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Abstract—A plethora of research has considered motivation instrumental in achieving the requisite objectives 

in learning a language regrettably overlooked the most critical component called demotivation that 

indubitably affects the learning process substantially. The researchers have taken the daunting task to figure 

out the demotivating factors that affect Saudi learners’ English proficiency. The research is qualitatively based 

on the responses obtained from semi-structured informal interviews with twenty-six respondents and 

classroom observation inputs from over 125 students learning English as a foreign (EFL) language at Jazan 

University in Saudi Arabia. The sample of this study responded to a self-structured questionnaire to get 

qualitative data and after twofold data analysis, six demotivating factors related to students; teachers; 

environment (internal & external); attitude towards EFL learning; course materials, and time constriction 

were identified. The findings and suggestions reckon students, teachers, parents, and administrators to give 

utmost priority to address demotivation factors to facilitate even EFL learning to timely achieve not only the 

prerequisite learning outcomes but may also lead learners to be autonomous, infuse interest, confident with 

21st-century skills, better teacher-learner relationship, and change in cognitive behavior, and non-cognitive 

aspects which includes perception, attitude, beliefs and willingness to learn English language. 

 

Index Terms—motivation, demotivation, Saudi learners, English as second/foreign language 

 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

The craze to learn English as a foreign language (EFL) in Saudi Arabia has been ever-increasing day by day. In the 

early times, the English language was always perceived to be taught only to the people who were eager to learn English. 

However, the English language today has become Lingua Franca, which is required to uphold better business relations 

to interact with people of other countries working in Saudi Arabia and on international platforms. Recent research 

revealed that Saudi learners showed that they are instrumentally motivated to learn English for the reason that it meets 

university criteria, but a few studies have shown otherwise. 

But since successive research hasn’t acted on plans tackling demotivating factors to address serious concerns is now 
happening under duress when the EFL teachers and learners are under huge pressure to achieve learning outcomes 

making it all shaky. To compound the fact that it has become a burning issue in academia, instant actions are also not 

doing it any favors. EFL learners have great potential and enormous talent but poor decision-making has wrecked all the 

concerned. Education First English Proficiency Index (EF EPI, 2020) in its analysis of English skills showed that the 

English language proficiency level in Saudi Arabia is very low with an EF EPI score of 399, which falls at eighth place 

in the Middle East region. It also revealed that it was on the 97th position in a hundred countries list…English 

proficiency in the region is by far the lowest of any region in the world. We should take it a wake-up call to rise to the 

occasion and ignore critics who care about “compromising the silver job” and take remedial action before it becomes 

too late. 

A plethora of research has considered motivation instrumental in achieving the requisite objectives in learning a 

second/foreign language regrettably overlooking the most critical component called demotivation that indubitably 

affects the learning process substantially. This triggered a spark to explore more why Saudi learners aren’t motivated to 
learn English and if they are motivated then why don’t they perform as expected. Therefore, this study undertakes to 

investigate the causal demotivating factors that thwart their English proficiency. The research will further underscore 

the forms and concepts of motivation, its relevance for EFL teachers to exercise in the formal settings to bring in the 

tangible transformation in learners’ attitude and motivation towards EFL acquisition. Alongside, the major factors 

responsible for demotivating learners are also enquired into to get some feasible and pragmatic solutions that may lead 

learners to change their perception, attitude, and willingness to learn the English language. Accordingly, the study is a 

seminal attempt to examine the major demotivating factors impeding Saudi learners from learning the English language 

as a foreign language in Saudi Arabian EFL learners’ context. 

II.  LITERATURE REVIEW 
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Motivation is a dynamic and broader concept that encapsulates giant space across disciplines. Dornyei and Otto 

(1998) describe it as a dynamically changing cumulative arousal in a person that initiates, directs, coordinates, amplifies, 

terminates, and evaluates the cognitive and motor processes whereby initial wishes and desires are selected, prioritized, 

operationalized, and (successfully or unsuccessfully) acted out. Guay et al. (2010) refer to the reasons underlying 

behavior and Broussard and Garrison (2004) state motivation as the attribute that moves us to do or not to do something. 

A plethora of research has been undertaken across disciplines suggesting motivation operating through teaching 

practices despite illustrating its pros and cons. We have included studies published in the last three decades to 

comprehend in a better perspective. 

Motivation has gone past many development stages from intellectual behavior adaptation to self-regulation theory 

(Schunk & Zimmerman, 2007). In between, a strategy on rendering autonomy to learners in the classroom and a 

strategy for revitalizing motivation via collaborative or cooperative learning techniques (Hidi & Harackiewicz, 2000) 
had also been exercised. Today, we need motivation for our learners to attain lifetime multi-skills eventually developing 

critical thinking to face global challenges studying at university. These future skills have been argued as assorted 

mechanisms as inferences drawn by inductive or deductive reasoning (Willingham, 2007); evaluating (Case, 2005), and 

making decisions or solving problems (Willingham, 2007). 

A wealth of empirical evidence on motivation exists, suggesting several conclusions; however, motivation in 

language learning was embarked on only in the last decade of the twentieth century; Dornyei (1990 to 2010) considers 

motivation one of the main determinant of language accomplishment and Oxford and Shearin (1994) motivation 

determining the extent of active or personal involvement second language learning; and later assumed by many 

prominent researchers (Dornyei, Csizer & Nemeth, 2006) in the English as a second or foreign language learning and 

still many on the way. However, with the new research in ESL/EFL acquisition, there has been a paradigm shift to a 

new concept called demotivation, which is also considered as “another side of motivation (Falout and Maruyama, 2004; 
Kikuchi & Sakai, 2009b)”. 

Contrary to motivation in language learning, the term demotivation has never been measured so grave and 

overlooked, which imposed severe threats and challenges for the EFL community. Dornyei (2005) approves this fact 

“…in spite of their great significance, demotivation has received very little attention either in mainstream psychology or 

L2 research.” This century has witnessed glimpses of a few studies reflecting upon this grave issue to consider 

demotivation a novice, but a valuable concept in second/foreign language learning. Dornyei (2001) could map out the 

hidden side of the coin defining demotivation as “…specific external forces that reduce or diminish the motivational 

basis of a behavioral intention or an ongoing action; however, he doesn’t consider all negative influences as a 

demotivating factor and argues that a strong negative factor (categorized nine demotivating factors) restrains the current 

motivation, with some other positive motives still remaining and ready to be activated.” The elucidation gives flexibility 

and dynamics to the concept that negative factors deterring motivation may be diminished by powerful positive factors 
inducing motivation. Flout and Falout (2004) feel that motivation pushes learning for life whereas demotivation cuts 

learning short. Yan (2009) stated demotives as the negative counterparts of motives and Hu (2011) described 

demotivating factors that impede learners’ learning motivation. The relevant research on demotivation would facilitate 

teachers and learners in better understanding of motivation theoretical concepts eventually help to lessen the 

demotivating factors affecting development in EFL learning. The researchers have varied opinions underscoring the 

demotivation factors as internal and external. Alike, Ushioda (2001) and Kim and Seo (2012) consider extrinsic 

demotives, conversely, Dornyei (2001, 2005) states it intrinsic factors, which has been further emphasized in the studies 

by other elite researchers (Hirvonen, 2010; Jomairi, 2011; Yan, 2009). 

On giving adequate details on worldwide studies on motivation and demotivation, many studies have dealt with the 

demotivation factors affecting Arabic EFL learners’ language learning (Javid, Asmari, & Farooq, 2012; Alhuqbani, 

2009; Al-Tamimi, & Shuib, 2009; Keblawi, 2005; Dhaif-Allah, 2005). The researchers have found EFL learners 

energetic and hardworking but unable to display interest in language learning. This also led the diagnostic approach to 
find negative factors (demotivating) along with the positive factors (motivation) affecting learners’ perceptions and 

attitudes towards language. 

We often observed that most of the students are instrumentally motivated and learn the English language for studying 

abroad and communication; however, Qashoa (2006) examined the students’ integrative and instrumental motivation 

for learning the English language and identified the factors affecting motivation. Abu Baker, Sulaiman, & Rafaai (2010) 

emphasize the identification of learners’ demotivating orientations at the beginning of a language course for making 

decisions on the choice of language to be learned, the learners’ activities, the learners’ expectations on language 

learning, etc. Keblawi (2006) in research conducted in Israel explored the factors affecting negatively learning English. 

Hirvonen’s (2010) in his study on Arab students in Finland found instrumental and integrative demotivating factors 

confirming the dominance of positive attitudes towards the English language trounce demotivation. Many scholars’ 

findings showed that despite all concerted efforts, EFL learners couldn’t accomplish and display tangible results as 
expected (Javid & Al-Khairi, 2011; Al-Jarf, 2008). 

The Ministry of Higher Education is determined to enhance students’ English proficiency level ensuring all resources 

required to contribute to English language learning both at school and tertiary level. The initiatives have produced 

results but still miles to go to achieve the requisite objectives. The researchers have made a seminal attempt to look into 
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the demotivating factors that deter Saudi EFL learners’ language learning. A better perspective on demotivating factors 

would enable all to evolve strategies that boost and encourage both teachers and learners to timely accomplish the 

desired learning outcomes. The study tries to discover why the English proficiency level in Saudi Arabia is not as 

expected accentuating major negative effects that demotivate Saudi EFL learners. 

III.  RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

The objectives of this study are fourfold: 

(a) To investigate the major demotivating factors affecting learners’ language learning 

(b) To learn how teachers can encourage learners to overcome the demotivating factors, 

(c) To extract the most prominent demotivation factor that affects learners’ EFL learning 

(d) To review best practices used in tackling the demotivating factors 

IV.  METHODS 

A.  Participants 

The participants of this study consist of all Saudi undergraduate male students studying in the preparatory year at the 

Jazan University of Saudi Arabia and have been studying the English language as a compulsory subject in the College 

of Science. 

B.  Instruments 

The research is qualitatively based on the responses obtained from semi-structured informal interviews with twenty-

six respondents and classroom observation inputs from over 125 students learning English as a foreign (EFL) language 

at Jazan University in Saudi Arabia. The qualitative data from the interviews were conducted after the observation data 

collection to get a deeper sense and better interpretation of the results. The tools for the research are the observational 

inputs from the EFL learners in the classroom and semi-structured interviews in regard to the demotivating factors in 

learning English as a foreign language. As for the semi-structured interview, this was conducted with ten students each 
semester. The interview sessions were conducted at the end of the semester at the students’ convenience. 

C.  Analysis 

The data (observatory and interviews) were segregated and organized to scrutinize the demotivating factors affecting 

Saudi learners’ EFL learning. The process was a bit tedious and time-consuming to analyze each response to its 

requisite response on the given six demotivating factors. 

V.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The results were analyzed mainly on six demotivating factors: The results have ensued six major causal demotivating 

factors that hinder learners’ language learning. These are related to the student, teacher, environment, attitudes, course 

material, and time constriction-related factors enumerated herewith. 

Students-related Demotivation factors 

The students were initially motivated to learn the English language but struggled and faltered in the beginning 

eventually improved from the sedate start. The researchers were teaching groups of heterogeneous students who in the 

majority attended classes regularly. There were three to four teachers teaching reading, writing, listening, and speaking 

skills separately to each group. The commencement of the course teaching made students uncomfortable facing 

difficulties in learning lengthy textbooks on all English skills. They were shy, hesitant, and resisted responding in the 

class making one-way communication and teacher-centered. Despite a few students who were reasonably good in 

English, most of the students were quite low in English proficiency because they learned English at school just to pass 
the exam. The researchers observed negative reactions to the textbook (texts), English as a medium, lack of basic 

knowledge of English, poor vocabulary, poor grammar, poor reading, and writing skills, etc. This was further confirmed 

with the responses gathered in interviews. Later on, the students gained momentum as the teachers evolved and 

manipulated their teaching strategies. The participation, involvement, and interaction in the classroom developed 

positive feelings surmounting their resistance, performance pressure, evaluation panic, and anxiety. It brought changes 

in their behavior, attitude towards the English language, improved abilities, self-confidence, self-worth, and self-belief 

enhancing their sense of competence. Eccles & Wigfield (2002) mentioned that individuals should be more motivated to 

the extent that they feel they are in control of their own successes and failures. 

Teachers-related Demotivation factors 

Students not keen on learning the English language made the researchers introspect and reflect upon their own 

teaching techniques, course contents, and other factors that may affect students’ interest in language learning. This was 

the result of what the researchers went through the studies related to teachers found as one of the dominant 
demotivation factors (Oxford, 1998; Ushioda, 1998; Dornyei, 2001; Keblawi, 2005; Kikuchi, 2010). The students 

opined on the teacher’s unclear English pronunciation, speed, use of difficult vocabulary, fast teaching pace, strict or 

flexible, teacher’s behavior, ignoring students’ interest, taking up course directly, etc. were all beyond the ability, scope, 
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and knowledge of students. Most students were blank when asked questions on the topics taught in class and unable to 

complete home assignments. Therefore, we have considered this factor crucial to demotivating Saudi learners. Also, 

Sharma (2018) opines that EFL teachers through implementing sound motivational strategies may enhance students’ 

motivation, whereas naive behavior tends to affect students’ motivation. Indeed, the results unveiled negative attitudes 

toward EFL teachers. Furthermore, the teacher has a special role and place in students’ life as Krashen (1982) claims 

that “…the effective language teacher is someone who can provide input and help make it comprehensible in a low 

anxiety situation.” This has sounded an alarm for the teachers to evolve, try new methods, prepare study materials 

matching students’ level, use of latest technology, alter teaching styles, motivational techniques, beliefs, and attitudes to 

motivate the students to attain English proficiency. 

Environment-related Demotivation Factors 

This is one of the most critical factors affecting students’ language learning. This includes both internal and external 
where internal is related to the classroom and external denotes the informal settings. Students initially encountered 

problems: lack of types of equipment- computers, audio, and video materials, speakers, etc., which affect the quality of 

teaching. But the same was addressed immediately and teachers used technology to conduct activities that allowed 

students to participate and enhance their cognitive skills. The students don’t get ample opportunities to practice English 

and study English subjects as compulsory to promote to the next class. The parents, teachers, and peers should assist 

students to read and using English in real-life situations. The teachers plan and prepare activities wherein students 

partake in pairs or group activities to solve problems or express opinions on specific topics. Providing a hassle-noise-

free language learning environment in the classroom avoids distraction, resulting in increased concentration, focus and 

motivates the students, and instills confidence. We often observe that an unhealthy classroom environment makes 

learners anxious, which challenges students’ learning effectiveness and motivation. Alike, the monotonous classroom 

atmosphere leads to students’ lack of interest, absence from class, and feel sleepy. The finding indicated that teachers 
created a classroom environment conducive to language learners and left no scope for them to complain. The 

conclusion matches the outcomes of many studies that display the attitude of classmates, compulsory nature of English 

study, friends’ attitudes, inactive classes (Falout and Maruyama, 2004; Kikuchi, 2009; Sakai & Kikuchi, 2009), 

however, don’t agree on, the inappropriate level of the lessons and inadequate use of school facilities such as not using 

audio-visual materials, which are found better in the context of this study. 

Attitude towards EFL Learning 

Mentioned in the students’ related factor, students displayed resistance and passive attitude towards the English 

language because of many aforesaid reasons. The students had negative attitudes towards EFL since they couldn’t find 

content related to their objectives of specialization and took no interest in English. Luu (2011) stated that students 

facing a huge volume of difficult grammar and vocabulary often demonstrate widespread anxiety. It was observed that 

some students have a negative attitude towards English speaking community creating demotivation. Gardner (1985) 
affirms that language learners’ attitude towards the target culture and its people has a considerable influence on their 

learning achievement and a learner cannot learn a language effectively if he has a negative attitude towards the country, 

people, and culture of the target language. Thus, the onus was on the teacher to teach the importance of the English 

language in today’s scenario and convince them of its uses in a career to create interest in learning the English language. 

Cheng and Dornyei (2007) argued that teachers, in the teaching process, can foster students’ motivation to learn by 

familiarizing learners with the L2 culture and L2-related values in order to increase their positive attitude towards the 

target language-speaking community. Displaying panache and patience in equal measure, the teacher could convince 

students to maximize their implausible talent and incredible potential in language learning. Though, sometimes they got 

away to innocuous reading activities with the English language someway off the target. But they indeed recovered and 

improved their language skills from the sedate start using their time and efforts. Soon after, they saved their best and, 

along with a genius and humane teacher, helped accomplish the requisite learning outcomes. 

Course Materials-related factors 
The results showed that the students found the textbook bit lengthy with intricate contents. They were grappled with 

odd situations where they couldn’t comprehend the contents of the lecture and felt demotivating. It led to the 

monotonous classroom environment, without any learning, unseen chapters and topics with difficult texts, new 

vocabulary, etc., in all four skills. Many studies had similar findings on this factor, which were demotivating for the 

students. Tran and Baldauf (2007) stated that the students perceived textbooks as demotivating; however, Kikuchi (2009) 

found uninteresting contents of the texts, out-of-date topics, too long and difficult texts, difficult textbooks books, etc. 

leading to students’ demotivation. Sakai & Kikuchi (2009) discovered learning contents and materials considered as 

strongly demotivating, and Bahramy and Araghi’s (2013) revealed dull and boring texts and subjects not related to daily 

life subjects, too much grammar, and not following a steady, step by step schedule identified as the second most 

demotivating factor for students in learning English. The results herein differ with these researches marginally as the 

students progressed and comprehend the texts, grammar and partake in all the activities conducted in the class or given 
as assignments. Therefore, it may partially be considered as a demotivating factor in the context of this study. 

Time Constriction-related factors 

The researchers considered this very vital in the Saudi Arabian context because firstly, the learners don’t use the 

English language in daily life, secondly, they don’t get ample time to study English and the ‘obligatory nature of 
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English language course’ since they have to focus more on their major subjects. The students need time to read texts, 

write summaries, assignments, problem-solving tasks, and other activities not specific to English programs but 

mainly on other core subjects. Parents and teachers may guide them to work out a schedule by which they can devote 

time in equal measure to all subjects. 

The second objective of the study, how teachers can encourage learners to overcome the demotivating factors, has 

largely being discussed in teacher-related demotivating factors. The teacher has to be active, alert, and visionary to 

foresee the main causes that may affect the language learning process. Instant and contingency plans, attractive and 

interesting activities at par with learners’ level of language competence, one-on-one interaction, creating and 

maintaining a conducive classroom environment, cordial relations, prompt feedback, and controlled evaluation are a 

few measures that can diminish demotivating factors to the greater extent. 

The next objective, to identify the most prominent demotivation factor that affects learners’ EFL learning, was a 
much difficult task of the study because all factors affect either way; directly or indirectly; internal or external and in 

virtual settings. The researchers on the basis of discussion with colleagues and data analysis found the environment-

related demotivation factors as the most prominent and dominant affecting learners’ interest and language proficiency. 

The onus lies on all concerned; teachers, parents, peers, administrators to look into these factors giving utmost 

priority. A concrete system and mechanism should be put in place encapsulating guidance, counseling, support, 

redress mixed-ability learners’ problems, encouraging cooperative and collaborative learning by students’ taking part 

in pairs or group tasks; rationalize syllabus, textbook content; environment to promote English at all levels; giving 

students’ autonomy to choose activities may together bear constructive and tangible results in bringing excellence in 

language learning. 

What best practices do we use to tackle the demotivating factors was the last objective to overcome all the 

problems and challenges EFL learners face today. The researchers firmly believe that if a teacher comes with a heart, 
learners come with the heart and the soul. Comprehending this sentence makes teachers comfortable to evolve, devise, 

plan and organize their efforts to promote EFL learning amongst learners. Furthermore, Sharma (2018) proposes: 

Nearly all the problems can be addressed by proper teacher counseling, teacher training and workshops on teaching 

methods, curriculum design, course specification, students need analysis, teaching style and  strategies, continuous 

teacher evaluation, students’ feedback, developing 21st-century skills, use of tools and websites in teaching plan, 

multiple intelligences, integrating ICT, understanding educational goals and objectives in national policies for 

education and using multilingual approaches in pursuit of Saudi Vision 2030.  

For that reason, structuring tasks and activities matching learners’ interest and proficiency level, setting goals, 

continual monitoring in behavioral changes, interest and attitude; friendly, democratic, and controlled behavior with 

learners; innovative teaching practices, judicious use of motivational techniques, committed and competent teachers, 

sound feedback and evaluation process, and teachers’ stability with the group; noise-free learner-centered classroom 
environment; use of latest technology, exploiting smartphones and students’ interest to use social applications: 

Facebook, WhatsApp, Twitter, snap chat, etc., in the language learning process are a few best practices that the 

talented and intellect EFL teachers exercise in their teaching today.  

VI.  CONCLUSION 

Aforesaid findings and discussion give an ample understanding of both internal and external factors that mostly 

demotivate learners. The results also revealed significant points on demotivating factors for second/foreign language 

learners and can negatively sway the learner’s attitudes and behaviors, lower classroom environment, teacher’s 

motivation, and result in everlasting dismal learning outcomes. 

The most salient finding is that among six demotivating factors, the most concerned one was the environment-

related factors; while the least concerned one was the teacher-related factor. All concrete observations and findings if 

adhered to in the letter and spirit would indubitably stimulate students’ engagement and interest, inculcate a positive 

attitude and a sense of respect towards the English language. In general, all factors that affect students’ language 
learning should be duly taken care of to avoid any vulnerability to motivate and encourage learners to enhance their 

English language proficiency. The uniqueness of this work lies in its findings where researchers have tried to come 

up with results and suggestions having dimensions that directly or indirectly influence Saudi EFL learners’ 

motivation. 

Lastly, we should come out with all guns blazing against all demotivating factors to allow EFL learners to get high 

English language proficiency. We absolutely believe that ‘There is still more to explore to demotivation factors 

affecting English language learning’. 
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