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Abstract Although English plays a significant role in the
international context, it has failed to occupy a proper position in the
Iranian instructional framework, leading to students' weak
performance. Therefore, this study attempted to explore the literature
on the challenges of the current ELT curriculum in the educational
system of Iran. Moreover, the challenges were analyzed in
connection with the principles of Multimodality, Multiple
Intelligence, Social Identity, and Sociocultural Theories. The review
and comparison process were based on PRISMA_SCR. Then, a total
of 49 articles were selected from well-established journals to map the
related challenges and shortcomings. The results revealed that the
challenges can be divided into eleven categories ranging from
economic and political issues to ideological and cultural ideas. Nine
challenges could be explained in relation to the mentioned
frameworks. Therefore, it could be concluded that the inclusion of
these theories in the process of curriculum development may help
eliminating those challenges.
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1. Introduction

uring the last decades, globalization has highlighted the significant role
D of proficiency in English as a determining factor in international

communications (Moser & Kletzenbauer, 2019). As a result, various

courses and units have been provided by public and private educational
centers, all around the world, to fulfill this purpose. The English course, in
Iran, is presented to the students from the seventh year in general education
(Kiany, 2016). Based on the principles provided by the Common European
Framework of Reference (CEFR, 2013), the allocated time period is more
than enough for a learner to achieve language accuracy and fluency.
However, the English teaching and learning process in Iranian schools is
unsatisfactory and does not meet expectations (Barabadi & Razmjoo, 2016;
Davari & Aghagolzadeh 2015; Mirhosseini et al., 2021; Tajeddin & Chamani,
2020). Moreover, the inadequate English proficiency among Iranians is
substantiated by the Education First (EF, 2019) ranking. This report indicates
that Iran has seen a considerable drop, now categorized as having nearly very
low English proficiency. This failure can be the result of inadequate
curriculum design or problematic execution of English teaching programs in
schools (Gass & Selinker, 2008; Kiany, 2016).

In the review of related literature, it was revealed that the language
learning systems in various countries around the world have been more or less
affected by similar problems (Afyuddin et al., 2023; Alsubaie, 2020; Catarci,
2014; Mori, 2022; Wolbergs & Kasper, 2023; Xu et al., 2023). Therefore,
traditional foreign or second language education programs in different
countries have been revised or reformed by various theoretical frameworks.
The reviewed studies have revealed that the reformations that were based on
well-grounded theories have significantly affected the revision process and
ultimate attainment (EFL/ESL learners’ achievement) of the language
learning system (Afyuddin et al., 2023; Lewis & Lewis, 2020). The policy
makers and curriculum designers have concentrated on the highlighted role
of educational and applied linguistic theories in developing and revising
language learning curricula in various countries, and it was revealed that six
theories were of paramount importance (Communicative Language Teaching
(CLT), Multimodality Theory, Multiple Intelligence Theory, Social Identity
Theory, Sociocultural Theory, and Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT)).

The advocates of the last reformations in the language learning system
of Iran have claimed that the new educational materials were designed based
on the principles of CLT and TBLT (Aghagolzadeh & Davari, 2017; Davari
& Aghagolzadeh, 2015; Kiany, 2016; Tajeddin & Chamani, 2020). However,
the reviewed studies demonstrated a limited focus and a serious gap in
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research on Multimodality Theory, Multiple Intelligence Theory, Social
Identity Theory, and Sociocultural Theory. While numerous studies have
examined the overarching policies and theoretical frameworks guiding ELT
practices, there is a notable absence of consensus among scholars about the
challenges and shortcomings of ELT curriculum in Iran, which might be one
of the main reasons underlying this ongoing problem. Therefore, this study
was carried out to primarily identify the challenges of the language learning
educational system in Iran. Secondly, it was concerned with the identification
of the challenges that were in connection with the mentioned four theories.
The research work was conducted to provide a thorough overview of the
methodological and contextual attributes, along with the concluding insights
of studies that tackle these challenges in the context of Iran's education
system. As a result, the following question directed this research work:

1. What are the scope and outcomes of research concerning the

challenges and deficiencies of the ELT curriculum in the educational

system of Iran?

2. How do the identified challenges and deficiencies in Iran's ELT

curriculum align with the principles of Multimodality, Multiple

Intelligence, Social Identity, and Sociocultural Theories?

2. Method

As mentioned previously, the present study was carried out to explore the
existing literature on the challenges and shortcomings of the current ELT
curriculum in the educational system in Iran. Therefore, first and foremost,
there was a need to extract the challenges from the literature. The review
method was in line with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses Extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR)
framework introduced and raised by Tricco et al. (2018). The mentioned
framework is composed of various successive stages (developing a priori
protocol, identifying the sources of information, choosing the samples based
on the eligibility criteria, screening the samples, categorizing and analyzing
the data, and comparing the obtained results).

3. Results

A total of 49 articles were selected from well-established SCOPUS, ISI, ISC,
and scientific research-based journals. Data analysis was based on four
predetermined parameters, including objectives, designs, procedures, and
extracted challenges. In this section, each parameter is taken into account.
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3.1. Objectives
The reviewed articles can be divided into two groups considering their
priority for the identification of educational challenges. Some of these studies
have used the terms “challenges”, “problems”, or “shortcomings” in their
title, research objectives, or even the research questions (f = 10, p = 20.4%);
therefore, they had a direct look at the language learning problems in the
current educational system. On the other hand, the rest of the studies were not
directly concerned with the language learning challenges in the current
educational system. In fact, some have explored the educational and national
policies along with the related documents (f = 14, p = 28.6%), leading to the
discovery of some shortcomings. Moreover, other indirect studies have had a
critical look at the language learning curriculum, syllabus, or textbooks (f =
25, p = 51.0 %), coming to positive and negative points.
3.2. Design
As mentioned in the previous section, most of the reviewed studies were
concerned with the exploration of the challenges observed in instructional
curriculum and textbooks or with an in-depth analysis of educational
documents. Therefore, the research design used in these studies was mostly
qualitative in structure (f =41, p = 83.6%), focusing on content analysis based
on different types of frameworks. On the other hand, a few studies have been
concerned with quantitative and qualitative approaches (mixed-method) (f =
4, p = 8.2%) to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the
effectiveness and challenges of language learning in the Iranian educational
system.
3.3. Procedures
The reviewed studies were also explored regarding the research procedure. In
general, the studies could be categorized into participant-based (f = 23, p =
46.9%), document-based (f = 22, p = 44.9%), and document-participant-based
(f = 4, p = 8.2%) ones. Regarding the instruments used in the reviewed
participant-based studies, focus-group interviews, questionnaires, and
observation were the most frequent evaluation instruments.
3.4. Challenge
The selected studies were reviewed and synthesized in order to identify the
language learning challenges in the current educational system in Iran. The
mentioned studies were explored considering the direct and indirect
references to the challenges. The derived challenges were summed up and
categorized into eleven subcategories:

1. Lack of authentic and engaging content

2. Inadequate development of communicative skills

3. Absence of cultural and social contexts
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4. Overemphasis on exam preparation

5. Rigid and centralized educational system

6. Insufficient teacher training and support

7. Political constraints

8. Misalignment between policy and classroom practice
9. Inadequate assessment methods

10. Economic and funding restrictions

11. Lack of (teachers’ or students’) personal motivation

4. Discussion and Conclusion

As mentioned previously, the study was concerned with an in-depth
exploration of the related literature on ELT curriculum challenges in the
Iranian context to extract the common themes and concerns related to
curriculum design and implementation, and exploration of the extracted
challenges in relation to Sociocultural, Multimodality, Multiple Intelligence,
and Social Identity Theories. Thus, the extracted challenges were explored
considering the four educational and instructional theories mentioned in the
theoretical framework of the study in chapter two (Sociocultural,
Multimodality, Multiple Intelligence, and Social Identity Theories). Lack of
authentic and engaging layout and content, as a frequently mentioned
challenge, could be taken into account by considering the four mentioned
theories (Alsubaie, 2020; Guo, 2023; Snowball & McKenna, 2017; Vygotsky,
1978). The second challenge (inadequate development of communicative
skills) could be justified by the principles of sociocultural, social identity, and
multimodality theories (Mori, 2022; Vygotsky, 1978). Absence of cultural
and social contexts, as the third challenge, can be explained in relation to
sociocultural and social identity theories (McKenna, 2013; Mori, 2022). The
fourth challenge (overemphasis on exam preparation) could be explained in
relation with sociocultural, multimodality, and multiple intelligence theories
(Afyuddin et al., 2023; Javadi & Tahmasbi, 2020). The principles of
sociocultural, social identity, multimodality, multiple intelligence theories
can all tackle the challenge concerned with rigid and centralized educational
system (Ilmi & Dewi, 2022). The challenge on insufficient teacher training
and support can be explained in relation to the principles of Sociocultural,
Social Identity, and Multiple Intelligence theories (Afyuddin et al., 2023;
Vygotsky, 1978). As mentioned previously, political constraints often restrict
the inclusion of authentic materials or topics that reflect real-world
sociocultural dynamics; Moreover, these limitations may intentionally or
unintentionally ignore different cultural perspectives in language instruction,
which can limit learners’ opportunities to explore and develop social
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identities through the target language. The principles of sociocultural and
social identity theories can explain the challenge concerned with the
misalignment between policy and classroom practice (Javadi & Tahmasbi,
2020). Inadequate assessment methods can be tackled by the principles of
multimodality and multiple intelligence theories. (Afyuddin et al., 2023).
However, the researchers could not find any significant relationship between
challenges concerned with personal motivation (mentioned in five articles)
and economic constraints (mentioned in four articles) and the four mentioned
theories. Therefore, as a result of the subjective and qualitative exploration of
the extracted challenges and the principles of the educational theories, the
researcher could come to nine challenges that were significantly affecting the
quality of language teaching and learning in the ELT educational system in
Iran. Then, it could be concluded that the inclusion of these theories in the
process of curriculum development may help get rid of those challenges or,
at least, reduce their severe effect on the language learning educational
system. Moreover, it was revealed that the issues surrounding the ELT
curriculum in Iran cannot be resolved through a single approach.
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