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Abstract—This article examines how the teaching and learning of English as a Foreign Language in Saudi
Arabia has evolved over time and the new possibilities the COVID-19 pandemic has brought to teaching and
learning of English in Saudi Arabia. Various factors have influenced the pace and degree to which the English
language has propagated in Saudi Arabia ever since it was first introduced. Learners of English also continue
to be affected by several inherent and external factors when learning the English language. On top of having to
grapple with first language and culture interferences, learners of English in Saudi Arabia have also to navigate
unfavorable learning environments, lack of experiential exposure to English, and foreign language anxiety.
Although the COVID-19 pandemic may have seemingly created issues (e.g., a reduction in time for interaction
with peers and teachers) for learners of English due to emergency remote teaching, it has opened up new
possibilities that can be the subject of additional research and development. The benefits of online learning,
translingual practices, and collaborative teaching should be further explored to benefit from the new normal
of mandatory online learning that has arisen due to the pandemic.

Index Terms—English language, Saudi Arabia, teaching, learning, COVID-19 pandemic, English education

I. INTRODUCTION

Educational expenditure has been a priority for the Saudi Arabian government and in particular, investment into
developing and propagating English as a foreign language. Most recently, the Tatweer project was implemented to look
into the enhancement of the English language skills of Saudi Arabian students (Assulaimani, 2019). The use of
technology and online learning appears to be the common theme underpinning the nine phases of the Tatweer project.
Despite the substantial investment and effort into developing English as a foreign language, the reasons as to the
lackluster performance of an average educated Saudi Arabian user of English has been the subject of much research.
The COVID-19 pandemic adds another unknown dimension to the acquisition of English as a foreign language in Saudi
Arabia. As such, to fully appreciate the nuances that influence the considerations with regard to online learning in a
post-COVID-19 world, it is vital to trace the history and issues which have plagued the acquisition of English in Saudi
Arabia.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. English as a Foreign Language in Saudi Arabia

English as a foreign language in Saudi Arabia has been shaped by various factors and events since it was introduced
into Saudi Arabia. Culture, community, religion, and learners’ primary language — Arabic, can be seen to be the more
prominent factors that have influenced and would continue to influence the development of the learning and teaching of
English as a foreign language (Alrabai, 2018). These factors have in general led to a resistance to the English language
(Elyas & Picard, 2010). Despite the initial resistance to English when it was first introduced to accelerate Saudi
Arabia’s integration into the world (Faruk, 2013), several key events have, over the years, hastened the development
and investment in English as a foreign language in Saudi Arabia (Alshahrani, 2016).

Although it is not exactly clear when English as a foreign language was initially introduced in Saudi Arabia, it was
first introduced into the Saudi Arabia educational system via the elementary school system four times a week (45
minutes a session) in 1937. In 1942, as part of the restructuring of the Ministry of Education, the introduction of
English was removed from elementary schools and reintroduced at intermediate and secondary school levels at the
previous frequency. Subsequently, in 1974, this was increased to six 45 minutes sessions a week but reverted to four 45
minutes sessions a week in 1980 (Al-Hajailan, 2006). The reasons for reducing the contact hours of English as a foreign
language in the public education system in 1974 were not explicitly clear but it could be a response to the natural
resistance to learning other languages like English (Barnawi & Al-Hawsawi, 2017).
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Running parallel to the formal introduction of English as a foreign language, the discovery of oil in the 1930s,
globalization of English (Sharifian, 2009), acceleration of Saudi Arabia’s integration with the world, post-September 11
political and social pressures, the ‘Arab Spring’, the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, the birth of the Islamic State of Iraq
and Syria, tumbling oil prices have impacted English education policy reforms in Saudi Arabia (Phan & Osman, 2015).

The next significant phase of English as a foreign language in Saudi Arabia commenced in 2005 when the then-
government realized the need to reduce its dependence on revenue from the oil industry and to create a modern all-
rounded economy comparable to developed countries (Barnawi & Al-Hawsawi, 2017). A visible outcome of the shift
in economic policy is the increase in the number of universities from 8 in 2001 to 36 in 2015 (Alshahrani, 2016). With
all universities having an English Department and English as a foreign language being taught at least one semester
during an undergraduate’s education, the proportion of people learning English at a tertiary level could have increased
at a conservative rate corresponding to the rate of increase in the number of universities from 2001 to 2015.

Subsequent to the shift in economic policy, and, notwithstanding the longstanding issues in English language
acquisition, English has been elevated to the medium of instruction in technical education, medicine, and many other
majors (Alhaisoni & Arabia, 2013). From a practical perspective, the status of being the only foreign language taught
in Saudi Arabian public and private educational institutions has also led learners of English to recognize the importance
and significance of English in business, trade, and higher education (Al-Seghayer, 2014). Building on its progress, the
Saudi Arabian government continues to invest heavily in the acquisition of English as a foreign language in Saudi
Arabia (Barnawi & Al-Hawsawi, 2017) This can be seen via investment in the recruitment of English teachers, the
establishment of language labs, continual development, and improvement of the English curriculum, and formalized
teacher training (Alhaisoni & Arabia, 2013).

B. Key Challenges In English Language Teaching and Acquisition

Despite the steady progression and propagation of English as a foreign language in Saudi Arabia as a whole, learners
and teachers of English face multiple challenges in the acquisition and teaching of English (Al-Nasser, 2015). In
particular, Saudi Arabian learners of English face challenges in speaking and writing. This is reflected in the
observation that despite English being introduced into the educational system relatively early, most Saudi students
graduate from high school with limited English skills (Alrabai, 2014). In this regard, understanding these challenges and
the way English as a foreign language in Saudi Arabia has progressed could help lay the foundation for the
conceptualization of potential solutions or policies in relation to the continual propagation of English as a foreign
language in Saudi Arabia going forward.

1. First language interference

The first language of learners of the English language in Saudi Arabia — Arabic (Indo-European language family), is
from a very different language group from English (Afroasiatic language family) (Dajani et al, 2013). As such, the
resulting differences in sounds of Arabic alphabets from English alphabets, verb system, syntax, sentence structure,
vowel and consonant sounds, word stress, sound elision, grammar, and vowel quality and length (Rababah, 2005), are
likely to cause Saudi Arabian students’ difficulties at an early stage of learning the English language (Alasmari et al,
2016).

2. Cultural influences

With Saudi Arabia’s official religion being Islam and its constitution based on the Holy Quran (which is written in
Arabic), it would not come as surprise to many that English (and the acquisition of the English language) is not often
seen as a “neutral language” (Mahboob & Elyas, 2014). Saudi culture is a key language domain that shapes foreign
language acquisition in Saudi Arabia (Alrabai, 2018). Saudi culture is closely intertwined with the Saudi community
and can be defined as a collective and religious tribal community that places a lot of emphasis on traditions, alliances,
and family (Alrahaili, 2014). In this regard, the Saudi community has often misconstrued that learning English may
affect the learning of Arabic or the dilution of Saudi culture (Al-Nasser, 2015). This has led to parents’ holding an
unfavorable view toward the acquisition of English, which may lead to demotivation among students learning English
(Barnawi & Al-Hawsawi, 2017).

3. Unfavorable teaching and learning practices

Adding to inherent complexities and difficulties in the acquisition of English, Saudi Arabian students learning the
English language are often taught English using their first language - Arabic (Alhawsawi, 2013) (Rababah, 2005), In
this context, Arabic is used to teach English grammar, explain difficult vocabulary or to clarify complex concepts.
Coupled with the dominant role of the teacher in the Saudi English classroom (where the focus is mainly on getting
students to pass exams), students resort to ineffective learning techniques such as rote learning and memorization
without understanding (Al Rashidi & Phan, 2015). Active steps such as praise of students, providing relatable real-life
examples when teaching, being slow to correct the mistakes of students and constant encouragement are also noted to
be a contributing factor in the poor learning environment for Saudi English learners (Al Rashidi & Phan, 2015). As a
result, when viewed in totality, these teaching practices would naturally reduce the students’ exposure to English, affect
their view on the importance of the language they are learning, deprive them of opportunities to communicate and
practice English in an authentic situation and create a dependence on Arabic in the learning of English (Alrabai, 2018).

4. Lack of experiential exposure to English
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Learners of English in Saudi Arabia are likely to find that they have limited opportunities to practice and immerse
themselves in the language other than when in a classroom setting (Khan, 2011). This lack of opportunity to finetune
and practice the English language can be attributed to Arabic being Saudi Arabia’s official language and frequently the
main language for communication in the country (Alrabai, 2018). Furthermore, as Arabic is highly regarded by parents
due to its status as the official and national language, they are more likely to communicate with their children only in
Arabic (Alsairi, 2018), leaving English language learners mainly with opportunities to use the language in classrooms.
This limited use is further curtailed when English teachers dominate the classroom with a lot of speaking and leaving
students with little opportunity to speak or to ask questions (Alkubaidi, 2014). To the extent that students can be
exposed to even a fraction of what they are exposed to in Arabic, there should be improvements in their standard of
English (Jamali, 1991).

5. Foreign language anxiety

Foreign language anxiety is situation-specific anxiety that is experienced during the acquisition of a foreign language
in classroom learning (Horwitz et al, 1986) (Horwitz et al, 1991). In general, it negatively affects foreign language
performance and can be viewed as one of the more significant factors that affect foreign language acquisition (Jamilah,
2017). A study conducted to examine the correlation between foreign language anxiety and language performance
found that the most common causes of anxiety include giving oral presentations, performing in front of classmates, and
interacting with native speakers (Woodrow, 2006). Language distance between the learner’s first language (i.e., Arabic
in Saudi Arabia) and the language acquired (English) has also been identified as having a positive correlation to foreign
language anxiety (Zhang, 2019). To the extent that foreign language anxiety is reduced during lessons, students can be
better engaged and should correspondingly lead to a more positive learning outcome (Elkhafaifi, 2005).

C. Covid-19 Pandemic and the Acquisition of English in Saudi Arabia

1. COVID-19 and emergency remote teaching

The pace and extent to which the COVID-19 pandemic took the world by storm, altering many aspects of all our
lives, would remain a shared history for the population of the world that has lived through the days. Ways of teaching
and learning that were traditionally known at various academic levels have been fundamentally altered. School closures
and emergency remote teaching, where possible, were also implemented at an unprecedented scale (Yi & Jang, 2020)
(Hodges et al, 2020). Materials that were traditionally used in the classroom had to be altered, repurposed, and
redesigned for online use, Learning Management Systems replaced classroom learning, and, instructors and students
alike had to reconfigure their homes to suit online teaching and learning (Sayer & Braun, 2020). Not to be viewed in the
same light as online teaching, blended learning, or flipped classrooms, “emergency remote teaching” is a temporary,
sudden, and unplanned shift of instructional delivery to a remote delivery mode (Hodges et al, 2020). Like their
counterparts globally, the Saudi Arabia Ministry of Education announced a switch to online classes within days to
ensure a safe and secure process for learning (Khalil et al, 2020). Notwithstanding that Saudi Arabia has taken a
progressive view regarding online learning (e.g. the National Plan for Information Technology) (Asmari, 2012) (Al-
Hamidi, 2013), it may be an opportune time to consider the issues of online learning of English in Saudi Arabia as the
path to the end of the pandemic is not particularly clear at this point in time.

2. The use of translingual practices and pedagogy for online learning

Translingual practice is broadly defined as a hybrid, impromptu, evolving, and spontaneous language practice that
seeks to bridge the gap between languages and the creative use and reorganization of pre-existing knowledge for
communication and self-representation (Canagarajah, 2013) (Horner et al, 2011). The translingual theory contests
monolingualism where there should be a separation of languages and that languages should maintain their existing
structures and form even in contact (Canagarajah, 2013) (Kato & Kumagai, 2020). While monolingualism grants
authority to native speakers of the language, whilst viewing non-native speakers as incompetent users of the language,
translingualism effectively empowers learners of the language as creative users and not a borrower of the language
(Creese & Blackledge, 2010). In recent research, researchers observed emergency remote learning classes and noted
that where both teachers and students adopt translingual practices online, students did not appear to view language
differences as a problem (Yi & Jang, 2020). Instead, as they embraced the differences, attempted to overcome, resolve
and navigate these differences.

In the Saudi Arabian context, the translingual pedagogy should be considered and explored as a potential solution to
first language interference, foreign language anxiety, and unfavorable learning and teaching practices faced by learners
of English. It would also be worthwhile to note that whilst the translingual pedagogy in the Saudi Arabian context
involves free interaction and use of Arabic and English in the English language classroom, it should be viewed as
different from the unfavorable teaching practice of an authoritative English language teacher teaching English grammar
in Arabic noted earlier in this paper. As much of current research around translingual practice is not specific to Saudi
Arabia, further research should be carried out to assess how translingual practice can be effectively implemented in
Saudi Arabian educational institutions to aid in the learning of English.

3. Online learning as a student-centered practice in Saudi Arabia

The pedagogical benefits of online learning have been the subject of much research and analysis in recent years.
However, in the unique context of Saudi Arabia, the practical benefits of online learning for Saudi Arabian learners of
English — students being able to study at their own pace (Farooq & Javid, 2012), and the convenience of online learning
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due to the reduction of travel time (Alasmari et al, 2016). Also, the way learning results in a more enriching experience
for intrinsically motivated and initiated students (Al-Qahtani & Higgins, 2013), all of which must factor in the
consideration for online learning in the post-COVID-19 world. Detailed research could be considered to understand the
extent of non-pedagogical benefits of online learning of English for Saudi Arabian students.

4. Potential reduction of time for students to interact with peers in English

As noted earlier in the paper, a potential difficulty faced by English language learners in Saudi Arabia is the lack of
exposure and usage of English. Switching to online learning would mean that the rich English language interaction
between teacher and students and between classmates would be significantly reduced as students would not be able to
engage in an informal small group discussion with peers (Sayer & Braun, 2020) or have impromptu personal
discussions with the teacher. That being said, it may be worthwhile to consider if the opportunity to learn English
through the natural interaction between peers truly exists to a large extent in a Saudi Arabian English classroom. This is
because, where the English teacher usually dominates the classroom, and students are seldom provided with the
opportunity to speak up in English, there may be a lack of motivation to use or apply the English language in an
informal situation (Khan, 2011). Should further research or observation be able to demonstrate that Saudi Arabian
learners of English do not extensively engage in English language interaction in the physical classroom, a reduction of
time for students to interact with peers in English in an online classroom should not be expected to be observed?

5. Lack of digital competence among English language teachers

Digital competence can be broadly defined as having the knowledge and ability in relation to current information and
communication technology and the capability to manage the latest technology and digital information (Ferrari &
DIGCOMP, 2013). It is also associated with three integrated competencies: technology proficiency, pedagogical
compatibility, and social awareness (Zhao et al, 2002). It is clear from various literature that the digital competence of
teachers has been of increasing importance before the COVID-19 pandemic due to how teachers’ interaction with
digital resources may potentially shape pedagogy, interaction, and communication with students (Burden et al, 2016).
As such, information and communication technology should be considered an important skill for foreign language
teachers in addition to linguistic abilities (Abdulteeef & Al Khateeb, 2017). Emergency remote teaching because of the
pandemic further highlights the rapid digital transformation that is taking place and the importance of digital
competence among English language teachers. However, from a Saudi Arabian perspective, it is noted in an exploratory
study of English language teachers in Saudi Arabia that the majority of teachers are not adequately digitally competent
according to the level and standards required to enable them to be good digital teachers of the twenty-first century
(Abdulteeef & Al Khateeb, 2017). These results are likely attributable to inexperience, lack of proper training and prior
knowledge in information communication technology, or poor performing unmotivated individuals (Maderick et al,
2016). As such, given the urgency of this issue as online learning of English in Saudi Arabia is likely to be more widely
accepted and taken up, the research could be conducted to understand how teachers can be motivated to bridge the
digital gap. Where the digital divide among English language teachers is narrowed (i.e., digital competence achieved), it
is envisaged that the positive effects can be benefited by their students (Ala-Mutka, 2011). In the meantime, support
should be given to teachers who have accessed themselves to be less competent digitally and encouraged to take up
courses to improve their digital capabilities.

6. Collaborative teaching for online learning

Collaborative teaching has been, to a certain degree, the subject of research over time. It has been defined as ‘‘any
academic experience in which two professors work together in designing and teaching a course that itself uses group
learning techniques’’ (Robinson & Schaible, 1995) or ‘‘two or more people sharing responsibility for educating some or
all of the students in a classroom”’ (Villa et al, 2008). In light of the COVID-10 pandemic, where cross-border travel is
largely curtailed, the possibility of collaborative teaching online with native English-speaking and non-native English-
speaking teachers can be explored. In the context of the Saudi Arabian English classroom, a collaborative teaching
arrangement for online learning could be envisaged as a pedagogy that may potentially mitigate the difficulties (e.g.,
cultural interferences, unfavorable teaching practices, and a lack of experiential English learning environment)
encountered by an English language learner in Saudi Arabia. Recent small-scale research has shown that teachers with
differing cultures and backgrounds when working together in an online English classroom have been able to provide a
much more engaging and enriching teaching environment for students (Yi & Jang, 2020). All that being said, there are
issues like conflict and non-genuine collaboration with regard to collaborative teaching (Carless & Walker, 2006)
(Nevin et al, 2009) that should be mitigated to ensure that these do not diminish the benefits of collaborative teaching.
Furthermore, before large-scale collaborative teaching is implemented in Saudi Arabia, research should be conducted to
understand the true benefits of collaborative teaching online in the Saudi Arabian context and feasibility studies should
also be conducted to identify any practical or technical difficulties during implementation.

7. Academic performance

A recent study on how academic performance has been affected by emergency remote teaching due to the pandemic
showed that overall, students have achieved better academic results under emergency remote teaching (Iglesias-Pradas
et al, 2021). The results from the study also suggest that: “distal factors —higher education instructors’ knowledge, skills,
and attitudes toward technology; their qualification; and institutional, organizational, and administrative factors,
together with instructors’ and students’ equipment and digital skills— do have an effect on student outcomes”. As much
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as the results of the study may provide justification for further implementation of online learning of English in Saudi
Arabia, further research in relation to Saudi Arabia should be carried out to understand how academic performance has
been affected due to online learning. In particular, to understand if online learning does result in a better outcome for
the learning of English in Saudi Arabia, a holistic assessment method that could accurately measure language
competencies before and after online learning was implemented would be required.

ITII. CONCLUSION

The issues explored for teaching the English language as a foreign language in a post-COVID-19 world are largely
around online teaching. As more research that is specific to Saudi Arabia is conducted in this regard, these issues should
be refreshed, recalibrated, and examined in line with the goals and implementation details of the Tatweer project. This
would ensure that best practices and correspondingly the best outcomes for English as a foreign language in Saudi
Arabia could be achieved going forward.
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