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Abstract—While numerous studies in the literature have examined the factors that influence the willingness to
communicate (WTC) among English as a foreign language (EFL) learners, limited research has been conducted
on EFL learners’ recommendations for sustaining their desire to interact in online English language classes
(Dariyemez & Yastibas, 2023). The current study, conducted through an online questionnaire, is a novel
exploration that investigates University of Hail (UOH) undergraduates’ perceptions of English virtual classes in
different faculties and their specific suggestions for maintaining their WTC via online English classes. The data
collected revealed that students considered the methods and the online activities to be only average, and they
had not effectively acquired the expected English language skills. It was concluded that students’ needs must be
addressed to prepare them effectively for online EFL courses. The outcomes were meticulously reviewed, and
pedagogical implications and recommendations for future research were provided, based on the current study
data.

Index Terms—EFL learners' suggestions for maintaining WTC, willingness to communicate, traditional face-to-
face setting, online English setting

|. INTRODUCTION

WTC is crucial in EFL education (Yildiz & Piniel, 2020). D&nyei et al. (2006) highlighted that WTC is a key
component of second language acquisition (SLA). Many studies about WTC have been conducted in traditional face-to-
face settings, such as Zarrinabadi (2013), whose research investigated how teachers’ interactions and support within face-
to-face environments can foster WTC among learners. Some studies have investigated WTC in both traditional and online
settings, such as Alshahrani and Preece (2020), Ghanizadeh and Moafian (2024), and Gopalakrishnan et al. (2022).
Ghanizadeh and Moafian (2024) compared the role of self-esteem and motivation in shaping students” WTC in both face-
to-face and virtual classes. Gopalakrishnan et al. (2022) found that in-person classrooms often encourage more
spontaneous communication due to teachers' and peers' immediate interaction and social presence.

In contrast, while online settings offer flexibility and reduce anxiety for some students (see Zhao & Li, 2020), they
may also lead to reduced real-time interaction and cause students to feel isolated or less motivated to speak up without
the direct presence of others (Gopalakrishnan et al., 2022). However, Alenezi's (2024) study showed that reducing anxiety
does not always lead to increased WTC. In contrast, other recent research on web-based or hybrid learning has suggested
that learners tend to feel less anxious and display higher WTC in these settings compared to face-to-face classes (Kruk,
2021; Lee & Hsieh, 2019; Mulyono & Saskia, 2021; Punyaporn & Soontornwipast, 2022). This could be because web-
based environments, including features such as avatars, can create an anxiety-free space that encourages introverted
learners to engage more readily in speaking (Kruk, 2021). Punyaporn and Soontornwipast (2022) also argued that shy
learners may feel more comfortable in web-based classes where they are not expected to turn on their cameras during oral
skills activities. Recent studies by Abulhaija et al. (2024) have shown that students enjoy online English classes. However,
Gopalakrishnan et al. (2022) suggested combining face-to-face and web-based learning would be the most effective way
to boost WTC. Integrating the benefits of direct interaction and the flexibility offered by digital platforms would enable
students to experience more opportunities for interaction in diverse settings.

Research into online language learning has become a prominent field of study (White, 2014), driven by the increasing
need for this type of instruction. It has become valued for its various advantages, particularly since COVID-19.
Furthermore, universities and colleges in Saudi Arabia have limited capacity, in contrast to the rapid growth in students
applying for college education (Alebaikan & Troudi, 2012). To tackle this issue, the Ministry of Higher Education has
integrated web-based instruction with traditional forms of instruction at universities. The UOH, for instance, has adapted
to these changes by allowing a more substantial number of students to attend online classes, which has helped to attract
and accommodate additional students. Although online learning is widespread in Saudi Arabia, there are limited studies
on EFL learners' WTC in online contexts (e.g. Alenezi, 2024; Altunel, 2021; Ardiansyah et al., 2020; Said et al., 2021;
Shirvan et al., 2019) and, in particular, a lack of studies about how to sustain EFL learners’ WTC in virtual classes
(Dariyemez & Yastibas, 2023). While some studies touched on the role played by technology, the impact of online-based
learning environments, social media interactions, and digital communication tools on students’ WTC in English
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communication has not been studied in depth (Kruk, 2024). This study addresses this gap by examining Saudi
undergraduate students' perceptions of their WTC and identifying ways to sustain their WTC in online English classes.
More research is needed in this area to fully understand the dynamics of online language learning and its impact on
students' WTC. This research could significantly impact the work of educators, researchers, and policymakers in English
language teaching. Additionally, the current study explores undergraduate students' perceptions of UOH and their
suggestions for maintaining their WTC in English virtual lessons. It is hoped that it will help improve online English
classes and enable them to meet EFL students’ needs more effectively. The current study aims to address the following
research question:

According to students ' perceptions, what can help Saudi EFL students maintain their WTC in English online classes?

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW

The concept of WTC was introduced into the literature by McCroskey and Baer in 1985, building on Burgoon’s (1976)
research, which examined reluctance to communicate in the first language (L1) and primarily referred to the willingness
to start and engage in a conversation in L1 (as cited in Maclntyre et al., 1998). In the 1990s, the concept of WTC expanded
to include the second language (L2). WTC in L2 was defined by MaclIntyre et al. (1998) as “a readiness to enter into
discourse at a particular time with a specific person or persons, using L2” (p. 547). It was further explained by Kang
(2005) as “an individual’s volitional inclination toward actively engaging in the act of communication in a specific
situation, which can vary according to interlocutor(s), topic, and conversational context, among other potential situational
variables” (p. 291).

WTC is crucial for developing English language abilities in EFL learners, as it involves using English to express
thoughts, feelings, and beliefs. WTC is also a key component of learner participation and is essential for language learning
(Cao, 2011). WTC is vital for commencing a conversation in L2 (Kang, 2005). Additionally, L2 learners with high levels
of WTC are more likely to engage in frequent English-speaking practice both inside and outside the classroom (Kang,
2005). Therefore, WTC exerts a crucial influence on the improvement of L2 proficiency. Consequently, it is essential to
understand WTC and the factors influencing it in traditional and virtual English classes. Several studies have examined
these factors, focusing on face-to-face L2 lessons and, more recently, web-based learning settings. Past research has
identified several important factors that help to promote WTC, for instance, involving students in choosing topics and
allowing them to discuss subjects that interest them (Cao, 2011; Kang, 2005; Zarrinabadi, 2014). Furthermore, online-
based environments, particularly asynchronous ones, encourage students to engage in interactions more freely, as the
likelihood of losing face is reduced (Freiermuth & Jarrell, 2006).

Some recent studies have provided insights into the factors, such as motivation, anxiety, social influences, teacher
support, and self-efficacy, that shape students' WTC in traditional language learning classroom settings. Barrios-Espinosa
and Acosta-Manzano (2025) examined factors impacting students' WTC in English and French foreign language classes
in Spain. They identified several key predictors: more excellent proficiency in the foreign language correlated with
increased WTC; positive emotions towards the language learning process were linked to higher WTC; instructors' usage
of the targeted language in the classroom positively impacted learners' WTC; and higher levels of anxiety were associated
with decreased WTC. The researchers emphasised the importance of creating supportive and engaging classrooms to
improve learners' WTC in foreign language contexts. Zhu and Liu (2020) explored how various aspects of the classroom
environment and learners’ motivation impact their communication in face-to-face language classes. The study highlighted
the importance of fostering intrinsic motivation and supportive classroom settings to enhance learners’ WTC in second
language (L2) classes. Baker (2021) investigated how anxiety and motivation influence learners' WTC in traditional EFL
classes. It was revealed that increased anxiety negatively impacted learners' WTC, while higher levels of motivation
corresponded with a greater WTC. These results underscore the importance of addressing both affective factors to enhance
EFL learners' communicative participation.

Zarrinabadi and Khatib (2021) highlighted the impact of teacher support and learners’ self-efficacy on their WTC in
traditional language classes. They found that increased teacher support positively influenced learners' self-efficacy, which
enhanced their WTC. This suggests that fostering a supportive classroom environment can boost learners' confidence in
their language skills, improving their desire to communicate. Liu and Yang (2022) focused on the social and psychological
factors that affected Chinese university learners' WTC in face-to-face English classes. The study identified positive
instructor-learner relationships, supportive peer communications, and a cooperative classroom atmosphere as key social
factors that improve WTC. Furthermore, higher levels of self-confidence and lower levels of anxiety were associated with
increased WTC. Alam et al. (2022) found that learners' prior experiences with grammar-focused English instruction
hindered their interaction abilities. Additionally, the supportive classroom atmosphere significantly enhanced their WTC.
The research highlighted the importance of incorporating real-life conversations into English classes to improve learners'
WTC. Nakamura and Tanaka's (2024) research focused on how cultural factors affect Japanese learners' WTC in
traditional English language classrooms. It was identified that learners' WTC in English is significantly shaped by cultural
factors such as the importance of group harmony and the avoidance of making errors in front of classmates, leading to a
preference for listening over speaking and a reluctance to participate in classroom interaction.

Other recent studies offered precious insights into various factors that impacted learners' WTC in English, including
classroom practices, individual traits, and cultural perspectives. For instance, a systematic review by Gao et al. (2024)
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explored various classroom-based instructional practices that influenced learners' WTC in English. The review concluded
that teaching practices focusing on active engagement and learner interaction are most beneficial in improving WTC.
Riasati (2018) examined the factors influencing learners' WTC in English. It was found that higher motivation and lower
anxiety levels are crucial for increasing students' WTC. The study also suggested strategies for teachers to create a more
supportive learning environment, encouraging oral interaction. Another research study by Yashima and Zenuk-Nishide
(2023a) investigated the role of the social climate in the classroom, emotional factors, and language mindset in shaping
learners' willingness to engage in English. The researchers found that a positive classroom atmosphere, where learners
feel safe and supported, significantly boosts their WTC. In addition, the study suggested that learners with a growth
mindset about language learning are more likely to participate in English interaction, even when faced with challenges.

Chojimah and Widodo (2023) explored the WTC of domestic learners in international university classrooms, focusing
on the impact of multicultural contexts. The researchers highlighted that domestic learners' WTC was affected by both
their perceived language proficiency and the multicultural nature of their peers. They suggested that exposure to diverse
linguistic and cultural backgrounds enhanced domestic students' confidence and willingness to speak English. Zhang and
Zhang (2023) investigated the connection between learners' global perspective and their WTC in English in an English
Medium Instruction. The researchers found that learners with a broader global perspective, including openness to different
cultures and a strong international outlook, tend to have higher WTC in English (Zhang & Zhang, 2023). The research
suggested cultivating a global mindset can improve WTC and enhance interaction abilities. Yashima and Zenuk-Nishide
(2023b) examined the WTC of Chinese international learners, comparing their experiences in EFL and English in an L2
context. They found that learners' WTC is significantly higher in L2 contexts where English is used for daily interaction.
The study emphasised the importance of immersion in English-speaking communities for boosting WTC.

Additionally, when students develop a greater interest in learning a second language for its value, essentially by
boosting their intrinsic motivation, their WTC also rises. Therefore, instructors should enhance students' intrinsic
motivation to foster greater WTC (Azmand, 2014; Piechurska-Kuciel, 2014). In addition, the self-esteem of L2 students
is another factor that influences their WTC (Azmand, 2014; Maclintyre et al., 1998). Therefore, strategies that enhance
learners' self-esteem, such as encouraging them to take the initiative (Canfield, 1990), can help to improve their WTC in
the long run. It is suggested that the instructor should offer students assistance in the linguistic, emotional, and discursive
areas to help alleviate their anxiety and boost their confidence (Zarrinabadi, 2014) and assist students in becoming more
independent by allowing them to choose the skills and techniques that they want to apply when completing an activity.
In this regard, the instructor's role is to offer strategy-focused courses that equip students for a lifelong learning journey
(Piechurska-Kuciel, 2014). In addition, cooperative tasks can help to alleviate anxiety and enhance the situational self-
efficacy of L2 students. Instructors can leverage these activities to create an environment that fosters greater WTC
(Razmjoo & Hoomanfard, 2012).

Tan and Phairot (2018) suggested a correlation between learners' English proficiency and their WTC, with proficient
learners exhibiting higher WTC levels and performing better in examinations (Zhang et al., 2022). Achieving success in
language learning boosts learners' L2 confidence, thereby increasing their WTC (Cao, 2011; Kruk, 2021; Lee & Hsieh,
2019; Mulyono & Saskia, 2021). Confidence is a key factor influencing WTC in the classroom (Sener, 2014). However,
proficiency and confidence alone may not guarantee a high WTC (e.g., Alenezi, 2024) without a positive learning
environment. This could explain why research has shown that students are often more willing to practise speaking English
beyond the classroom than within it (Basoz & Erten, 2018; Isma & Baharuddin, 2022). Therefore, it is clear that a positive
classroom environment plays a crucial role in enhancing L2 WTC (Aomr et al., 2020; Cao, 2011; Punyaporn &
Soontornwipast, 2022). According to Dewaele (2019), a pleasant classroom environment where mistakes are tolerated
helps create a non-threatening space for language use. Some studies have indicated that anxiety in foreign language
classrooms can adversely affect WTC (Dewaele, 2019).

I1l. METHODOLOGY

A. Context

Previous research by Alshammari (2019) indicated that English teaching in Saudi Arabia was largely traditional,
focusing mainly on grammar and translation methods, with little emphasis on oral interaction. As a result, students
typically only spoke to the instructor when responding to questions, often with short answers, such as giving the past
tense of "go". Direct communication between students was rare; the teacher was the source of information and did most
of the talking, while learners were mainly passive listeners (Alharbi, 2015; Harmer, 2007; Harmer, 2003).

B. Participants

As mentioned earlier in this paper, UOH students from various faculties were invited to complete the questionnaire.
The 194 students who did so, 67.2% female and 32.8% male (see Figure 1 below), played a crucial role in this research.
This questionnaire, administered using Google Forms, focused on students’ perceptions of online English classes and
their suggestions for sustaining their WTC, making their participation integral to the research process. The potential
impact of these findings on language education in Saudi Arabia is significant, highlighting the importance of this research.

©2025 ACADEMY PUBLICATION



2024 THEORY AND PRACTICE IN LANGUAGE STUDIES

= Face-to-face lessons  m Blackboard lessons
Figure 1. Gender of the Participants

The participants provided valuable views and suggestions; therefore, the findings can significantly improve online
course content and teaching methods. Encouraging students to offer suggestions for programme improvement, rather than
simply asking for their opinions, generated more constructive feedback. This input type is considered more valuable than
the standard students’ perspectives typically gathered through questionnaires. Therefore, students' perceptions and
suggestions concerning their online English classes were sought in this study.

C. Data Analysis

To analyse the data, we used the descriptive statistics features in SPSS to calculate the frequency of the various answers.
SPSS was utilised to analyse the quantitative data and generate graphs and charts, while thematic analysis was applied to
examine the qualitative data. The data gathered from the open-ended answers to the last question asking about EFL
students’ suggestions for maintaining their WTC in virtual English classes were reviewed via thematic analysis, a method
used for identifying, analysing, and presenting patterns within the data. Examples of themes were modified from previous
studies, such as those by Dariyemez and Yastibas (2023). These sub-themes were categorised under broader themes based
on their similarities. The results were then interpreted in line with the data analysis. This technique is valued for its
flexibility and ease of use, making it particularly suitable for the qualitative nature of this study, as it focuses on the
content of participants' responses (Willig & Rogers, 2017). As Braun and Clarke (2006) explain, "Through its theoretical
freedom, thematic analysis provides a flexible and useful research tool, which can potentially provide a rich and detailed,
yet complex, account of data” (p. 5). This approach is beneficial as it helps structure the collected data's content and aids
in synthesising key information from the narratives (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017). Additionally, thematic analysis is highly
adaptable, allowing the researcher to identify themes from various perspectives (Riessman, 2008).

IV. RESULTS

The following charts illustrate students' perceptions of online English lessons and their suggestions for maintaining
their WTC in online classes.

= Face-to-face lessons = Blackboard lessons
Figure 2. How do You Prefer to Study in Your English Language Classrooms?

Figure 2 shows that 53.3% of the students preferred to study the English language in Blackboard (online-based) classes,
while 46.7% preferred face-to-face courses to online classes.
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Figure 3. Online English Lessons (Blackboard) Effectively Improve My English Communication Skills.

76% of the participants agreed that virtual English lessons effectively improve their English communicative skills,
while 24% disagreed (see Figure 3).
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Figure 4. Online English Lessons (Blackboard) Are Taught Using Various Methods.
The above Figure 4 illustrates that 79% of the participants agreed that online English lessons are taught using various
methods, while 21% did not agree.
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Figure 5. The Duration of the Online English Lessons (Blackboard).

70.3% of the participants considered the duration of the Blackboard English lessons suitable, 25.4% thought it too long,
and 4.3% considered online English classes to be too short (see Figure 5).
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Figure 6. Accelerating the Pace of Online English Lessons (Blackboard) Would Be Preferable.

Most students agreed that accelerating the pace of virtual English lessons would be preferable, while a minority did not
agree (see Figure 6).
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Figure 7. Online English Lessons (Blackboard) Activities Are Enjoyable.

Figure 7 demonstrates that 73% of the participants agreed that they enjoyed the activities in the online English classes,
while 45% considered them boring (see Figure 7).
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Figure 8. My Teacher Encourages Me to Participate in Online English Lessons (Blackboard).

Figure 8 shows that 48.1% of the students confirmed that their teacher always encouraged them to participate during
virtual English lessons, 35.1% expressed the view that they were sometimes encouraged, 10.8% reported that their teacher
rarely encouraged them, and 6% reported that they had never been encouraged by their teacher during online English
classes.
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Figure 9. | get Enough Opportunities to Communicate During the Online English Lessons (Blackboard).

79% of the students agreed they get enough opportunities to communicate during online English lessons, while 21%
disagreed (see Figure 9).
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Figure 10. My Teacher is Positive During the Online English Lessons (Blackboard).

Most participants agreed that their teacher showed a positive attitude during the online English classes, while only 11%
disagreed (see Figure 10).
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Figure 11. | Hope My Teacher Will Change the Nature of the Assignments in the Online English Lessons (Blackboard).

The students ' opinions varied when asked about changing the nature of the online assignments (see Figure 11). 53%
of them hoped that their teacher would change the format of the assignments in the online English lessons, while 47% of
the learners disagreed.

60%
40%
-m 0 =
0% I
Strongly agree Agree Disagree Strongly
disagree

Figure 12. | Hope My Teacher Will Reduce the Number of Assignments in the Online English Lessons (Blackboard).

Figure 12 above shows that 67% of the participants hoped their teacher would reduce the number of assignments in the
online English lessons, while 33% did not.
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Figure 13. | Prefer Speaking in English With the Camera on During the Online English Lessons (Blackboard).

According to Figure 13, 67% of the participating learners preferred speaking in English with the camera off during the
Blackboard English lessons. In comparison, 33% preferred the camera to be on when communicating in English during
the virtual English classes.

60%
40%

m
Always Sometimes Rarely Never
Figure 14. | Ask for Clarification When | Am Confused About a Task That Needs to Be completed During the Online English Lessons (Blackboard).

As shown above, 38% of the students claimed that they always ask for clarification when they are confused about a
task that needs to be completed during the Blackboard English lessons, and 17% reported that they rarely ask for
clarification when they need it during online English classes (see Figure 14).

60%
40%
"0 B
0% [ —
Always Sometimes Rarely Never

Figure 15. I Answer the Questions During the Online English lessons (Blackboard).

As illustrated in Figure 15, 46% of the participants stated that they sometimes answered the questions during the online
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English sessions, while 4% never did so.
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Figure 16. | Speak to Express My Opinions in English During Online English Lessons (Blackboard).

The above Figure 16 shows that 29% of the students who participated claimed always to speak to express their opinions
in English during online English lessons. In comparison, 22% admitted that they rarely do.

Furthermore, in their answers to the open-ended question about the factors that help to sustain their WTC in online
English classes, participants suggested several factors that can influence students” WTC. These suggestions were divided
into four broad themes, as follows:

1-  Lesson-related suggestions

The first theme focuses on suggestions related to lessons, as the participants’ responses indicated that online English
lessons impact maintaining their WTC. Factors, including how lessons are taught and the overall nature of the lessons,
influence students” WTC. Based on these insights, the sub-themes for lesson-related suggestions were classified as: (a)
varying the teaching methods used in online lessons; and (b) making virtual classes more engaging to motivate students.

A. Sub-theme 1: Varying the teaching methods

Monotonous online English lessons adversely affect some participants' willingness to engage. Therefore, to sustain
their WTC, it was recommended that the teaching methods be diversified. The following quotes from several of the
participants highlight this suggestion:

P 1: “Varying teaching methods is important.”

P8: “Focusing on improving the delivery methods to prevent the recipient from getting bored with the information.”

B. Sub-theme 2: Making virtual classes engaging and motivating

If online English lessons are perceived as boring, unengaging, or make students feel uncomfortable, their WTC may
decline. Therefore, the overall nature of these lessons can hurt the maintenance of WTC. To keep students motivated, it
was suggested that online lessons should be made more enjoyable, engaging, and comfortable. The following quote
highlights this recommendation:

P3: “Adding motivational elements for students during online classes to capture our attention.”

2-  Teacher-related suggestions

It has been found that English language teachers who deliver online classes directly influence the maintenance of
participants' willingness to communicate (WTC) through their attitudes and behaviours. As participants' responses
emphasised teachers' behaviours and attitudes, this theme is divided into two sub-themes: (a) encouraging student
participation; and (b) maintaining a positive attitude.

A. Sub-theme 1: Encouraging student participation

Some participants believed that English teachers encouraging participation by allowing students to speak in virtual
lessons helps to maintain their WTC. The following quotes illustrate this view:

P19: “Encouraging students’ participation one by one.”

P20: “Teachers should increase communication with students.”

B. Sub-theme 2: Maintaining a positive attitude

The attitudes of English language teachers in online lessons seem to affect the maintenance of students' willingness to
communicate (WTC). Some students suggested that teachers adopting positive attitudes help to maintain their WTC in
these classes. The following quotes demonstrate this point:

P14: “Teachers’ positivity during online lessons is important...”

P27: “Increasing effective methods to encourage students to speak English confidently without the fear of making
mistakes.”

3-  Classroom-related suggestions

The findings indicate that online English classrooms influence participants' willingness to communicate (WTC)
through factors such as the classroom environment and the duration of lessons. Participants' responses focused on these
aspects. Therefore, the sub-themes identified are: (a) fostering intimacy in online lessons, (b) adjusting class hours, and
(c) students turning on their cameras to enhance communication.

A. Sub-theme 1: Fostering intimacy in online lessons

Two participants noted that if an online English lesson lacks an intimate atmosphere, they may struggle to maintain
their WTC. It appears that a more intimate environment helps to trigger WTC. As a result, some participants suggested
that a sense of intimacy should be created in online lessons, as the following quotes illustrate:

P18: “Fostering an intimate environment like traditional class settings would be better.”
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P16: “Face-to-face classes are better than online classes because of the intimacy in a face-to-face environment.”

B. Sub-theme 2: Adjusting class hours

There were some differences of opinion regarding class times, as three students suggested increasing the duration of
online classes to improve their learning and, therefore, their WTC. In contrast, another participant suggested that reducing
the amount of class time would help to maintain their WTC, as shown below:

P17: “Allowing more time during online lessons.”

P21: “Intensifying the lectures and increasing the number of hours.”

C. Sub-theme 3: Students turning on their cameras to enhance communication

Two students recommended that turning on their cameras would facilitate communication and maintain their WTC.
The following quotes highlight this view:

P18: “Turning on the camera facilitates communication between the teacher and students.”

P7: “The study should involve sound and images to enhance the effectiveness of the lesson.”

4-  Programme-related suggestions

The choice of English language programme used in online lessons appears to influence the participants’ WTC. As a
result, the sub-themes identified are: (a) tailoring the English language programme to match students' proficiency levels;
and (b) enhancing the online English content.

A. Sub-theme 1: Tailoring the English language programme to match students' proficiency levels

If the English language programme in a virtual class does not match students' proficiency levels, it can negatively
impact their WTC. Therefore, it was suggested that the programme should be tailored to students' English proficiency
levels to help maintain their WTC in virtual lessons. The following quotes emphasise this point:

P10: “The level of the curriculum being taught does not match my language proficiency; the curriculum is simpler than
my level.”

P11: “T hope the curriculum will be improved, as it is too basic and has not enhanced my skills.”

B. Sub-theme 2: enhancing the online English content

The topic-related suggestions indicate that the subjects covered in online English lessons can negatively affect
participants' WTC if they fail to capture students' attention. Participants' responses focused on the nature and content of
these topics, for example:

P4: “Increasing activities that require speaking in English to help improve speaking skills.

P13: “Giving useful examples from real-life situations rather than the usual examples.”

V. DISCUSSION

This section discusses the data from the current study in light of previous literature. According to the current study,
there are variations in the students’ opinions, as 53.3% of students preferred online English classes to traditional face-to-
face classes, and 46.7% preferred traditional settings. This variation is expected as previous studies have shown the
advantages of learning in virtual and in-person classes. For instance, Gopalakrishnan et al. (2022) observed that face-to-
face classrooms typically foster more spontaneous communication because of teachers' and peers' immediate interactions
and social presence. Conversely, recent studies on web-based and hybrid learning environments have indicated that
students generally experience less anxiety and exhibit higher WTC in these settings compared to traditional classrooms
(Kruk, 2021; Lee & Hsieh, 2019; Mulyono & Saskia, 2021; Punyaporn & Soontornwipast, 2022). Therefore, the best
approach for enhancing WTC would be to blend face-to-face and online learning (Gopalakrishnan et al., 2022). This
combination allows students to benefit from in-person interaction and the flexibility of digital platforms, thus providing
more opportunities for communication in varied environments.

Furthermore, it was found that most participants believed that virtual English classes are practical for learning, taught
in various ways, enjoyable, last for a suitable length of time, and the teachers have positive attitudes. They also believed
that the teachers always or sometimes encourage students to participate, giving them enough opportunities to
communicate using English. Furthermore, it was found that many students would always or sometimes ask for
clarification when confused and would answer questions during virtual English lessons, which aligned with previous
studies on web-based or hybrid learning environments indicating that students generally experience lower levels of
anxiety and exhibit higher WTC in web-based environments compared to traditional face-to-face classrooms (Kruk, 2021;
Lee & Hsieh, 2019; Mulyono & Saskia, 2021; Punyaporn & Soontornwipast, 2022). Other studies, such as Abulhaija et
al. (2024), have also suggested that online classes were interesting.

However, the number of students who chose “always” dropped when asked if they express their opinions using English
during online English classes, possibly because students tend to be passive learners in the context in which the study was
conducted and only speak when they are asked to by the teacher (see, e.g., Alshammari, 2019; Alharbi, 2015; Harmer,
2007). 1t is also possible that learners in EFL contexts have a lower level of WTC than students in L2 contexts because
they use English for daily communication (Yashima & Zenuk-Nishide, 2023b). Therefore, exposing learners to
environments where English is spoken is crucial for enhancing their WTC. According to the results, students appeared to
be confident in communicating by asking questions when they required clarification and answering questions; for instance,
during virtual English lessons, students seemed less willing to express their opinions using English. Some variables, such
as proficiency and confidence alone, may not ensure a high WTC, as a positive learning setting is also essential (e.g.,
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Alenezi, 2024; Yashima & Zenuk-Nishide, 2023a). This helps to explain why studies have found that students are
generally more eager to practise speaking English outside of the classroom than in the classroom (Basoz & Erten, 2018;
Isma & Baharuddin, 2022).

Moreover, according to students' perceptions, the current study generated some suggestions for reducing learners' WTC.
For example, most participants hoped that their teacher would reduce the number of online English class assignments.
Additionally, it was revealed that most of the participants preferred to have their cameras switched off during online
English classes, possibly because shy students feel more comfortable communicating when their cameras are off, as the
chances of losing face were minimised (Punyaporn & Soontornwipast, 2022). Nevertheless, the qualitative data gathered
from the open-ended question proved to be quite comprehensive, with participants suggesting several factors that they
thought should be taken into consideration to improve their WTC, such as using various teaching techniques, ensuring
that activities are enjoyable, teachers adopting a positively encouraging attitude, fostering a sense of intimacy in classes,
increasing the duration of class time, students turning on their cameras to interact effectively, tailoring the chosen English
language programme to match students' proficiency levels, and enhancing the online English content. These were crucial
to sustaining students’ WTC in the current research. Therefore, it was suggested that teachers should involve students in
selecting topics and allow them to discuss subjects that interest them, thus boosting their WTC (Cao, 2011; Kang, 2005;
Zarrinabadi, 2014). Furthermore, fostering intrinsic motivation by helping students appreciate the value of learning a
second language has also been found to enhance their WTC (Azmand, 2014; Piechurska-Kuciel, 2014). In addition,
strategies that support self-esteem, such as encouraging initiative-taking, can lead to long-term improvements in WTC
(Azmand, 2014; Maclntyre et al., 1998; Canfield, 1990). It has also been shown that a positive classroom environment
fosters a higher WTC, encouraging risk-taking and reducing anxiety (Aomr et al., 2020; Cao, 2011; Punyaporn &
Soontornwipast, 2022; Barrios-Espinosa & Acosta-Manzano, 2025). According to Dewaele (2019), a supportive
environment where errors are accepted helps create a non-threatening space for students to engage in language use.

VI. CONCLUSION

Research into online language learning has gained increasing importance, especially since COVID-19, due to the
growing demand for online language learning and its benefits (White, 2014). However, few studies have focused on EFL
learners' recommendations for maintaining engagement in online English classes (Dariyemez & Yastibas, 2023). The
current study investigated students’ suggestions for maintaining their WTC during online English classes at Hail
University in Saudi Arabia. However, some of the students who participated in the current study found the virtual English
classes effective, enjoyable, and conducive to participation, which is consistent with studies showing increased WTC in
web-based or hybrid environments (Kruk, 2021; Lee & Hsieh, 2019; Mulyono & Saskia, 2021; Punyaporn &
Soontornwipast, 2022). On the other hand, other students provided suggestions for improving their WTC, including
reducing the number of assignments, allowing them to keep their cameras switched off during classes, using varied
teaching methods, fostering their motivation, and creating a supportive environment. These suggestions align with those
of past research, emphasising the importance of a positive classroom atmosphere and teacher support in enhancing WTC
(Barrios-Espinosa & Acosta-Manzano, 2025; Aomr et al., 2020; Cao, 2011; Punyaporn & Soontornwipast, 2022).

This study suggested that educators should create environments that support learners' WTC in face-to-face and online
classrooms. Teachers should be mindful of the advantages and drawbacks of both learning formats and adapt their
teaching methods accordingly to maximise learners' willingness to engage. In conclusion, the study emphasises that while
every setting has unique benefits and challenges, the future of language learning lies in creating balanced and adaptable
learning environments that support effective communication in diverse contexts (Gopalakrishnan et al., 2022).

However, despite the significance of the results of the present study, there were some limitations, such as the
participants being drawn exclusively from a single university and the fact that the study only studied students’ WTC in
an online context. Therefore, the findings cannot fully represent the country as a whole. Future research could involve
several universities and various contexts, enabling more extensive generalisation of the findings to encompass all Saudi
EFL students at the tertiary level. Further studies in various contexts and considering different variables such as students’
English proficiency and personality traits are needed to better understand students' requirements in English online lessons
and determine how best to meet their needs in order to maintain their WTC.
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