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Abstract
Sociocultural Theory (SCT) constitutes a foundational pillar of modern second language
acquisition (SLA) studies. Rapid expansion of research at this intersection resulted in a
scattered literature. Literature review revealed that a need for systematically reviewing the
body of research following sociocultural features of language learning environments with a
focus on their effect on communication persists. Acknowledging this gap, the present research
synthetized the recent research examining SCT and SLA intersection with an aim to provide
the whole picture by identifying patterns, problems and gaps. Detailed investigation of Social
Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) revealed 23 empirical research studies published between
2016-2025 and suitable for the inclusion criteria. Articles were coded across 16 categories
and analyzed according to thematic analysis. Analysis revealed a wide range of features and
methodological patterns. Among the most significant findings were, the perception of social
variables as micro-level constructs and cultural variables as macro-level structures, artificial
intelligence being a tool for feedback but not for scaffolding, and lack of research in adult
education. These findings suggest that despite the rich body of research, there remain
problems and gaps to be addressed in future research. Moreover, patterns identified in social
and cultural interactions can support improvements in pedagogy including the implications

about out-of-class practice.
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Second Language Acquisition (SLA) research has witnessed considerable
advancement in the past decades. A significant shift occurred when Sociocultural Theory
(SCT) was introduced to the SLA field in 1990s. Pioneered by James Lantolf (1993) and in
the light of the works of the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1978), this shift carried SLA
research from the individual level to the societal level introducing the importance of society
and culture on language learning. Vygotsky (1978) suggested that intelligence is bound to
language, and language is bound to society. Following this, several empirical and descriptive
studies (Lantolf et al., 2024; Swain et al., 2015) have established the prominence of
determining how language acquisition is supported by the social and cultural features which
are formed in and out of the second/foreign language classroom.

Vygotsky (1978) examined first language development in children and found that
internal developmental processes are stimulated by interaction of children with their social
environment. This view has been manifested in the SLA research as authenticity of classroom
interactions, for which Van Lier (2013) underlined the importance of interpersonal
interactions. Vygotsky (1978) stated that developmental functions appear “first, on the social
level, and later, on the individual level” (p.57). This indicates that everything taught in the
language classroom has a correspondent in society, thus it is important to examine the
communication outside of the classroom as well. Lantolf (2000) suggests that experiencing
language outside of the classroom as well as classroom conversations about the outside world
can socialize students in pragmatically rich contexts and facilitate language growth. Social

features of the classroom can be traced to personal relations, classroom discourse, national
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curriculum, and textbooks. Outside of the classroom, interaction with target language
speakers, parental involvement, and socioeconomic status can be classified as social markers.
When we consider sociocultural interactions in SLA, it is crucial to acknowledge the
cultural elements as Pavlenko & Lantolf (2004) suggested that they are intricately
intertwined. Among the scholars working on culture in the field of SLA, Kramsch (1993)
stated that it is not a skill to be taught but a deeply embedded construct in communication,
and Byram (1997) introduced intercultural communicative competence proving its
importance further. In the globalized world, in which second or foreign languages are the
mediator of intercultural communication, it is prudent to examine cultural features in both
classroom and non-classroom environments. Examining interpersonal relations, classroom
discourse, national curriculum and textbooks can provide the cultural setting of the
classrooms. While outside of the classroom, the effect of cultural acceptance or
discrimination on language learning can be examined at the individual and societal levels.
Considering the importance of social and cultural environments’ effect on language
education and variety of topics concerning SCT and SLA, questions arise about how much of
it has been covered and which social and cultural contexts and participant profiles were
provided in the literature. Considering the emphasis of SCT studies on communication, how
sociocultural environments affect communicative competence is another prominent question
to be answered. The present study aims to answer the following questions to provide an
overall picture and pave the way for future research.
Q1. Which sociocultural variables of second/foreign language classroom and non-classroom
environment are examined?
Q2. How do sociocultural variables of second/foreign language classroom and non-classroom
environments affect communicative competence?

Q3. Which cultural and geopolitical contexts have been the primary focus of literature?
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Q4. What are the methodological trends in literature in terms of research design, participant
ages and sample sizes?

Social and Cultural Features of the Classroom Environment in Literature

Language learning classes are plurilingual and pluricultural environments by nature.
These features both affect and are affected by the interactions of each agent, thus indicating
the importance of examining them.

Social and cultural classroom features can be examined in interpersonal relations,
classroom discourse and curriculum. At a micro-level, students interact with their peers and
teachers. These relationships are the cornerstone of the social features of the classroom.
Sitthirak (2022) examined interpersonal relations in the classroom environment with a focus
on conflict resolution in the context of Thailand. Focusing on six purposefully selected
participants, the author concluded that students who have strong relationships tend to resolve
conflicts by mitigation while they use discussion with peers whom they do not know well. It
is suggested that various pairings should be done in the classroom to foster a variety of
language usage. This study provides valuable information for enhancing language learning
through interpersonal social relations. As well at the individual level, classroom discourse
includes different types of interaction like feedback and scaffolding. Britton and Austin
(2020) set out to discover how students perceive written and oral feedback in the context of
the United States. They focused on four participants out of a large classroom and discovered
that during oral feedback, in which face-to-face negotiation was possible, learners presented
agency, enhancement of social relations and communication in the classroom. In addition to
teacher feedback and scaffolding, peer support is another social aspect of classroom. Fakher
Ajabshir and Panahifar (2020) designed a quasi-experimental study with 119 participants that
compared teacher scaffolding and peer collaborative dialogue in the context of Iran. They

found that peer support was more effective in producing requests, apologies, and refusals.
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Casinto (2023) examined scaffolded peer feedback among 20 participants with
mixedproficiency levels in the context of Bahrain. The author found that low-proficiency
students improved in their writing significantly. Besides achievement, social relations among
students are enhanced when students collaborate, as Li and Kim (2016) suggest in their study
with 29 international students, based on the United States context. Another important element
of social interactions in the classroom is technology. Lantolf and Xi (2023) systematically
reviewed Digital Language Learning with a SCT perspective and pointed out the problems in
this part of the literature.

In terms of the cultural environment of the classroom on both micro- and macrolevels,
research is scarce. Baharom and Shaari (2022) researched how portfolio-based assessment
affected two students who possess diverse ethnicities, proving that non-traditional
applications promote autonomous learning in different cultures for their case in the context of
Malaysia. In Stegall’s (2021) qualitative phenomenological study, 11 international
participants, in a US context, reported that recognition of cultural needs by instructors is an
important criterion for success.

While previous research spans diverse geographic and educational contexts, its
broader scope remains poorly understood. Moreover, some aspects such as sample size and
communicative competence remain unanswered in relation to the social and cultural features
of the classroom environment.

Social and Cultural Features of Non-Classroom Environment in
Literature

One of the impacts of SCT was carrying research outside of the classroom. In the
current situation, language learning occurs frequently in a globalized world and brings the
need for researching non-formal learning as well as formal education.

Technology has a prominent role in non-classroom learning environments. For example,

using it outside of the classroom through microblogging with a dynamic assessment
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approach has been proven effective in the review by Alsaadi (2021). It is also important to
examine how non-classroom learning is embodied in society. In their systematic review,
Alias et al. (2024) examined parental involvement in language learning under specific
theories. In their study based on a rural province of South Africa, Motseke (2020) suggested
that eight parents were not able to provide enough parental support to their children in terms
of language learning due to educational, socioeconomic or parenthood problems. According
to a study by Kamal and Hashim (2021) done with seven parents in the context of Malaysia,
even though parental involvement was present, most of it was restricted to homework.
Raising awareness of the non-classroom environment learning can be a solution for this. In
addition to macro influences like technology-mediated learning and parental involvement,
micro-level individual social experiences have also been researched. In her self-study, in
which she positioned herself as a Chinese sojourner in the context of Canada, Liu (2012)
explored her own adaptation as an international student to a new environment in an
Englishspeaking country. She emphasized the importance of engaging in authentic social
contexts for becoming an autonomous learner.

Learning within social and cultural environments can enhance language learning
processes, given that features of the cultural environment support language learning. Liu
(2012) identified culture shock and cultural identity barriers. For example, in a class in which
she taught her mother tongue to people interested in it, she felt comfortable, and this helped
her learn English. Moving on to a wider context, non-formal learning communities have also
been researched. Zhang and Chen (2023) examined how the process of digital storytelling
influenced the cultural identity development of eight Bhutanese-Nepali refugees in a foreign
cultural context in the United States. They found that digital storytelling helped immigrants to
“deeply connect with their cultural roots while simultaneously negotiating their identities

within a new cultural context” (pp. 137-138). This study supports the idea that using
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technology in non-classroom environments can be successful in addressing cultural diversity
in social environments. Furthermore, in line with these studies, Trofimovich and Turuseva
(2015) suggest in their review that it is helpful for speakers to have a "double-positive
orientation, that is, a favorable view of both their own ethnic group and the L2 community”
(p-239).

Given that learning is a continuous process and occurs inside and outside of the
classroom highlights the importance of researching micro and macro level social and cultural
language practices in more detail. Research so far has been inadequate in terms of large-scale
sampling and macro-level or nation-level studies.

Methodology

To provide the overall picture of SCT and SLA intersection and to verify the gap
identified in the literature review, this article utilizes systematic review methodology. In their
book providing a practical guide to systematic reviews, Petticrew & Roberts (2012) defined
seven stages of a systematic review. In the first four stages the focus is on article selection
and in the last three the focus is on synthetizing the research. Following these guidelines, this
section will elaborate on article selection process and coding process, which is used as a
facilitator in synthetizing the research.

Article selection

Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA)
guidelines were utilized to report the article selection process in detail. Social Sciences
Citation Index was chosen to enable maximum relevancy in the field of language education
and to reach insights from top tier journals.

In the first stage, a specific query string was built utilizing the Boolean operators to
gather relevant articles from the database. While building the query strings, key words

representing the key features of this research were carefully chosen. One inclusion criterion
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for this research was direct relation to SCT. Variations of the theory name (i.e. Cultural
Historical Theory) and the hyphenated versions with the Boolean operator “OR” between
them were chosen as the first segment of the theory. Each segment was separated with the
Boolean operator “AND”. The second segment was composed of key words related to social
and cultural factors to increase the relevancy of the results (i.e. social, society, culture,
cultural). The third segment included key words related to language education to mitigate any
irrelevancy since SCT is an interdisciplinary theory (i.e. language education, language
learning, language acquisition, foreign language, second language, other language). The first
search yielded 99 results. These were narrowed down by restricting the research publication
date range, document type and publication language. First, articles published before 2016 and
other types of documents such as book chapters, commentaries and theses were excluded in
accordance with systematic review guidelines of only empirical studies published within the
last decade (2016-2025). A restriction to articles in English further reduced the number of
articles, bringing the total to 60 results. These were gathered in an excel sheet for further
analysis. Duplicates (N=1) and articles inaccessible to the researcher (N=7) were excluded.
After exclusion, the number of articles was 52. Finally, articles including a direct relation to
SCT, communicative competence, social and cultural environment were screened. Articles not
meeting this criterion (N=29) were excluded. Final number of articles included in the coding

process was 23. The complete process is presented in PRISMA flow diagram (Table

1.

Table 1

PRISMA 2020 flow diagram

Identification of studies via databases
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Identification

Records identified from:
SSCI (n =99)

Screening

Records screened
(n =60)

Records sought for retrieval
(n =59)

\4

Records removed before
screening:
Records removed through
publication year, language
and document type
restrictions (n =39 )

Duplicate records removed
(n=1)

Records assessed for eligibility
(n=52)

Included

Studies included in review
(n=23)

Coding

subcategories were determined.

\4

Reports not retrieved
(n=7)

Total reports excluded (n = 29):
No direct relation to SCT
Not related to communicative
competence
Not examining social or
cultural environments

To sum up, inclusion criteria were: Empirical studies published in the last decade in
the English language and either indexed in SSCI, with direct relation to SCT and

communicative competence, or examining social and cultural environments.

Several coding themes and sub-themes were determined based on the research

questions and through inductive and deductive methods (Saldana, 2016). A total of 15

The first coding theme is theoretical definitions since the theory is pre-determined as
SCT. The sub-codes of the theoretical definitions include social features and cultural features.
In social features focus was on determining if participants interact socially or are affected by
social constructs like social identity and social norms. In cultural features, how cultural
identity, intercultural communicative competence, and bias were presented by participants as

well as how cultural environments affect participants such as cultural norms are listed.
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This research examines the environment and communication together with social and
cultural features, thus paving the way for a second category of major themes. These major
themes include environment with the sub-categories of classroom environments and
nonclassroom environments. In some studies, these occur together. Classroom environments
were listed according to the level of education and some non-classroom environments were
determined as home, study abroad, social media, communities, and out-of-class practice. In
addition, communication artifacts with sub-categories of mediation and scaffolding were
examined. Direction of scaffolding among peers or teachers were listed. Means of mediation
listed include codes such as technology, textbook, emotions and language.

In relation to the research questions some aspects of the methodologies of the articles
were also coded. This includes context sub-category and research design sub-category in
terms of qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods. The context category includes subcodes
of source language, target language and age of the participants in addition to information
about the country in which the research was conducted as well as sample size. These features
will be examined in detail to answer research questions three and four. For the last coding
category, major findings were examined with their direction towards positive, negative or
mixed codes and brief detail. Findings category will provide information about the relation of
previous codes. For all categories, those that cannot be determined were coded as “N/A”. All
the codes derived from the coding process will be elaborated in the findings section.

Theoretical Definitions

Sociocultural Theory is the theoretical center of this study, with social and cultural
constructs in the learning environments examined as they relate to it. Within SCT, social and
cultural construct definitions were identified using data drawn from the 23 articles retrieved

for analysis.
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The data reveal a clear consensus across the sampled literature, with interaction
emerging as the dominant social construct in 20 out of the 23 analyzed studies (Figure 1).
Within this subset, researchers predominantly conceptualized interaction as a cooperative
phenomenon—specifically focusing on human-to-human collaboration, scaffolding, or
partnership during peer-to-peer engagement (e.g., Ahn, 2016; Alharbi, 2025; Chang & Liu,
2016; Kos, 2023; Rajendram, 2021; Sato, 2017; Sydorenko et al., 2019). When the literature
shifted to asymmetrical pairings, the definition of interaction diversified based on the
participants' roles. For instance, teacher-student dynamics were defined as a mutual construct
(Alghasab et al., 2019; Li et al., 2023), parent-student dynamics were framed as tutoring
(O'Toole, 2023; Soyoof, 2024), and colleague dynamics were categorized as professional
collaboration (Sdnchez-Naranjo, 2022). Notably, research into student-native speaker
dynamics remains a significant gap in the literature, represented exclusively by Fernandez
(2021), who conceptualized it uniquely as a pragmatic construct.

Four studies examined individual interaction that is human-to-machine and human-
totext interactions, or a focus on internal psychological processes and self-regulation. Studies
examining human-to-machine interaction (Alharbi & Al-Ahdal, 2025; Ishaq et al., 2022)
defined interaction as a facilitator for regulating mental activities. Among the studies
examining internal processes in interaction, Omidire (2020) also defined interaction as a
facilitator while Rofiah et al. (2024) defined it as the motivation to reach expectations. Three
studies included both collective and individual interactions. Pan and Teng (2025) and Li et al.
(2025) compared collective and individual interactions in terms of written and verbal
communication and defined interaction as a mutual construct that both affects and is affected
by cognitive processes. Whereas Huang (2019) examined both collective and individual
interactions in terms of textbook design and defined interaction as a contextual factor whether

it fosters interaction between textbook and student or student-student interaction.
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Figure 1

Distribution of key concepts in social feature definitions
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The remaining three studies examined social identity and social norms. Both
BektasCetinkaya (2024) and Ng (2021) defined social identity as a complex, fluid, and
socially mediated construct. Finally, Cho and Kinginger (2022) defined societal norms as
macrocultural factors which include specific social institutions such as the government,

media, education, corporations, and concepts regarding success, wealth, and justice.
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Figure 2

Distribution of key concepts in cultural feature definitions
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Out of 23 studies included in the present research, 14 studies examined cultural
features (Figure 2). Among the 14 studies examined, the most studied feature was cultural
norms. Eight studies defined cultural norms as socially acquired scripts and values that
function as behavioral constraints and operating mechanisms to regulate interaction and
hierarchy within specific contexts. While Alharbi (2025), Fernandez (2021), Ng (2021) and
Pan & Teng (2025) examined the role of cultural norms an individual possess in interaction,
Cho & Kinginger (2024), Ishaq et al. (2022), Sanchez-Naranjo (2022) and Soyoof (2024)
examined it as a contextual factor determining collective actions.

Three studies defined Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC). Ahn (2016)
and Li et al. (2023) defined it as an agent of interaction. They also mentioned its effect on

attitude towards a specific culture and initiating talk about that culture. On the other hand,
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Bektas-Cetinkaya (2024) described ICC as a tool that empowers and influences the identity of
learners.

Two studies provided a definition for cultural identity. Both Rajendram (2021) and
Rofiah et al. (2024) defined it as a construct shaped in the cultural context. Moreover, Rofiah
et al. (2024) discussed the fluidity of cultural identity. Huang (2019) examined bias, defining
it as a tool promoting the cultural dominance of specific countries by under-representing
others.

Major Themes

In relation to the first two research questions, two major themes were determined to be
communication artifact and environment. Communication artifacts are listed as mediation, the
use of symbolic tools to bridge the gap between the mind and the world (Lantolf & Thorne,
2006), and scaffolding, the temporary support to help a learner perform a task they can't do
alone (Wood et al., 1976). In terms of environment, classroom and non- classroom
environments were chosen. Classroom was defined as a structured, intentional, and
institutionalized space, with non-classroom, spontaneous or structured spaces that take place
outside of the traditional school system.
Communication Artifacts

All the articles included in the present research included at least one mediation or
scaffolding artifact (Figure 3). Out of the 23 articles examined 18 articles mentioned
mediation, with 9 looking specifically at technology. Eight studies examined technology
integrated environments using different tools. Alghasab et al. (2019), Alharbi (2025), and Pan
and Teng (2025) examined collaborative tools such as blogs. Alharbi & Al-Ahdal (2025) and
Li et al. (2025) examined artificial intelligence (Al) as a supportive tool. While Ishaq et al.
(2022) examined games as a supportive tool, Sydorenko et al. (2019) examined games as a

collaborative tool. Soyoof (2024) examined usage of technological devices as a supportive
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tool. One study examined technology mediated learning and O'Toole (2023) integrated
blended learning at the second stage of her research.
Figure 3

Communication artifacts frequency ratio
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Four studies examined language as a mediation artifact. Cho & Kinginger (2024)
identified language as a construct affecting behavior. Another study examining it similarly
was from Omidire (2020); however, she added that it affects mental processes as well.
Rajendram (2021) and Rofiah et al. (2024) also defined language mediation as a part of the
psychological environment. Moreover, Rajendram (2021) examined translanguaging as a
mediator.

Two studies examined emotions as a mediator. Both Bektas-Cetinkaya (2024) and Ng
(2021) examined perezhivanie. Perezhivaniya is defined as emotional lived experiences that
are interpreted by the individual to understand the true meaning and significance of the event,
thus have the role of mediator in interaction.

Two studies examined intra-mental mediation. Chang & Liu (2016) examined how
language learners mediate situations where they need to reformulate expressions and most

participants stated that instead of asking others they mediated language through thinking.
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Fernandez (2021) examined how language learners mediate typified situations such as
ordering in a restaurant and found that schema of a complete orienting basis of action helped
them navigate their ways through real life communication. Lastly, Huang (2019) examined
the mediator role of textbooks in enhancing communication.

Out of 23 articles examined in this study, 16 articles examined scaffolding. A total of
five scaffolding relations were detected, with the most examined one being peer scaffolding
(n=11). Ahn (2016), Alharbi (2025), Chang & Liu (2016), Rajendram (2021), Sato (2017),
Sydorenko, et al. (2019) and Pan &Teng (2025) suggested that scaffolding is a collaborative
action. However, Kos (2023) suggested that when it is more linguistic than social, it may be a
one-way support instead of fostering collaboration. Alharbi (2025) suggested that students
feel more comfortable in scaffolding their peers in informal environments. Another key
element in peer scaffolding suggested by Pan & Teng (2025) is that peer scaffolding can
elevate from individual support to collective with the help of technology.

Three studies examined more than one scaffolding relation. Li et al. (2025) compared
peer scaffolding and digital scaffolding provided by Al. They found that while Al was better
at providing structural scaffolding, peer scaffolding included emotional scaffolding as well.
O’Toole (2023) and Rofiah et al. (2024) examined peer, teacher and family scaffolding all
together. Both studies suggested that all types of scaffolding were necessary in enhancing
language learning and increasing motivation.

Both Alghasab et al. (2019) and Li et al. (2023) examined non-linguistic effects of
teacher scaffolding and stated that it is useful in increasing communication and cultural
awareness among students. Soyoof (2024), looking at family scaffolding identified that
parents scaffold their children in terms of technology use through several scaffolding types
including technical, affective and cognitive. Alharbi and Al-Ahdal (2025) found that students

perceive Al as a scaffolding tool instead of completely depending on it. Only one study
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examined colleague scaffolding. Sdnchez-Naranjo (2022) examined how student-teachers can
be scaffolded, focusing on the teaching as opposed to learning.
Environment

Among the 23 analyzed articles, 11 focused exclusively on classroom environments,
three examined only non-classroom settings, and nine investigated both environments (Figure
4). Within the classroom environments, higher education settings predominated with 10
studies focused on universities (Alharbi, 2025; Alharbi & Al-Ahdal, 2025; Bektas-Cetinkaya,
2024; Cho & Kinginger, 2022; Li et al., 2023; Li et al., 2025; Ng, 2021; Pan & Teng, 2025;
Rofiah et al., 2024; Sanchez-Naranjo, 2022) and one centered on a language course
(Fernandez, 2021). The remaining nine studies focused on child education contexts, split
between primary school environments (n = 4; Ishaq et al., 2022; Kos, 2023; O’Toole, 2023;
Rajendram, 2021) and secondary school settings (n = 5; Alghasab et al., 2019; Chang & Liu,
2016; Huang, 2019; Omidire, 2020; Sato, 2017).
Figure 4
Environment type frequency ratio
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Among 12 studies examining non-classroom environments, home and community were

the most examined ones. Total of three studies examined home environment. While Omidire
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(2020) and O’Toole (2023) examined home environment besides school, Soyoof (2024)
examined it alone. Total of three studies examined communities. While Rofiah et al. (2024) and
Sanchez-Naranjo (2022) examined communities along with university, Sydorenko, et al. (2019)
examined it alone. There were two studies examining study abroad contexts and another two
studies examining social media contexts. Study abroad (Cho & Kinginger, 2022; Fernandez,
2021) and social media (Alharbi, 2025; Pan & Teng, 2025) contexts were examined along with
classroom environments. There was one study (Alghasab et al., 2019) examining out-of-class
practice along with school environments. Lastly, there was only one study (Ahn,

2016) examining language exchange program.

Methodological Patterns

In relation to the last two research questions, methodologies of the selected articles
were examined in terms of source language, target language, age of the participants, country
in which the research was conducted, sample size, and research design.

Out of 23 studies examined, 21 provided one or more source language which is
usually the first language of the participants. The most studied source language was Chinese
with six studies examining it (Chang & Liu, 201; Fernandez, 2021; Huang, 2019; Li et al.,
2023; Li et al., 2025; Pan & Teng, 2025). Arabic (Alghasab et al., 2019; Alharbi, 2025;
Alharbi & Al-Ahdal, 2025) and English (Ahn, 2016; Fernandez, 2021; O’Toole, 2023) were
the second most studied source languages with three studies examining them. The third most
studied source language was Korean, with two studies examining it (Ahn, 2016; Cho &
Kinginger, 2022). The other studies examined a variety of languages including Turkish
(Bektas-Cetinkaya, 2024), Urdu (Ishaq et al., 2022), German (Kos, 2023), Japanese (Ng,
2021), SiSwati and Zulu (Omidire, 2020), Tamil and Malay (Rajendram, 2021), Indonesian

and Thai (Rofiah et al., 2024), Spanish (Sato, 2017), and Persian (Soyoof, 2022).
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Figure 5

Map of the research countries
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All studies provided information about target language. Ahn (2016) studied two target
language which were Korean and English as some participants in that language exchange
program were learning Korean while the other participants were learning English. A total of
19 studies examined English as the target language. The other studies examined Italian
(Fernandez, 2021), French (Li et al., 2023), Irish (O’Toole, 2023) and Spanish
(SanchezNaranjo, 2022) as the target language.

The country where the research was done was also investigated (Figure 5). Most of
the research was done in United States (n=4) and China (n=4). These two countries
constituted 32% of the countries examined in total. Two studies examined the Saudi Arabia
context. The other countries examined were Kuwait, Tiirkiye, Taiwan, South Korea, Japan,
Italy, Pakistan, Germany, South Africa, Ireland, Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, Chile, and

Iran.

Figure 6

Age distribution of the participants
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sampled studies lacked explicit age data, participant demographics were approximated based
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Age groups utilized in research were also examined (Figure 6). Because some

on institutional education levels, with the 18—22 university-level cohort representing

approximately 62% of the analyzed study groups. The collective literature focused almost

exclusively on traditional undergraduate and school-age demographics, avoiding speculative

age-related claims.

Figure 7

Distribution of research in number of participants
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Sample sizes varied significantly across the 23 analyzed studies (Figure 7). For




research predominated, with 57% of the dataset (n = 13) utilizing 35 or fewer participants;
notably, six of these studies featured fewer than 10 participants. The remaining 43% of the
literature examined sample sizes exceeding 35 participants, though only three studies
included cohorts larger than 100. Across the entire dataset, sample sizes ranged from a
minimum of two to a maximum of 271 participants.

Lastly, research design patterns were examined in methodologies (Figure 8). Out of 23
articles examined, 14 studies employed qualitative research design, constituting 61% of the
studies. While only one study employed quantitative research design alone, 8 studies
employed mixed methods research design.

Figure 8

Research Design Patterns
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Each study’s findings section was examined to reveal the effect of sociocultural

features and environments on communication. Establishing these relations was required to
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answer the second research questions. Only significant findings concerning the current study
are included.
Effect of Social Features on Communication

All studies classifying social interaction as collective interaction found a positive
relation. Some studies highlighted some challenges. For example, Alghasab et al. (2019)
found that while dialogic teacher approaches foster communication among students, directive
approaches hinder it. In addition to that, Alharbi (2025) found that despite the benefits of
informal student communication, it may lead to miscommunication or distraction from time
to time. In terms of textbooks, decontextualized materials were found to affect
communication negatively. Human-machine interaction as well as digital communication
were found to be effective in increasing communicative competence. Moreover, socially
constructed identities through positive or negative perezhivaniya were found to affect
communication in the same direction. Finally, socially constructed norms and ideologies were
found to create either motivation or tension in rural areas.
Effect of Cultural Features on Communication

Studies examining cultural features listed diverse findings. Huang (2019) examined
textbooks and found that a lack of cultural diversity in content affects communication
negatively. While Fernandez (2021) and Ishaq et al. (2022) stated that adjusting to cultural
norms affect communication positively, Sanchez-Naranjo (2022) and Cho & Kinginger
(2022) stated that cultural norms can hinder the communication, creating tension on learners.
Lastly, Bektas-Cetinkaya (2024) stated that on one hand ICC can empower one learner’s
identity on the other hand it could create a fear for a learner of another culture.
Effect of Environments on Communication

In terms of classroom environments policies and social relations are found to be

affecting communication. Rajendram (2023) highlights how English-only policies in
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Malaysian classrooms create an environment that constrains learners' use of their full
linguistic repertoire. Chang & Liu (2016) note that the social environment within the
classroom, specifically the level of familiarity between partners, has an impact on
communication. In non-classroom environments study abroad, home and digital
environments are found to be affecting communication. Ferndndez (2021) found that the
study abroad environment allowed students to successfully transfer classroom concepts to
real-world service encounters. In the home context, Soyoof (2024) found that parents could
either encourage or restrict the foreign language use. On the other hand, O’Toole (2023)
described a home environment including participatory approaches and transforming the home
into a space for language use outside the school. In terms of digital environments, Sydorenko
et al. (2019) found a positive relation where the physical environment in an AR game
mediated language use. Alharbi (2025) found a positive relation where the informal social
media environments facilitated more spontaneous and dialogic communication. Moreover, Li
et al. (2025) and Alharbi & Al-Ahdal (2025) describe Al environments as low-pressure or
non-judgmental spaces.
Discussion

This research systematically reviewed the recent empirical studies at the intersection
of SLA and SCT with a focus on communication to provide a whole picture and detect the
gaps in the literature. A total of 23 studies obtained through PRISMA guidelines were
analyzed in the light of the guiding research questions. Detailed examination revealed various
patterns, gaps and problems.

Sociocultural variables of second/foreign language classroom and non-classroom
environments were widely included in research; however, some of them were not thoroughly
examined. Patterns revealed the dominating sociocultural variables defined in the literature as

interaction and cultural norms. This pattern indicates that while social variables are perceived
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as micro-level constructs, cultural variables are generally attributed to macro-level structures.
Studies examining macro-level social constructs, such as societal norms and policies, and
micro-level cultural constructs, such as cultural identity and bias at individual level, were
scarce. This pattern is in line with the literature review in which all studies examine only
different types of interaction as a social feature. A possible reason for this trend could be the
interactional nature of language learning and precarious nature of politics and cultural
identity. Although it is not directly examined, Rajendram (2021) found that strict policies can
affect collective interaction negatively. More studies examining policies can provide the
whole image of their effect. In addition to being under-researched, societal norms were
defined controversially in the only study examining it. Cho & Kinginger (2022) concluded
that societal norms can be either a motivating or straining factor in rural areas. Due to the
scarcity of research on this topic it is not possible to draw conclusions. A similar discrepancy
occurs in the definition of ICC. Despite the other two studies defining it as a factor
contributing to interaction positively, Bektas-Cetinkaya (2024) defined ICC as a type of
power which could create fear for another culture as well. This feature could be attributed to
negative perezhivaniya, moreover, this study was the only one examining ICC with social
identity and more data is required to draw conclusions.

In terms of communication artifacts, research yielded diverse results. Both in
classroom and non-classroom environments, technology is the most examined mediation
artifact. However, only two studies examined technology as a scaffolding artifact. This
pattern could indicate that technology and especially Al have not been considered as a
sociocultural artifact in research and pedagogy yet. Surprisingly, most of the research
examining technology as a mediation artifact provided positive results. Only those which
examined technology as a scaffolding artifact provided mixed results such as overreliance and

lack of emotion. These patterns suit the controversies identified in the literature as Lantolf &
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X1 (2023) suggested that there is a notion in the digital language learning literature that
mediation and scaffolding are interchangeable and scaffolding is often perceived as corrective
feedback instead of psychological development. For example, Sydorenko, et al. (2019)
examined an AR game developed specifically for fostering group interaction, thus making it a
scaffolding artifact; however, they did not identify it as such. Moreover, Li et al. (2025)
concluded that Al was useful in giving structural support while peer scaffolding included
emotional support. This finding can be interpreted as Al being a tool for feedback but not yet
for scaffolding.

In the literature review, digital scaffolding was identified to be a useful tool for
carrying language learning outside of the classroom (Alsaadi, 2021). In systematic review,
digital scaffolding was mostly examined in non-classroom environments only when
accompanied with classroom environments, thus partially supporting the literature. A possible
reason for the scarcity of research examining non-classroom environment language learning
carried out through digital scaffolding might be the problem of reaching language learners
individually.

Other related scaffolding artifacts were peer and teacher scaffolding which usually
belong to classroom environments. This pattern fits the literature review (Britton & Austin,
2020; Fakher Ajabshir & Panahifar, 2020; Casinto, 2023). In terms of peer scaffolding, Kos
(2023) found that occasionally it could be one way support. This finding contradicts with the
definition of peer scaffolding as a collaborative interaction. Although this study does not
examine a cultural artifact it might be a possible reason for this instance and further research
is needed to better understand this discrepancy. Interestingly, another scaffolding artifact
widely included in the literature review (Alias et al., 2024; Motseke, 2020; Kamal & Hashim,
2021), which is parental scaffolding, was examined less in the systematic review. A reason for

this inconsistency might be the scarcity of the non-classroom environments included in the
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body of research examined in the present study. Only half of the research examined included
non-classroom environments and only three studies examined non-classroom environments
alone. Study abroad and social media contexts should be examined separate from classroom
context for multifaceted insights. Moreover, home environment was described
controversially, either fostering or constraining language learning, in the small number of
studies examining it. A discrepancy was present in parental interaction being defined as
tutoring contrary to all other types of interaction defined as a reciprocal construct. This
controversy indicates that the problem identified in the literature of parents tutoring and not
scaffodling remains unresolved and under researched (Alias et al., 2024; Motseke, 2020;
Kamal & Hashim, 2021). Lastly, there was only one study examining colleague scaffolding
(Sanchez-Naranjo, 2022), and this indicates a gap within research focusing on interactions
between other agents within themselves than their interactions with learners.

Given the unique nature of social and cultural constructs within the geopolitical
contexts, collecting data from various countries can be considered significant in sociocultural
studies. Following Lantolf & Throne (2007), “SCT is grounded in a perspective that does not
separate the individual from the social and in fact argues that the individual emerges from
social interaction and as such is always fundamentally a social being” (p.213). Although
findings in the context category yielded various countries and source languages examined,
there are still gaps in the literature. There was little to no study done in colonial geopolitical
contexts, such as South America and Africa, as well as multilingual and multicultural contexts
other than the US, such as Canada and Australia. Moreover, the dominant target language was
English. This could be attributed to the inclusion criteria since only studies published in
English language were examined in the present research.

The methodological trends identified in this review align closely with the established

literature. The predominance of interaction as the primary social focus correlates logically
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with sample sizes clustering around standard classroom dimensions, as well as the prevailing
use of qualitative designs to capture interactional depth. Because higher education settings
were examined more heavily than other contexts, the dataset skewed heavily toward
traditional university-aged demographics. Consequently, the relative scarcity of research
evaluating older or non-traditional adult language learners emerges as a notable gap. Given
current globalization trends and rising enrollment rates among mature adult students, there is
a clear imperative for future research to examine older adult language education contexts.
Conclusion

This research has gathered 23 articles indexed in SSCI and systematically reviewed
the patterns, problems and gaps present in the intersection of SLA and SCT. Given the
scattered nature of the existing literature, this review synthesizes recent research to provide a
broader overview and offer directions for future inquiry. The review results show that to grasp
the essence of language acquisition, which is the society and culture language is bound to
according to Vygotsky (1978), there remains various matters to delve into.

However, it should be acknowledged that this research is not without limitations. This
research has examined articles only indexed in SSCI and published in English language. For
broader results other indexes such as Emerging Sources Citation Index can also be included
in the future reviews. It is recommended for other researchers or a group of researchers to
examine studies published in other languages such as Chinese to broaden the scope and
generalizability of the results.

Acknowledging the limitations, this research has several implications for both
research and pedagogy. Following the gaps and problems identified in the present research,
there remain various gaps to be filled and problems to be solved in research. There is still a
need for studies examining intricate social and cultural relations that occur out of the control

of the learners themselves such as political and administrative contexts and interaction of
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other agents including teachers’ communication with parents. It is recommended that future
studies concerning the SLA and SCT intersection should focus on macro level social features
getting out of the safe space of classroom and delving into the features of the political,
societal, and cultural discourse. Focusing on non-classroom environments, problems detected
in societal norms, digital scaffolding, and parental involvement can be enlightened.
Innovative research techniques such as reaching out to individuals and collecting data through
digital language applications and social media platforms could be utilized. Methodologically,
researching post-colonial or multi-cultural contexts can bring valuable information about
diverse social and cultural contexts. Lastly, examining adults outside of the undergraduate
university setting can prove valuable insights about social and cultural artifacts among
learners who have already adapted a less fluid notions of these constructs.

Present research reveals valuable information for pedagogy as well. Definitions and
findings on peer and teacher interaction once more prove that integrating communicative
interaction actively in the classroom enhances language leaning. Teachers could also foster
learner autonomy and out-of-class practices given the positive effects. Moreover,
acknowledging the non-classroom environments’ effect on language learning and keeping in
touch with parents can prove to be effective. Furthermore, problems identified in the present
research could create fields to explore in the pedagogy. When faced with a context resembling
the research of Rajendram (2021), practicing teacher agency to fight back with strict policies
can improve language learning.
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