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Abstract. In any foreign language learning, speaking is an essential productive skill.
Despite this, many foreign language learners demonstrate hesitancy to participate in
classroom settings. This study explores the reasons behind this phenomenon in the English
classroom. Using semi-structured interviews with two teachers and 20 Saudi tenth-grade
learners of English, the study identified various barriers that shape students’ willingness to
communicate (WTC), including psychological, linguistic, classroom, cultural, and
pedagogical issues. The findings showed that fear of the consequences of making mistakes,
anxiety, shyness, uneven classroom participation, and cultural beliefs inhibit students’
attempts to speak in the English classroom. On the other hand, teachers’ strategies, such as
tolerating errors and implementing peer and small-group activities, promote students’
willingness to participate. The study highlights the necessity of providing low-anxiety,
interactive, and culturally sensitive learning atmospheres to enhance learners’
communicative abilities, translating reluctant learners into active speakers. Theoretically,
the study contributes to bridging the gap in the existing literature about the Saudi EFL
learners’ WTC.

Keywords: willingness to communicate, Saudi EFL learners, speaking skills, anxiety,
classroom interaction.

Anmarkypi /hkanan. IoBopiHHA Ha 3aHATTSX 3 aHIIiIHCHKOI MOBH SIK IHO3€MHOI:
SAIKICHMH aHaTi3 He0A)KaHHA CTYJEeHTIiB O KOMYHiKaIrii.

Anorauis. [liz yac BuB4YeHHs1 Oy[b-sKOI iHO3€MHOI MOBHU TOBODIHHSI € Ba)KJIMBOIO
NPOJYKTUBHOIO HaBH4YKOW0. He3Bakalouu Ha 1e, 6arato y4HiB, sIKi BUBYAIOTh iHO3€MHY
MOBY, BUSIBJISIIOTh HeOaKaHHsI OPAaTH y4yacTh y KJIACHUX 3aHATTAX. Lle mociimkeHHs: BUBYae
INPUYMHU LbOTO SIBUIQ Ha NMPHUKJIAJI 3aHSThb 3 aHIJMCHKOI MOBU. 3a [ONOMOIOI0 HarliB-
CTPYKTYPOBAaHMX iHTePB'I0 3 IBOMA BUUTE/SIMU Ta 20 CayiBCbKUMM YYHSIMU JIeCSTOrO Kiacy,
SIKi BUBYAIOTh aHIJIIMCbKY MOBY, JOCTI[PKEHHsI BUSBWIO Pi3Hi 6ap'epH, 10 BIUIMBAIOTHh Ha
OGaKaHHS Y4YHIB CITIJIKYBaTHUCS, BK/IIOYAIOYM MCUXOJIOTiYHI, JTIHIBICTUYHI, KJIaCHi, Ky/IbTypHi
Ta MeJaroriuHi nmpo6iemMu. Pe3ynbraTy 3acBiguniy, 1o cTpax rnepej, HaC/IiIKaMHU TOMUJIOK,
TPUBOXKHICTH, COPOM SI3/IMBICTh, HEIOCTIHA aKTUBHICTh Ta Ky/IBTypHI ITepeKOHAHHS CTPUMY-
I0Th CIIPOOU YYHIB TOBOPUTH HA YPOKAaX aHIJTIMCHKOI MOBH. 3 iHIIIOTO OOKY, CTpaTeril BYNTETIB,

Jalal Almathkuri, 0009-0005-7318-6920 D= jalmathkuri@gmail.com
© Almathkuri, Jalal, 2025. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International Licence (http://creativecommons.org/ licenses/by/4.0).
East European Journal of Psycholinguistics, 12(2),33-54, https://doi.org/10.29038/alm

33


https://orcid.org/0009-0005-7318-6920
mailto:jalmathkuri@gmail.com
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://doi.org/10.29038/alm

Jalal Almathkuri

TaKi SIK MOOJKIMBE CTaBJEHHs O MOMMIOK Ta BIPOBA/PKEHHS IPYNOBHUX i KOMaHIHMX
3aBJaHb, CIPHUSAIOTh OAKAHHIO YYHIB OpaTH ydacTh y 3aHATTI. JJOoCmimKeHHsS MigKpecioe
noTpeby Yy CTBOpPEeHHI HAaBYA/JIbHOTO CepeJOBHIIA, BiJIbHOTO BiJi TPUBOXHOCTI, iIHTEPAKTUB-
HOTO Ta YYyTJIUBOTO /O KYJIBTYPHHX OCOGIMBOCTEH, 10O MOKPAILUTH KOMYHIKaTHBHI
3i6HOCTI Y4YHiB, IepeTBOPIOIOYM MACUBHUX YYHIB HA aKTUBHUX YYaCHUKIB. Y TEOPETUYHOMY
IJIaHI Lie JOC/Ii/PKeHHsl AOIOMAara€ 3allOBHUTU IpOrajiMHy B Cy4acHId iTepaTypi 00
TOTOBHOCTI /0 CIIJIKYBaHHSI CayJiBCbKUX Y4YHiB, $IKi BUBYAalOTh QHIJINCBKY SK IHO3eMHY
MOBY.

Kntouoei cnoea: 6axaHHS CIJIKYBaTUCS, CayZAiBChbKi Y4HI, SIKi BUBYAIOTh aHTJIIHACHKY
SIK IHO3eMHY MOBY, HaBUYKH TOBOPiHHS, TPUBOXXHICTb, B3a€MO/IisI B KJIACI.

Introduction

Speaking plays a vital role in communication between people as it is an
instrument used by interlocutors to render their feelings, thoughts, ideas and
intentions. Rahman (2010) states that communication implies transferring
ideas, thoughts, values, feelings, and facts; it is essential in developing
information and understanding among people. Moreover, Hughes (2006)
states, “Speaking is the first mode in which children acquire language, it
constitutes the bulk of most people’s daily engagement with linguistic activity,
and it is the prime motor of language change. It also provides our main data for
understanding bilingualism and language contact” (p. 144). In the first
language (L1) context, it is obtained through the natural process of L1
acquisition, whereas learners of a second language frequently encounter
diverse difficulties such as insufficient exposure to the language, few practice
opportunities, low linguistic level, anxiety, and L1 interference (Al-Saidat et al.,
2024), among other factors.

As is commonly known, the amount of time spent on learning and using
innovative approaches to master communication in the target language
plays an important role in L2 gains. Despite this, literature indicates that some
L2 learners avoid communication although they have spent sufficient time
learning English and have high levels of linguistic competence and language
proficiency (MacIntyre, 2007). This implies that learners’ high level of language
proficiency and length of exposure do not ensure natural and constant use of
L2 (Maclntyre et al., 1998). Dornyei (2005) states that there must be an unclear
factor responsible for putting communicative competence into practice and
making learners more reactive, leading to the actual initialisation of L2
communication and then minimising learners’ aversion to communication.
This factor can hinder or construct the ability to use language; that is,
psychological preparation to communicate at a particular moment (MacIntyre,
2007). This variable is commonly known as Willingness to Communicate (WTC).

34



Speaking in EFL classrooms — A qualitative analysis of students’ unwillingness to communicate

Willingness to Communicate

WTC was defined by MacIntyre et al. (1998) as the learner’s “readiness to enter
into discourse at a particular time with specific person or persons using L2” (p.
547). According to McCroskey and Richmond (1990), WTC is a cognitive
process that involves the learner’s decision whether to talk, and this decision is
influenced by his or her personality. WTC played a pivotal role in modern
language learning. Learners with a high level of WTC demonstrate higher
abilities to use the language in authentic communication contexts than those
with a low level of WTC. They also have more opportunities to employ L2
inside and outside the classroom. They become autonomous learners as they
rely on their own efforts to increase their gains in L2 (Maclntyre et al., 1998).
However, this “readiness to enter into discourse” differs from one learner to
another, as it is impacted by some factors. The previous studies indicate that
learners” WTC is open to influence from certain internal and external factors
(e.g., Maclntyre et al., 1998; Yashima, 2002; MacIntyre et al., 2003; MacIntyre &
Doucette, 2010; Cao, 2011). For example, Cao’s (2011) study showed that the
most factors that impact learners’ WTC in the classroom are the task type,
topic, interlocutor, and teachers.

In his Effective Filter Hypothesis, Krashen (1982) provided another key
perspective. It is suggested that emotional variables such as anxiety,
motivation, and self-confidence have a role in L2 acquisition; they either
facilitate or block acquisition. For example, being afraid of making mistakes or
having a high level of anxiety raises the learners’ affective filter, resulting in
decreasing their abilities to process input and produce output. Krashen’s (1982)
framework helps explain why some students, although competent in language,
are unwilling to communicate in classroom settings. Moreover, from a
sociocultural viewpoint, interaction is considered vital to language
development. Drawing on Vygotsky’s (1978) Theory of the Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD), researchers stress the significance of collaborative tasks,
negotiation of meaning, and opportunities for output in developing
communicative competence (e.g., Swain, 1985, 2000; Long, 1996). Studies, such
as Cao and Philp (2006) and Peng (2012), revealed that employing peer
interaction and small-group tasks contributes to increasing students’
participation and reducing their anxiety when compared to whole-class
discussions.

The social and cultural dimensions of language learning have also been
emphasized in recent research. Byram’s (1997) model of Intercultural
Communicative Competence (ICC) contends that effective communication in a
second language is shaped not only by linguistic ability but also by cultural
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awareness, social norms, and learners’ identities. Similarly, Norton (2000)
introduced the concept of investment, proposing that learners’ participation in
communication is influenced by how they perceive the social value of language
use and the potential risks to their identities. In contexts where speaking
English may lead to embarrassment, loss of face, or social discomfort, learners
may consciously choose silence over participation. These studies and models
offer a strong theoretical basis for investigating EFL learners’ willingness to
participate in classrooms. They emphasise that learners’ WTC is influenced by
some affective, cultural, and contextual factors besides their linguistic abilities.

Speaking is the real application of all language aspects, whether inside or
outside the classroom. Alonso (2018) indicated that, in a second language
context, speaking is inherently challenging and is the most difficult skill to
teach, to assess and to investigate. This study aims to explore the factors that
may impact Saudi EFL learners’ willingness to engage in speaking activities and
events in the classroom.

Statement of the Problem

In Saudi Arabia, despite the governmental support for teaching and English,
students’ level of English proficiency is still beyond expectations (Akhter, 2020;
Alrasheedi, 2020). The international tests of English as a foreign language
(EFL), such as TOEFL and IELTS, provide evidence of the Saudi EFL learners’
poor performance in the four language skills (Alsiyat, 2021; Alshammari, 2020).
Moreover, in most Saudi EFL classrooms, it is commonly observed that students
avoid oral communication. Based on these, it is essential to understand why
most of the students prefer to remain silent while a few do not. Therefore, it is
important to shed light on the factors that may increase their WTC inside the
EFL classrooms. To do so, the study attempts to answer the following research
question:

RQ1: What are the main factors that influence Saudi EFL tenth-grade
students’ willingness to speak in the classroom?

RQ2: What strategies or solutions can help address the difficulties that
hinder Saudi tenth-grade students’ willingness to speak in the classroom?

Literature Review
Being an important productive language skill, speaking is a crucial element in
learning any foreign language. Research indicates that most learners of English

as a foreign language encounter difficulties in speaking, decreasing their
willingness to participate in the classroom. These difficulties and their sources
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have been discussed in many of the previous studies (e.g., Bagoz & Erten, 2019;
Al-Saidat et al., 2023; Abed & Alishah, 2022).

Basoz and Erten (2019) examined the factors influencing EFL learners’
willingness to communicate inside the classroom. Thirty-two undergraduate
EFL learners at a university in Turkey participated in the study. For data
collection, the authors used semi-structured interviews. The results showed
that students’ willingness to communicate inside the classroom is affected by
various factors, including classmates, teachers, teaching methods, class size,
fear of being ridiculed, anxiety, fear of making mistakes, vocabulary knowledge,
and past communication experience.

Al-Saidat et al. (2023) investigated the effect of anxiety on the willingness
to communicate of 20 Jordanian EFL learners at a private school in Amman.
Data were collected through observation and semi-structured interviews. The
results of the study revealed that students’ levels of anxiety are affected by
factors such as fear of making mistakes, fear of criticism by other people inside
the classroom, fear of negative evaluation, and some cultural beliefs
concerning being active participants or speaking in front of other people.
Similarly, Abed and Alishah (2022) explored the factors responsible for the low-
level speaking skills of Jordanian EFL learners. Using a questionnaire, the
authors collected data from 20 male and female students from the English
department at a Jordanian university. The results of the study showed that the
students encountered several challenges in mastering English speaking skills,
including shyness, lack of vocabulary, teaching methods and ineffective group
work.

In the Saudi context, EFL learners’ WTC has attracted the attention of
researchers. Even though an insufficient amount of attention is paid to the
impact of psychological factors on learners’ WTC, a number of studies have
investigated the reasons behind this phenomenon in an attempt to determine
and find solutions to overcome such obstacles (e.g., Alnaeem & Alwasidi, 2023;
Alenezi, 2020; Alshammri, 2023; Alsiyat, 2021; Al-Qahtani, 2024; Alqurashi &
Althubaiti, 2021; Al-Hassaani & Al-Saalmi, 2022; Mahdi, 2024; Elbashir, 2023,
among others).

For example, the impact of anxiety on the achievement of Saudi EFL
learners was investigated by Al-Khotaba et al. (2020). The study reported that
students who had a higher level of anxiety had limited achievements and vice
versa. Shyness, being a potential factor for WTC, was investigated in a study
conducted by Alnaeem and Alwasidi (2023). They studied the impact of
shyness on Saudi university EFL learners’ willingness to communicate inside
the class. The authors used the shyness and willingness to communicate scales
and interviews to collect data from 360 Saudi EFL learners. The study results
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showed a negative correlation between the students’ shyness and their
willingness to communicate, especially when communicating with strangers, in
meetings or speaking in public.

Alenezi (2020) investigated the factors that impact the in-class willingness
to communicate of Saudi EFL learners. The author interviewed 30 Saudi
university students to collect data. The study showed that participants’
willingness to communicate is affected by 19 factors, including fear of making
mistakes, fear of being ridiculed, shyness, L2 communicative anxiety,
evaluation apprehension and previous communication experience. Similarly,
Alshammri (2023) interviewed 50 Saudi EFL learners from different Saudi
secondary schools to explore the factors that affect their willingness to
communicate in the extramural digital context. According to the results, the
participants’ willingness to communicate is affected by factors like the use of L1
in the English classroom, the teaching method, familiarity with the
interlocutor, self-confidence and L2 communicative anxiety.

Al-Qahtani (2024) examined how the global perspective (GP) impacts the
willingness to communicate of Saudi EFL learners. The author used two data
collection tools; he distributed a questionnaire among 150 undergraduates and
interviewed eight students. The results of the study showed that there is a
moderate positive correlation between WTC and certain GP domains, such as
cognitive, intrapersonal and interpersonal domains. Moreover, learners whose
GP was high showed greater WTC influenced by factors including intercultural
awareness and openness to multiculturalism.

Alqurashi and Althubaiti (2021) explored the relationship between
language proficiency and willingness to communicate among Saudi EFL
learners inside the classroom. The authors collected data through focus group
sessions and semi-structured interviews. The results of the study revealed that
students’ desire to communicate is mostly hindered by factors such as their low
language proficiency level, limited vocabulary and fear of making
pronunciation mistakes.

Al-Hassaani and Al-Saalmi (2022) conducted a study to find out the challenges
that Saudi EFL learners face in speaking skills. Using a questionnaire, the
authors collected data from female students at Bisha University. One of the
major difficulties they encountered was that they were exposed to English at a
late stage. The findings of the study included that students’ language
background is limited, teachers employ a teacher-centred approach, speaking
class time is not enough, limited chances are available for practice, and
teaching materials do not meet the students’ needs of their daily lives and the
labour market. Furthermore, teachers’ impatience and absence of
encouragement resulted in students’ anxiety and fear of making mistakes.
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Alsiyat (2021) explored the reasons behind the low speaking level of Saudi
EFL learners. To collect data, the author used semi-structured interviews with
three learners and one university professor. They attributed the students’ low
speaking levels to a number of factors, including the teacher-centred teaching
method, motivation and unauthentic English materials. Similarly, Mahdi
(2024) studied the linguistic and non-linguistic factors that hinder Saudi EFL
learners’ speaking skills. The results showed that the non-linguistic factors that
impact students’ speaking abilities include fear of making mistakes, shyness,
anxiety, confidence and lack of interest. In contrast, the linguistic factors
include pronunciation, limited vocabulary and poor grammar knowledge.
Focusing also on speaking challenges, Elbashir (2023) explored Saudi EFL
learners' challenges in spoken English. He used a questionnaire and interviews
to collect information about the reasons behind students’ low level of fluency
in spoken English in Saudi universities. The results of the study revealed that
fluency in spoken English is negatively affected by the qualifications of the
teachers, teaching materials, teaching methods and lack of motivation.

As seen in the findings of previous studies above, learners’ willingness to
communicate is affected negatively by psychological, linguistic and
sociocultural factors. Anxiety, fear of making mistakes, shyness, cultural
norms, and low proficiency interact to determine students’ desire to engage in
speaking activities in English classrooms. These findings justify the need for
research that investigates the perspectives of both students and teachers in an
attempt to develop strategies that improve WTC in English classrooms.

Method

The present study was conducted at a public school in Taif, Saudi Arabia.
Although a few studies investigated students’ unwillingness to communicate at
the school level (e.g., Al-Saidat et al., 2023; Alshammri, 2023), the majority of
the previous studies focused on university students’ willingness to
communicate (e.g., Bagéz & Erten, 2019; Abed & Alishah, 2022; Alnaeem &
Alwasidi, 2023; Alenezi, 2020; Al-Qahtani, 2024; Al-Hassaani & Al-Saalmi, 2022;
Alsiyat, 2021; Elbashir, 2023). To bridge this gap, this qualitative study
considers EFL learners at schools that have not been given enough attention by
researchers.

Setting and Participants

The participants of this study were 20 EFL learners and two English language
teachers at a public school in Taif, Saudi Arabia. The students were in tenth
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grade during the academic year 2024-2025. They were native speakers of Arabic
and had been studying English as an obligatory subject for about ten years. All
participants are males due to the gender segregation policy followed in the
Saudi educational system. In addition, this study does not focus on gender
distinction. Required permission was obtained from the principal of the school
before data were collected. The participants were briefly introduced to the
study and informed that their participation was entirely voluntary and that
they could withdraw from participation at any time. They signed the consent
form and assured that the confidentiality of their information was protected by
their anonymity. The study mainly adopted MacIntyre et al.’s (1998) WTC as a
theoretical framework.

Instrument

Individual interviews provide a systematic way of speaking and listening to
people for certain purposes, where the researcher examines the views and
experiences of the participants related to the study’s topic. According to
Maxwell (2005, p. 94), interviews generally offer “a valuable way of gaining a
description of actions and events - often the only way, for events that took
place in the past or ones to which you cannot gain observational access”.

For data collection, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20
school students and two teachers. Each interview lasted for 20 to 30 minutes.
The semi-structured interview type was employed because it gives the
researcher a space to probe deeply into the topic, adding more questions with
the possibility to rephrase and explain certain questions to the participants.
Additionally, semi-structured interviews allow participants to reflect on their
responses to give more details about the topic of the interview.

Face-to-face interviews with all participants were conducted over two
weeks. As for the teacher-participants, the interviews were conducted in
English, whereas the students’ interviews were conducted in Arabic to avoid
foreign language barriers and then translated into English. All interviews were
audio-recorded with the participants’ consent. NVivo software was used to
code and classify the data, facilitating the identification of themes, codes, and
illustrative quotations, which were later summarised in the Results section (see
Table 1). The factors identified in the present study were categorised into fear
of consequences of making mistakes, lack of self-confidence, cultural beliefs,
and other factors.

The interview questions were developed by the researcher, drawing on his
experience as an English instructor at a Saudi university and informed by the
literature on WTC in English. The questions were subsequently reviewed by

40



Speaking in EFL classrooms — A qualitative analysis of students’ unwillingness to communicate

two experts in the field and revised based on their feedback. The students’
interview questions included: What factors affect your participation in English
classes? How do you usually feel when the teacher asks you to speak in English
during class? Do you prefer speaking in English or staying silent in class? Why?
How do your classmates’ reactions affect your willingness to participate in
English discussions? The teachers’ interview questions included: How would
you describe your students’ participation in English classes? In your opinion,
how much do anxiety, fear of making mistakes, or lack of confidence influence
students’ willingness to communicate? Do you believe cultural beliefs (e.g.,
avoiding mistakes publicly or respecting silence) contribute to students’
unwillingness to communicate? Which classroom activities do you think
encourage students to speak more freely?

Results

As shown in the literature, the desire to communicate among learners of a
foreign language is highly influenced by various factors, including anxiety, a
state of being connected to people’s experience in dealing with tension,
trepidation, uneasiness and worry (Spielberger, 1983). Therefore, it is necessary
to uncover the reasons behind this negative feeling in an attempt to get rid of,
or at least minimise, this feeling. In this section, data were analysed in order to
investigate the factors that are responsible for the students’ unwillingness to
communicate in English classrooms and to suggest some solutions to reduce
the effect of these factors on students’ WTC by relying on the interviews
conducted with both students and teachers. Analysis of the individual
interviews with teachers and students revealed three interrelated themes that
shape students’ unwillingness to communicate: fear of making mistakes, lack of
self-confidence and cultural beliefs.

Fear of Consequences of Making Mistakes

The analysis revealed that fear of making mistakes was a key factor
contributing to students’ unwillingness to communicate. Several students
attributed their unwillingness to communicate to the fear of making mistakes.
For example, S2 stated,

“Fear of making mistakes makes my desire to communicate low. [ don’t even like to ask
the teacher any questions” (S2).

More precisely, they were worried about the consequences of making mistakes
caused by the reaction of both the teacher and the other peers in the

41



Jalal Almathkuri

classroom. Therefore, two sub-themes emerged in the analysis: fear of negative
evaluation and fear of being ridiculed by other students.

Fear of Negative Evaluation

Several student-participants expressed their annoyance with the teacher’s
reaction when they made an error while speaking. Some participants emphasised
this fact and its impact on their desire to participate. For instance, S7 said,

“The teacher does not give chances when I make mistakes. This increases my anxiety,
so my participation becomes less”.

Similarly, S2o stated,

“For me, I usually hesitate and feel worried to engage in discussion, ask questions or
speak with the teacher because his response will not be good if I make errors”.

The students associated their fear of negative evaluation with anxiety. It seems
that it is one of the causes of being anxious. However, S1 was worried about the
expected reaction of the teacher as well as that of the other participants; he
believed that it would hinder him from engaging in classroom discussions. He
said,

“In the discussion classes, I prefer not to participate; in fact, I feel anxious and
ashamed because of the consequences of making errors. It is the teacher’s negative
evaluation in front of students; they usually laugh” (S1).

According to these excerpts, the teacher’s role in reducing the students’ fear
and anxiety seems to be significant and more interestingly, the teachers
themselves seem to be aware of the students’ feelings about their own and
other students’ reactions. One of the teachers stated,

[ believe that it is essential to encourage students to speak and participate without any
fear of committing mistakes. There is no learning without mistakes; this is the process.
Students fear the teacher’s reaction and negative evaluation when their performance is
not good. In my opinion, this reduces their willingness to communicate and, as a
result, impacts their learning process of English. Teachers should be urged to
understand the students’ proficiency levels and other difficulties. Students have diverse
difficulties, academic, psychological or whatever. Teachers should consider this (T1).

Similarly, T2 supports T1 in terms of the teacher’s role in considering the
individual differences in students’ levels and encourages teachers to tolerate
students’ errors, suggesting a gradual error correction strategy. He stated,
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One major reason for students’ unwillingness to participate, in my experience, is the
relationship between the teacher and the students; it is an obstacle for the students as
they fear making mistakes while speaking with him. This feeling exists in most of the
subjects, not only in English classes. This fear prevents them from being involved in
any discussion or answering teachers’ questions. Many teachers do not tolerate
students’ errors. This is not always good. Teachers sometimes should accept students’
errors and gradually correct them (T2).

Fear of Being Ridiculed

In the context of this study, fear of being ridiculed refers to students’ negative
feelings when they are criticised or scorned by other students in the classroom
for either their grammatical or pronunciation mistakes. The analysis showed
that fear of being ridiculed negatively impacted students’ willingness to speak
English. Participants implied this in the interviews as a reason for their
unwillingness to speak in the English classes. For instance, S18 said,

“The way other students in the class look at me when I speak makes me feel anxious. It
causes my reluctance to participate. I prefer not to speak in English classes” (S18).

One of the major situations described by the participants is that when a
student commits an error, other students laugh at him. Some student
participants indicated this situation (e.g., S12, S19, S3). One student stated,

“English pronunciation is my difficulty because when I make mistakes in pronouncing
English words, students will laugh” (S12).

Similarly, Si9 described the effect of such a situation on his willingness to
speak; he said,

The problem is that some of the students start laughing when I make a mistake, which
annoys me and impedes my desire to participate. I think this is not good” (S19).

It seems to be a frequent behaviour among the students in English classes to
laugh or comment on those who participate, especially when the latter commit
errors, as implied in the following excerpt taken from the interview with S3
who stated,

“My problem is apprehension. I prefer to remain silent instead of making mistakes.
Students laugh at me. Most students feel like me” (S3).

On the part of teachers, they seem to be aware of this behaviour and its impact
on the active student. One of the teachers mentioned:
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“Fear of making mistakes is the main problem; they don’t want their peers to laugh or
correct them” (T1).

Other students, such as S4 and Su, explained their fear of being ridiculed in
terms of the way other students think of them when they participate. S4 noted,

I think that some students like to make sarcastic comments on other students’
mistakes. This is not good and makes me feel uncomfortable. I don’t volunteer to
speak unless the teacher forces me” (S4).

In the same line, Su1 stated,

“When I try to participate and make a mistake, other students have negative views. For
this reason, I don’t like to participate” (Su).

For a summary of these and other findings, see Table 1 below.
Lack of Self-Confidence

Student participants associated their unwillingness to speak in the English
classroom with a lack of self-confidence. They believed that the lack of or low
self-confidence was one of the reasons that hindered their attempts to
participate in English classes. They attributed their lack of confidence to their
fear of making mistakes. In other words, fear of making mistakes reduced their
confidence, which resulted in avoiding oral communication. For example, one
student explained,

“I think self-confidence is the reason for a lot of students. It impedes us from engaging
in interactions inside the classroom. We fear making errors” (S8).

Similarly, another said,

“I know many English words and can form sentences, but when my turn to speak
approaches, I feel worried, and everything goes away. This feeling hinders me from
participating” (S14).

A different student added,

“In my opinion, many students do not have enough courage to use English in the
classroom. Even when it is compulsory to speak, they hesitate and wish that the
teacher would not ask them any questions. No self-confidence” (S16).

The above students’ views on the role of confidence in willingness to speak
were confirmed by one of the teachers, who noted,
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“Anxiety is a big problem. Even when a student knows the answer, he hesitates because
he needs confidence” (T1).

Moreover, the students blamed the teacher for not encouraging them to speak.
One of the students explained,

“There is no motivation from the teacher’s side. We fear committing mistakes in front
of him. This reduces our confidence and participation” (S7).

Another student stated,

“Even if a student has high self-confidence and has no fear of making mistakes, other
students and the teacher will not help” (Ss).

Instead of identifying errors as part of the learning process, these students
experienced them as threats to their self-image, which intensifies anxiety and
silences interaction. This emphasises how situational anxiety and the absence
of courage weaken the ability of even students with knowledge or initial
confidence, showing that self-confidence is fragile and heavily shaped by the
classroom atmosphere.

The teachers’ viewpoint strengthens these student experiences. As one
teacher explained,

Some students are good, but they do not participate. They speak English in my
chamber, but in the classroom, they prefer to be silent. I feel that they lack confidence.
[ usually encourage them, but they rarely volunteer. In my opinion, teachers should
motivate such students to participate and tolerate their errors to increase their
speaking confidence (T2).

T2’s opinion confirms that students often perform better in low-pressure,
private contexts but prefer to be silent in public classroom settings.

This proves that low confidence acts as a psychological barrier that
hampers even motivated students from engaging in any speaking activities.
Confidence appears to be an essential requirement, at least for some students,
for communication in the classroom settings. However, this is not always the
case. Confidence alone does not always guarantee successful oral communication;
the classroom environment, including the teacher’s role, should be taken
intoconsideration. For a summary of these and other findings, see Table 1 below.

Cultural Beliefs

Cultural norms constrained communication. These play a substantial role in
shaping students’ willingness to communicate, often standing as invisible
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barriers to students’ desire to participate in the classroom. Participants
reflected on these obstacles. For example, S6 said,

“Some students are good at English speaking and other skills, but they avoid
participation. The problem is that they don’t like to be mocked by other students in
the classroom” (S6).

Fear of ridicule reflects cultural sensitivities about face-saving and other
students’ views, where committing errors in public is perceived as embarrassing
rather than a normal learning process. Another student added,

« .
In our class, when someone mispronounces a word, others laugh, so many of us choose
silence instead of speaking” (S10).

These excerpts indicate the role of cultural beliefs in shaping the students’
willingness to interact even when they are competent in English. It is observed
that preserving dignity and avoiding shame led students to withdraw from
interaction.

The impact of cultural beliefs and values has also been acknowledged by
teachers. One of the teachers explained,

“In my opinion, culture has an important role in learning; it does not mean only
politeness; it has other facets. Some students, although they know the answer, do not
like to appear distinguished in front of others. This is true” (T1).

As evident in T1’s excerpt, modesty and humility, being important cultural
values, prevent students from demonstrating their knowledge publicly. A
student confirmed this observation:

“If T answer too much, others may think I am showing off, so I keep quiet” (Ss).

Such cultural viewpoints exemplify how cultural beliefs of modesty, group
conformity, and social harmony can overwhelm students’ natural willingness to
engage in speaking, as their participation might be interpreted as arrogance or
as disrupting classroom balance.

Data indicated that students’ willingness to communicate is also affected
by their respect for authority figures. As one learner described,

“As you know, in our culture, we respect the elders and sometimes avoid talking in
front of them. This also affected our communication with the teacher; we minimise
speaking with him in the school” (S15).
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This kind of respect, while positive in many ways, led students to prefer being
quiet in the classroom when the teacher is perceived as an authority figure.
This perspective was supported by another student who stated,

“When the teacher is strict or older, we feel it is not polite to interrupt him or talk too
much” (S20).

S15 and S20’s perspectives confirm that cultural norms of deference and
politeness may unintentionally constrain opportunities for practice and
interaction in classroom settings, underlining students’ reluctance to
participate. See Table 1 for a summary of these and other findings.

Other Factors

Level of proficiency is a common factor that hinders communication among
most learners of a foreign language. Some student participants confirmed this
idea, attributing their hesitancy in speaking to their linguistic level. For
example, Sg stated,

“I feel anxious and fear of making mistakes because of my level of English speaking. It
is difficult for me. This is my feeling” (Sg).

Another student, besides attributing his reluctance to participate to his low
English level, believes that if most of the students were at the same level, he
would be encouraged to speak:

“When many students make mistakes, this encourages me to speak because I am just
like them; it is not only my problem, but if they speak fluently, my courage decreases.
The reason is my level is not good, especially in speaking” (S2).

Some student participants emphasised the impact of shyness and anxiety on
their desire to be engaged in any type of speaking, regardless of the linguistic
level (e.g., S3, S10, S17). For example, S3 stated,

“I think my level is not good. Other students whose level is better than mine also
hesitate to participate because of their shyness and fear of making mistakes in
speaking” (S3).

Similarly, S10 noted,

“Anxiety and fear of committing mistakes are common reasons behind our
unwillingness to speak in the classroom for most of the students, even for those with
average academic level” (S10).
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The number of students in each class played a significant role in the
participants’ willingness to speak in English classes. S13 explains,

“In classes with a small number of students, it is easier for me to participate; I feel
comfortable, but the huge number of students makes me anxious and unwilling to
speak” (S13),

whereas S1 attributed his reluctance to the huge number of students and his
linguistic level:

“Some students always speak. I feel they are better than me, so I stay silent. In fact,
talking to the whole class is scary” (S1).

The opinions of S13 and S1 were further supported by teacher participants’
observations, as one of the teachers noted,

“The majority of the students do not participate; they stay quiet. Only a handful of
them speak regularly. When I put them in pairs or small groups, suddenly they speak
more” (T2).

The analysis of the interview data using NVivo produced four principal themes:
fear of making mistakes, lack of self-confidence, cultural beliefs, and other
factors. Each theme was signified by specific codes that captured the students’
and teachers’ experiences, with representative quotations emphasising the
participants’ opinions. These findings provide a comprehensive understanding
of the barriers shaping students’ willingness to communicate. Table 1 presents
a thematic matrix that summarises the themes, codes, descriptions, and
illustrative quotations.

Table 1
The Results of Thematic Analysis of Factors Impacting Saudi EFL Learners’ WTC

Theme Codes Description Ilustrative
Quotes
Fear of = Fear of negative Anxiety about “Fear of
consequences evaluation being corrected or making mistakes
of making = Fear of being mocked by the makes my desire to
mistakes ridiculed teacher/peers communicate low”

decreases WTC. (S2).
“The teacher
does not give
chances when 1
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Lack of self- = Anxiety
Hesitation
Low courage

confidence =

Cultural beliefs =

Other factors = Low proficiency
=  Shyness
= Large class size

Students lack
the confidence to
speak even when

hesitating due to
fear of errors.

Modesty/humility
Fear of showing values of humility,
politeness,
deference
authority
discourage
participation.

authority

Linguistic
limitations,

make mistakes”
(S7).

“When I make
mistakes
students will
laugh” (S12).

“When my
turn  to  speak
approaches, 1 feel
worried, and
everything  goes
away” (S14).

“Many
students do not
have enough
courage to use
English” (S16).

“Even when a
student knows the

answer, he
hesitates because
he needs

confidence” (T1).

“If 1 answer
too much, others
may think I am
showing off” (Ss).

“We respect
the elders and
sometimes  avoid
talking in front of
them” (S15).

“Some
students... do not
like to appear
distinguished  in
front of others”
(T1).

“I feel
anxious... because
of my level of
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crowded English speaking”
classrooms  raise (So).

anxiety and lower “In classes
participation. with a  small

number of
students, it is
easier for me to
participate” (S13).
“When 1 put
them in pairs or
small groups,
suddenly they
speak more” (T2).

Discussion

The present study investigated the factors that affect Saudi EFL learners’
willingness to communicate in classroom settings from the perspectives of
both teachers and students. The thematic analysis showed that a complex
interplay of psychological, cultural, and situational factors shapes Saudi EFL
learners’” WTC. The four key themes (fear of mistakes, lack of self-confidence,
cultural beliefs, and other factors) underline the interaction between both
internal affective barriers and external classroom dynamics to lower learners’
WTC in EFL classrooms. In addition to extending existing theoretical and
empirical research, the findings of this study offer context-specific insights into
the Saudi school setting, as shown in Table 1 above.

For example, fear of the consequences of mistakes, anxiety and lack of
confidence emerged as strong obstacles to students’ attempts to speak in
English classes. This is consistent with MacIntyre et al.’s (1998) WTC model,
suggesting that affective variables and situational factors have a strong impact
on learners’s WTC. Furthermore, this study revealed that students avoid
speaking, even those with a high linguistic level. This finding supports
Krashen’s (1982) Affective Filter Hypothesis, which emphasises the role of high
anxiety in limiting language production. It is also in line with the findings of
Al-Khotaba et al. (2020), Baséz and Erten (2019), Al-Saidat et al. (2023),
Alnaeem and Alwasidi (2023) and Mahdi (2024) who found that fear of
negative evaluation and shyness considerably decrease students’ willingness to
speak. The results of the study revealed that cultural beliefs and social
expectations negatively impacted the students’ willingness to participate; they
were hesitant to perform in front of teachers and other students. This confirms
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Byram’s (1997) Intercultural Communicative Competence model and Norton’s
(2000) investment theory, which highlight the impact of learners’ identity and
perceived social risks on speakers’ WTC. It also agrees with the findings of
some studies conducted in the Saudi context, such as those of Alsiyat (2021)
and Al-Qahtani (2024), which indicated that cultural and social factors are
significant in understanding students’ avoidance of communication in the
English classrooms.

Moreover, the findings support sociocultural perspectives of Vygotsky
(1978) and Swain (1985, 2000) in terms of employing pair work and small group
activities to reduce students’ anxiety and avoid unequal participation
dominated by confident students. Teachers’ understanding of these strategies
can help create a more interactive, relaxing atmosphere in the classroom. This
also confirms the findings of the studies conducted by Abed and Alishah
(2022), Alshammri (2023), and Elbashir (2023), which showed that teaching
methods, lack of motivation, and ineffective group work had a negative impact
on students’ WTC.

Conclusion

This study explored the factors that influenced tenth-grade EFL learners at a
public school in Taif, Saudi Arabia. It establishes that WTC in English
classrooms is a complex phenomenon. It is predisposed to be influenced by
psychological, linguistic, cultural, and instructional issues. In response to the
first research question regarding the factors that hinder students from
participation, the findings showed that the psychological barriers: anxiety, fear
of making mistakes, and shyness were the most noticeable factors, while the
classroom environment and the teacher’s role additionally inhibited
participation. Moreover, students’ WTC was shaped by their cultural beliefs
and social expectations about speaking in the classroom. As for the second
research question regarding strategies to overcome the factors that reduce
students’ unwillingness to communicate, the findings revealed that teachers’
strategies — such as tolerating errors, employing pair and group activities, and
using interactive tasks were effective in lessening these barriers.

Based on the findings, the study concludes that reducing students’
unwillingness to communicate is a holistic approach, incorporating emotional
support, learner-centred teaching methods, and culturally responsive practices.
The study recommends that educators and curriculum developers generate
low-anxiety, interactive, and authentic speaking opportunities that motivate all
learners to participate. It also encourages further research that investigates
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longitudinal changes in WTC, cross-cultural comparisons, and the impact of
targeted pedagogical interventions on learners’ communicative confidence and
competence.
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