

language?  

 

3. How can teachers adapt their teaching materials to a comprehensible input and their teaching 

approaches to motivate the learners to become interested, self -regulated and have a positive 

approach toward EFL learning in the classrooms?  

 

4. Why should university or college administration consider and revise the recruitment procedure 

of teachers to achieve teaching goals and learning outcomes; infrastructure, teacher's workload, 

class size and the moderate use of technology to get the best teaching outcomes? 
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There are a number of factors that influence the success of learning, especially learning 

English as a foreign language. Slameto (1987) states these factors can be classified into two 

groups, namely internal and external factors. The internal factor commonly involves the internal 

aspects of the learners such as physics, psychology, and anxiety, while external factor may cover 

any aspects out of the learners' point of view, such as environment, school, family, etc.   

 

Some current studies in language acquisition suggest positive views on the importance of 

exposure to linguistic input in promoting acquisition. It implies that teachers should use the 

target language and provide input as much as possible since the learners are at the initial stages. 

Teachers face a dilemma when they are to teach beginners with low language proficiency. 

Therefore, teachers are required to modify their language in such a way in order to be 

appropriate with the level of the learners' proficiency.   

 

One of the experts called Stephens (in Ria; 1987) found that external factors such as the 

characteristic of teacher, class and school condition had consistently no relation to the success of 

learning a foreign language. On the other hand, students' psychological conditions, as one of the 

internal factors, were potential to influence the foreign or second language acquisition. However, 

we do not agree that the characteristic of teacher, class and school condition has no relation to 

the success of learning a foreign language.  

 

Literature Review 

 Although there are ample studies on the issues of language learning and teaching or the 

failures to achieve learning outcomes and teaching objectives, only some very significant 

research in this arena have been reviewed here. One of the best educational practices, Benjamin 

Bloom’s taxonomy (1956) has introduced three domains of learning such as cognitive, affective 

and psychomotor domains explaining knowledge, approaches/attitudes, and skills in language 

learning objectives respectively. This taxonomy in the cognitive domain (revised by Anderson 

and Krathwohl, 2001) has addressed some learning objectives: remembering, understanding, 

applying, analyzing, evaluating and creating. This hierarchy of learning objectives can be 

implemented or set by teachers and curriculum designers in the classrooms and course designing 

respectively, and language learners need to fulfill these educational objectives for a satisfying 

result. Further, Skinner (1957) in Verbal Behavior has paved a new path for language learners 

through developing new language habits. He has considered language learning is a matter of 

imitation, practice, positive reinforcement and habit formation. Skinner’s hypothesis is very 

useful for teachers to motivate EFL learners through positive reinforcement and giving them 

enough drills and exercises for practice, then teaching and learning objectives can be attended. In 

the same way, Stern (1970) has recommended ESL teaching would be benefited from this 

approach, so, he also focused on imitation, practice, and modification or simplification of 
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teaching aids for comprehensible input. Then, derived from innatism approach of Chomsky 

(1975), Stephen Krashen has introduced a Monitor Model (1985) to second language teachers 

and learners that played a very significant role in language learning classrooms.  His input 

hypothesis emphasizes comprehensible input which plays a key role when learning a foreign 

language. According to him, language can be learned by comprehensible input, and learners can 

reach to a level ahead of i+1 (input + further level), but if teachers fail in modifying input, 

learners’ progress will not occur. This is fully consistent with the conceptualization of language 

lessons as the sets of learning opportunities. It also helps learners learn a new language in a 

natural order. Dick Allwright’s presupposition (1984) of language teaching and learning raises 

the question to teaching and learning issues and takes the complex task of the relationship 

between teaching and learning factors into consideration. Further, he adds that lessons, 

interactions in the class and teaching are important but cannot be taken as a sole factor to achieve 

learning outcomes. There are so many other alternative factors that affect learning including 

teaching. He states,    

 

We can look upon language lessons as sets of learning opportunities, some deliberate, but 

many incidentals, all created through the necessary processes of classroom interaction. It 

should now be easier to see why the relationship between teaching and learning is 

problematic. What the learners do learn is presumably limited by the learning 

opportunities that are made available to them. But the provision of learning opportunities 

is not just determined by the teaching. The teaching is just one factor (though sometimes 

a powerful one) in the overall process by which lessons happen and learning 

opportunities are created. What we need now to account for is the process by which 

learning opportunities are created and the process by which different learners take 

different things from the sum total of learning opportunities that each lesson offers. (5) 

 

Slameto (1987) also finds that internal and external factors affect the success of learning, 

especially for EFL learners. The former commonly involves the internal aspects of the learners 

while the latter may cover any aspects out of the learners' point of view.  Similarly, the early 

empirical studies of Gardner and Lambert (1972) and Dornyei, (1990, 2001) have also focused 

the internal and external factors affecting language learners’ motivation that play a key role in a 

language classroom. One more study by Masgoret and Gardner (2003) has shown a clear 

relationship between the positive attitude toward the target language and the success in language 

learning. According to them, motivation and positive attitudes of learners are important factors in 

achieving educational objectives. Moreover, Hedge (2001) mentions that teaching and learning 

in the language classroom are directed primarily and mainly by language teachers with some 

experience and though it could be very helpful for teachers to explore on their own. She is of the 

view that teachers are the decision-makers and managers of the classrooms. She adds further that 
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a strong foundation of knowledge, experience, and skill may solve classroom problems because a 

skilled, experienced, competent teacher can apply his/her insights in resolving pedagogical 

problems. Furthermore, Lightbown and Spada (2003) have listed many internal and external 

factors that affect the outcomes of language learning and teaching. In their perspectives, learners’ 

intelligence, motivation, positive attitude, introduction of L2 in the early school programs, their 

L1 similarities with L2, developing L2 vocabulary through reading and direct efforts and self-

responsibilities of learners, comprehensible input by teachers (easy rules before complex ones), 

corrective feedback in the L2 classrooms, modified teaching materials, tools and methods 

according to learners’ needs, and second language as a medium of instruction in other courses 

(e.g. history, psychology etc.) can lead to the positive and successful results of language 

learning. 

 

Next, a recent research by Riasati (2012) deals with a very common problem faced by 

many language teachers in the classroom that is the students’ redundancy to speak. Their study 

took Iranian EFL learners’ perception of factors that influence their willingness to speak English 

in the language classrooms and the results have stated many factors contribute to their 

willingness to speak, for example, task, topic, learner’s personality, and ability, teacher, and 

comfortable atmosphere of the classroom. In order to generate interest and motivation to speak, 

learners should be given the topics of their interest to discuss. To do this, teachers need to know 

their students’ area of interest. Another study talks about the teacher as a very important factor in 

language classrooms. According to Abad (2012), teachers’ professional development is a must 

factor to reshape students’ language development. Teachers’ linguistic egos, their positive 

attitudes, beliefs toward target language need revision and adjustments to improve the quality of 

their teaching and learners’ success in learning. Teachers must always be open to develop 

professional competence to deal with the students of different linguistic backgrounds, attitudes, 

and beliefs about the target language. In one more work on EFL learners, Msuya (2016) has 

mentioned that EFL learners of Tanzania do not have one language learning strategy suitable for 

all learners. The findings have shown that different learners used different strategies for learning 

a language.  

 

When we sum up all these researches, it may be said one criterion doesn’t fit to answer 

the difficulties related to language teaching and learning, achieving teaching objectives and the 

question “why don’t learners understand what they are taught? How successfully learners learn a 

language ultimately depends on their own efforts with teaching factors and so many other 

factors. Thus, any attempt to understand effective language teaching must consider the issue of 

effective language learning along with some internal and external issues. 

 

Method 
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 As being university teachers, the researchers have applied observational, descriptive, 

expository and analytical approaches to write and collect the materials about research variables 

in order to understand the major factors affecting language learning outcomes and teaching 

objectives. They have used their own observations and experiences of their EFL classrooms. 

 

Discussion  

 Now this paper is going to discuss how teachers, class and school condition affect the 

success or failure of learning.  

 

Novice Teachers: In some parts of the world, it is found that institutions employ teachers with 

no teaching experience and skill at all. Not only that, those novice teachers are asked to teach 

courses for the higher level of students such as graduating students at the tertiary level. Now the 

question which arises is: ' How can those inexperienced teachers try to teach students when they 

hardly have any idea with the texts they are supposed to teach and the skills and knowledge 

needed to teach students of tertiary level?'   

 

Research shows that effective teachers are the most important factor which is responsible 

for the achievement of students (Abad, 2012). An inspiring and informed teacher helps create 

great students. Teacher quality has a lasting effect on student learning, so choosing effective 

teachers is critically important for any institution trying to improve their performance. In any 

institution, if there are teachers who lack certain skills and qualifications such as verbal ability, 

using appropriate instructional strategies, questioning strategies, monitoring learning, etc., then 

learners will have a lot of problems in learning what those teachers teach.  

 

Class size: Managing classrooms has always been a challenge for teachers all over the world 

whether teaching English Language or any other subject. In some parts of the world, the size of 

the class for teaching the English Language is so big that it becomes a Herculean task for any 

teacher to either teach or manage the class effectively. For example, in some parts of the world, 

if any skills class is visited, 50 to 55 students are seen to attending the class. In this case, having 

student engagement and securing cooperation so that teaching and learning can occur becomes 

impossible.  

 

The Workload of Teachers: In some Gulf countries it is observed that teachers at the tertiary 

level are handed in a timetable which is totally unfair because in one day some teachers have to 

take four to five consecutive classes without any break. When a teacher has this type of schedule, 

can the institution expect those teachers to give quality education to the students? Teachers need 

a lot of energy to impart any lesson or conduct any class, but if the workload is like this, then 
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even if those teachers have the best intention to teach students, they will fail to impart effective 

lessons in class.  

 

Lack of Funding in institutions: Funding has a great impact on student performance in any 

institution. A lack of funding typically leads to a shortage of materials and textbooks available 

for students. In some countries of the Middle East, even today, students do not have the scope of 

buying original texts for their courses. Year after year, they buy photocopied materials and texts 

which are extremely unclear with lots of missing pages. Therefore, students are deprived of 

getting some clear textbooks which would motivate them to delve deep into their studies.  

 

Comprehensible Input:  People who design courses are usually thoroughly familiar with what 

goes on in classrooms, but sometimes some textbooks/materials are selected by curriculum 

designers inappropriately for the learners and as a result education becomes a failure. We know 

that the linguist Stephen Krashen (1985, 1987) regards the obtaining of input as crucial, and adds 

the condition that input, to be of use, must be comprehensible. According to him, input affects 

the progress of the learner in learning the L2. If the learner has to make progress beyond a given 

stage of acquisition, he needs to be exposed to the most comprehensible input. Most of the time, 

it is seen that our learners are exposed to input which is beyond their comprehension. Some 

examples can be cited below.   

 

(a) Understanding and Using English Grammar- Fourth Edition by Betty S. Azar and Stacy A. 

Hagen 

 In some countries of the Middle East, this grammar book is prescribed for students of 

level 4 even when they have inadequate language proficiency at the tertiary level. There are 

items like Adverb clauses of the condition, Reduction of Adverb Clauses to Modifying Adverbial 

Phrases, etc. Now, the question is: What is the use of teaching or exposing students to grammar 

items such as the ones mentioned above when they are not able to use the English Tense system 

correctly and confidently?   

 

(b) Effective Academic Writing I by Alice Savage and Masoud Shafie  

  In one of the institutions of the Middle East, this book is prescribed as a foundation 

course for students who study in the Science College. Not only that, these students have no 

background knowledge of academic writing and they are forced to learn something which is of 

no use to them.  

 

Lack of Student Motivation: There are many students in some parts of the world who simply do 

not care about being serious in attending class or putting in the effort necessary to maintain their 

grades. The reason is: these students are provided free education and so many other privileges 
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that they are totally indifferent to learning and improving themselves. It is extremely frustrating 

to have students in a class who are only there because they just have to be.   

 

Self-regulated learners: Learning is dependent on a complex interaction of factors, in a way that 

there is no one-size-fits-all recipe for language teachers. The language teachers need to help the 

learners become self-regulated. In doing so, the teacher can help language learners adopt 

'SMART' goals' (Doran, 1981), that stand for specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and 

relevant, and time-bound. Self-regulated learners are aware of their strengths and weaknesses, 

able to set goals to be achieved, and motivated to accomplish these goals, observe and evaluate 

themselves during the course of language learning processes.   

 

Approaches to learning: There are different approaches to learning which are conditioned by 

concepts of learning. The surface and deep approaches to learning from a cognitive doctrine 

developed by language researchers Saljo (1976), Biggs (1999) and the others. They were the 

innovators who began to study an apparent difference in learning outcome achieved by different 

individuals.  

 

Surface and Deep Learning: Surface learning (as its name implies) involves simply 'scraping 

the surface' of the material being studied, without carrying out any deep processing of the 

material. There are many students who complete the minimum tasks, memorize what is needed 

for an exam and nothing more. In this approach, students see learning tasks as enforced work. 

These students are passive learners, working in isolation, and see learning as coping with tasks 

so they can pass an assessment. In contrast, a student who adopts a deep approach to learning 

seeks to understand the meaning. They have an intrinsic interest and enjoyment in carrying out 

the learning tasks and have a genuine curiosity in the subject and connections with other subjects 

and with building on their current learning. These students may enjoy social learning, including 

discussing different points of view.  

 

Many students target their studies at simply passing the test rather than understanding the 

material in an aggregate way. The deep approach requires holistic learning. A learner should be 

able to decompose the knowledge and possess the ability to grasp new parts by relating to 

knowledge at hand. The holistic approach implies a systematic organization. A holistic way is 

helpful in developing a complex understanding. Students who see learning in an atomistic 

(limited) way are likely to be those who do not adopt deep approaches. A transition from the 

atomistic to the holistic approach is one of the most important improvements in one's learning 

experience.   
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Impact of Online Classes: The rapid growth of online learning is undeniable because of some of 

its positive sides, but still the majority of teachers and students prefer the traditional classroom 

setting. Online classes are very much a passive method of learning and for this reason is not ideal 

for many students who need personal interaction in their learning. Many students need an 

authoritative figure's presence in order to motivate them to participate actively, to pay full 

attention to lectures, or to focus more on study or assignments. It has been observed that online 

classes are good for students who are self-regulated and motivated. It is not suitable for 

extremely weak students.  

 

Obsession with Technology: Technology has great advantages no doubt but over-reliance on 

technology can never be a positive thing. The trend nowadays is that the moment teachers ask 

students to do any activity or work in class, some students will take recourse to their 

smartphones within seconds. They feel that there is no point in working hard and showing their 

competence and creativity when they can try to get everything ready-made by the help of 

technology. When this is the attitude of the majority of the students, then can they ever learn 

what teachers teach?  

 

Recommendations/Suggestions: It is certainly a difficult task to teach someone who has no 

intention to learn. Students who see learning as being imposed externally have no intention to 

cope with their studies. They seek to meet the demands of any learning task with minimum 

efforts. The following recommendations can be taken into consideration.  

 

Learning Ability: A student should be aware and take necessary measures when one's learning 

ability stagnates at a primitive memorization rather than structuring and organizing them 

properly in a systematic way. As teachers, we need to help our students become aware of the 

study process and the effects the daily study routine may impose.   

 

Deep and Surface Approaches to Learning: All teachers should try to give their students the 

opportunity to become deep rather than surface learners by presenting clear goals and standards 

for what is to be learned. It is necessary for the deep learners to have both the study skill and the 

learning skill developed. Not only this, students can be motivated to use both deep and surface 

approaches to achieve their goals depending on what is required and the conditions under which 

they are learning.  

 

Strong Foundation: Students need to have a strong foundation before they can be promoted to 

higher levels. They need to know the basics of level 1 & 2 at the tertiary level before they reach 

level 3 or 4. For example, if a student is not able to write a paragraph correctly applying all the 

rules of writing a paragraph, then how can we expect an essay from him?   
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Ideal Class Size: All institutions need to keep the class size small having 25 students, especially 

a language class so that teachers can pay attention to all students and make their teaching 

effective.  

 

Teaching Time: Teachers should be given ample time for teaching. In a limited time span, they 

restrict themselves on syllabus completion because at the end of the term, they are held 

responsible for not being able to complete the syllabus. What needs to be remembered and 

followed is that cramming students with a lot of information should not be the focus of the 

teachers and institutions. Students must be provided with some positive experiences of education 

which will lead to confidence in the ability to understand and succeed academically. Though 

exceptions are always there, we might come across the students who complete their course with 

deep understanding, but we have to keep in consideration the ones who lag behind.    

 

Dire need of Trained and Skilled Teachers: It is extremely essential to hire trained teachers in 

any institute because it is clear that the common factor in school improvement and student 

achievement is the teacher. Administrators must ensure that they make smart hiring decisions, 

and the decisions must not be taken lightly.  

 

Conclusion 

 Teachers and learners need to go to the language classroom with more or less well-

determined plans or intentions. Teachers are expected to engage in continuous professional 

learning activities from the beginning to the end of their careers. They should reevaluate their 

own practices regarding language teaching and learning, and then perhaps they can get the 

answer to the question: 'Why don't learners learn what teachers teach?' 
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