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ABSTRACT

Willingness to communicate (WTC) in a foreign language (FL) has
become one of the most important affective variables in the context of
learning a foreign language including motivation, anxiety, learner beliefs,
and many others. This study looks into the underlying causes of English
students' propensity to speak English, particularly in higher education
settings after the Covid-19 pandemic. The study also determines the WTC
of college students in English classes. One thousand students who are
presently enrolled in English programs at Palestinian universities
constitute the study's participants. The study employed a descriptive
research design: a questionnaire was used to collect the data, which were
then analyzed using statistical analysis methods in the SPSS program.

The findings of the study indicated that the two primary factors negatively
affecting the WTC among English learners in Palestine's colleges and
universities were personality traits and a lack of confidence in one's
speaking abilities.

This is an open access article under the CC-BY-SA license.

1. Introduction

The teaching-learning process has altered as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic's impact on
interactions between instructors and students in postsecondary educational institutions. Universities
were compelled by the pandemic to carry out all of their operations with students virtually [1].
Colleges all across the world started using online learning, and numerous governments took action to
stop the virus spreading and to guarantee the continuation of the educational process. While online
instruction is typically considered a complement to traditional learning rather than a replacement,
Barona noted that, during the coronavirus outbreak, it became essential to the operation of schools
and colleges [2]. This paradigm shift may have an impact on how students view this teaching
approach. English is the common language used by more people than any other language in the current
globalized era, and is employed by people from a variety of linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Many
English dialects have emerged as a result of the global ubiquity of English [3]. Kumar et al. further
note that a greater number of individuals now speak English as a second language (L2) than those who
speak English as their first language (L1) [3]. As a result, there are English language learners and
native speakers, and they need to communicate with one another [2]. Due to its flexibility and student-
centered approach, e-learning offers several benefits to students. It can also increase engagement as it
offers both synchronous and asynchronous tools such as chat rooms, email, and forums. WTC, or
willingness to communicate, can be nurtured and developed through e-learning [4]. Internet
technologies also make it possible to distribute material to many different users simultaneously [5],
[6]. E-learning platforms offer learners a number of advantages, such as control when accessing
material, control over the amount of time they spend learning, and the flexibility to customize the
process to meet their needs and achieve their learning goals. This could facilitate improved interaction
with students, and e-learning might facilitate better learning for students despite certain intrinsic
challenges brought about by local contexts — for example, the Covid pandemic or the current
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geopolitical difficulties in, e.g., Palestine and the Ukraine [7]. In Palestine, learning English is
mandatory from the very start of a child's education, along with other fundamental subjects. Students
must pass each class's English course in order to move on to the next level. Children therefore study
English for almost ten years before submitting an application to a university. Nonetheless, it is
alarming to learn that a sizable portion of university graduates majoring in English-medium teaching
are unable to speak fluently in the language when required to do so in front of an audience but faced
with anxiety [8]. For students, communicating in English is a difficult task. Nonetheless, there is little
information on students' willingness to communicate (hereafter WTC) in the English language in
Palestinian higher education institutions. As a result, the study problem is illustrated by determining
the elements that either support or impede students” WTC. Furthermore, it is currently unknown how
students believe they are to communicate in English in Higher Education Institutions (HEIS) during
the period of transition. The following research questions are the focus of this study; (1) Which factors
do students think affect their WTC in English language proficiency?; (2) What degree of willingness
to communicate (WTC) do Palestinian students feel they have?; (3) Are there correlations between
gender, English language proficiency and the WTC level of Palestinian students?

More than the ability alone, it is the willingness to communicate in English, or WTC, that we see
as essential as it sets the stage for the growth of communication abilities and influences language
learning in general. The two main (perceived) challenges in EFL (English as a foreign language)
settings are a lack of target language proficiency and opportunities for meaningful communication,
since conversation is learned through meaningful communication. Communication is essential for
second language learners because it allows them to interact with others and negotiate meaning. This
process improves acquisition because it allows the learners to receive feedback on how well they are
using the language [9]. Most students rely on the language input of the teacher and opportunities for
communication with other learners in the classroom. Whether or not students make use of these
opportunities depends on their willingness to engage in active learning and speak up in class
Taglialatela [10]. Global research into emergency online language instruction was prompted by the
COVID-19 pandemic. For example, Law et al. examined the rapid shift in higher education language
programs from traditional to online instruction in Hong Kong [11], and Alhaider sought to observe
whether and how the sudden transition to language education via the internet affected the methods
used by language teachers for instruction and assessment [12]. Bai examined the behaviors, attitudes,
and viewpoints of Chinese college students regarding the study of foreign languages online, as well
as the associated factors [13]. Kaspar et al. noted how, amidst the Covid-19 pandemic, university
students encountered unforeseen obstacles when attempting to learn remotely [14]. Research from
both before and during the early stages of the pandemic [1], demonstrates that different students may
have different online learning experiences depending on a number of personal factors.

In astudy conducted by Smith et al. examined the extremely unique situation of Palestinians using
technological devices to learn English, it was found that, while colonialism permeates most aspects of
language learning through digital technology, it is particularly evident for English language learners
who are Palestinian [15]. While examination, consciousness, and critical thinking can lead to
decolonization, it is also necessary to acknowledge the impact of culture and, in Palestine's case, the
historic and ongoing effects of trauma, occupation, and displacement [16]. However, decolonization
is problematic because Palestinians need to engage globally in politics, economy, and education [17].
During the 16-month COVID-19 pandemic-induced suspension of in-person instruction, Elhawa et al.
conducted a study to examine the attitudes and ideas of five EFL instructors who worked for a
Palestinian university [18]. The instructors had switched to online emergency remote instruction.
Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data during the educational institution's closure.
Thematic analysis of the collected data revealed that the teachers, three of whom had no prior
experience teaching online, encountered difficulties but ultimately adjusted to the circumstances. Over
the duration of the study, a common theme of uncertainty in the teachers' work lives and practices
emerged. Three types of classroom impacts were found to be the main contributing factors: labor-
intensive instruction conditions, inadequate e-learning infrastructure, and the shock shift to e-learning.
At the conclusion of the study, all of the educators agreed that the importance of online learning to
Palestine's educational system would only increase, and four of them expressed a willingness to
continue teaching online. This study adds to the body of knowledge on the implementation of online
education at colleges in developing nations by outlining related advantages and difficulties as well as
the impact that both cultural and physical circumstances can have on the shift to online learning.
Khawaja et al. presciently looking at the use of English as a mediation tool between lIsraeli and
Palestinian communicants, noted that WTC serves as a vehicle for aiming for improved understanding
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and communication between the two linguistic communities, which may promote harmony and
understanding throughout the area [19]. Of course, either side could consider the use of learning
Hebrew or Arabic, but our main concern here is with the ways in which the common use of English
serves as a mediator, or can serve as one.

Zayed et al. studied how 24 high School students in Palestine viewed learning English [20]. Their
findings demonstrated that a learner's motivation and attitudes are influenced in part by the social
environment in which they flourish. Even in the best of circumstances, learners are driven to learn or
are compelled to give up on the process due to their individual differences and personalities. The
findings also showed that students think it is important to study English and its culture. It was
discovered that the learners' motivation and attitude were influenced by their levels level of
proficiency, and that there was a cultural divide between their home and the target cultures. The
students also stated that they would like to be exposed to the target society more. Peer pressure,
teachers' personalities and support, parents' involvement and support, motivation, anxiety, and the
position of the English language as a common language were identified as the major reasons for such
attitudes. Al-Safadi et al. studied how to create an online learning environment that would help
students in the tenth grade become more proficient speakers of English through artificial intelligence
and proficiency [21]. Seventy female secondary school students from Palestine participated in a quasi-
experimental study. The experimental group used an online learning environment to receive
instruction, whereas the participants in the control group were instructed using traditional methods.
The results indicated a noteworthy distinction in the post-speaking skills test scores between the two
cohorts, implying that mastery could be attained through e-learning, results somewhat supported by
Qaddumi et al [6].

The main objective of instructing and studying a second language (SL) or foreign language (FL)
is to increase the communicative skills of the students [22]. In contemporary language instruction,
effective communication is highly regarded, and students of languages who achieve this receive praise
[23]. As a result, according to Sato et al. teachers of communicative languages are eager to have
students who are willing to use language in the classroom [24]. Participation by learners is encouraged
in interpersonal language classes, though it is arguable as to the extent that students' use of the target
language in class contributes to successful classroom interactions. The importance of linguistic
competence is emphasized in the modern communicative method of teaching second languages. A
few key elements that can enhance students' WTC are the use of smartphones, mobile language
learning (MALL), vocabulary acquisition in foreign languages, and communication anxiety [25].
Smartphones are a great teaching tool and a major communication tool for the advancement of
educational methodologies generally [26]. According to Wisnuwardana, respondents to their
guestionnaires and interviews expressed positive opinions about using cellphones for teaching and
learning languages [27]. Kacetl et al. claim that using smartphones opens up new possibilities for
creativity in language learning and teaching [28]. An innovative use of the Edmodo app was
successfully trialed in Bethlehem, allowing EFL students to initiate and carry out conversations in
English with native English speakers visiting the city [29].

Studies on the aspects of higher education languages classes that most influenced students” WTC
have identified variables affecting the willingness of learners to communicate [30]. Several variables
were found to have an impact on student WTC. For instance, the ease with which speaking
assignments are completed, the classroom environment, and instruction catered to the individual
competency level of each student. To increase student engagement, Matuzas further suggested EFL
teachers should become knowledgeable about their students' social and educational backgrounds and
to practise the assessment and placement process [30]. Numerous factors, such as topic, context,
perceived ability to communicate, communication anxiety, and enthusiasm, have been found to impact
students' WTC [31]. Teachers of English should be aware, according to Wang et al. that giving
students enough time to reflect can boost their motivation to speak or enhance their communication
abilities in the language [32]. In direct opposition to this is the rote learning model with few
opportunities for language practice and dialogue that is still the norm in many Palestinian contexts
[33]-[35]. In English-language classes at universities in Bangladesh, Alam et al. carried out a
qualitative study on the students' willingness to communicate (WTC). Children start learning English
at a young age because it is a required subject in this country [36]. However, learners' speech abilities
are not considered enough when they reach university for tertiary education, even after nearly a decade
of studying English. They have been known to refuse to communicate with people on occasion. Using
a multiple case study approach (WTC) comprising ten private university undergraduates, it was found
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that these students' earlier experiences with studying English were favorable, but they believed that
grammar-based English learning is a barrier to their oral communication development. The research
also shows that the classroom environment has a big influence on students' WTC, whether it promotes
or inhibits their desire to communicate with others. More practice in English classrooms by involving
students in real-life focused interactions, and other activities, according to the findings, can improve
learners' WTC (see also Itmeizah, Khalil et al. [1], Bakeer [37], Dweikat et al. [37] for similar
outcomes in Palestinian contexts). As a result, policymakers and language teachers would be better
able to analyze the issue and come up with timely remedies if learners' actual perspectives were heard.

Noorbar et al. carried out a study on the effects of the switching of codes on the oral proficiency,
accuracy, and interactions willingness of Iranian kindergarten EFL learners [38]. According to the
study, experts have differed on whether native languages spoken by second-language students in the
classroom are acceptable, each one having their own justifications. The study examined the effects of
code-switching (CS) on the oral fluency, accuracy, and communication readiness of preschool EFL
learners to try and ascertain which of the competing theories stood up in the Iranian context. The study
involved the selection of sixty EFL students in upper elementary school. The students were divided
into two groups — the experimental group and the control group — after finishing the Key English Test
(KET). Homogeneity was ensured by doing this. A quasi-experimental design was used for this
investigation. Oral accuracy and fluency of learners were evaluated using pre- and post-tests on verbal
communication skills from KETs to determine whether or not there was a significant improvement
during the intervention. Specific information about students' willingness to communicate in both
environments of the classroom inside and outside was obtained through a WTC survey. The results
demonstrated that CS had a positive effect on the participants' oral correctness, fluency, and WTC.
The study's conclusions may be useful to practitioners of English language teaching (ELT) and those
who create instructional materials.

2. Method

2.1. Sample

1002 Palestinian EFL students from seven Palestinian universities make up the sample. An Arabic
translation of the survey was given to the participants. The instrument had been translated into Arabic
and then edited, revised, and discussed with a colleague who is a translation instructor. The description
is clear in Table 1.

Table 1. Sample based on the study variables

Variable Scale N

Male 492

Gender Female 510

Total 1002

Beginner 300

Intermediate 502

Competence in English language Upper intermediate 100
Advanced 100

Total 1002

2.2. Instrumentation

This study employed a quantitative approach. Before being administered to the participants, we
adapted and developed a five-point Likert questionnaire and open-ended questions about factors
contributing to WTC, positively or negatively. In the first section of the survey, participants were
requested to supply their gender and level of English language proficiency as personal information.
The second section of the questionnaire asked participants to self-report their WTC in relation to the
study's objectives. The participants then answered the questionnaire items. These consisted of fifty-
four statements divided into seven domains. The instrument also included open-ended question to
identify factors which influence WTC negatively or positively. We designed 29 guestions to evaluate
the factors that negatively or positively affect the WTC in English, based on previously validated and
employed questions and question types in the research literature [38]-[41].

3. Results and Discussion

The first research question identified which factors students think affect their WTC in English
language proficiency. Table 2 explains the results.
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Table 2. Factors that Students Believe Influence their WTC in English Language in Online Classes

Statement Positive influence  Negative influence Mean Standard division

Class size (;i 753% 211& 2.44 0.71
Vocabulary stock ;‘) 53;% jff)(/)o 2.10 0.61
Teachers’ behavior (!;i :;;) ;330 3.10 0.86
L2 anxiety &I) 7557;’ 21590(/)0 2.62 0.76
Lack of actual pronunciation g;i 7652;) 2251% 286 0.83
Shyness to speak online ;‘) 7681& 21270(/)0 2.86 0.78
Peers’ attitude (!;i jgoz gg& 2.58 0.75
Fear of making mistakes ;‘) 76;2) 213?0(/2 2.75 0.80
Learners’ views (';tl) ngﬁa 3?[%/0 2.48 0.72
Online learning motivation ‘;zl) gii;) 5§A> 3.20 0.93
Universal attitude (';I) 53??02 43;102) 2.03 0.66
Communicative assurance (!;i 373(;) 53;02 2.11 0.79
Competency in English ;‘) 755230 2157;) 2.02 0.55
Level of confidence (;i gj& 1162(% 1.90 0.77
Foreign language enjoyment ‘;l) 313?80 63770(/:) 1.89 0.42
L2 competence ;‘) ?;(?A) 21:?30 2.04 0.88
The way of teaching (for N 630 130

?;;Ti%a)’ grammar-based % 83% 17% 2.08 0.74
R — G e os
Lr;]tﬁgz;ctlon with natives ;i 322090 jg& 213 0.68
Unwillingness to _ N 440 150

g?]:?r:zumcate using English % 750 2504 2.03 0.66
Group activities ;;i ég(?/o 52930 2.13 0.56
lS;rl]Jnggt]sespeak in their native ;i gf& 3260194, 1.96 0.76
Suita_ble_setting _for _beginning N 610 150

Mean 2.45
Std. Deviation 0.35

Table 2 shows that the mean of the respondents was 2.45 while the largest arithmetic mean was
for the learning motivation item (3.20), followed by the teacher behavior item (3.10), followed equally
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by the classroom environment items, the lack of actual pronunciation and shyness (2.86), then The
fear of making mistakes (2.75) clause is in addition to the L2 anxiety (2.62) clause, and then the rest
of the clauses. As for the standard deviation of respondents from the questionnaire (0.35), the learning
motivation item had the largest share (0.93), followed by L2 skill (0.88), then teachers' behavior
(0.86), and followed equally by classroom environment and L2 anxiety (0.83). Table 2 also shows
that, on this section of the questionnaire, participants agree that there are a moderate amount of factors
that can either positively or negatively impact students’” WTC in the English language. We asked
students how they perceive their WTC level and how the Palestinian students feel when they
communicate in the English language using a Likert scale of 0-5 (Table 3).

Table 3. Means, Percentages and SDs of Students Perception of their Level of WTC in English Online

Classes

Statement Mean SD Percentage
If I meet some foreigner on online or everywhere; | hope to get a chance to 468 0.47 93.6%
talk to them
When | encounter foreign students in my online instruction who are
struggling because they don't speak our language, | seize the chance to speak 3.56 1.58 71.2%
with them
]I((;/;/cf)gg like to accompany some foreigners for a whole day and be their guide 4.40 0.78 88.0%
If someone |_ntrodu_ces me to a fore_lgner on social media, | often try to test my 432 1.06 86.4%
communication skills and talk to him
If I meet some English speakers (not their mother tongue) online | hope | get 0
a chance to talk to them. 4.46 0.70 89.2%
Whenever | come across English speakers on social media, | try to think of a 451 0.56 90.2%

reason to chat with them.

When | come across individuals who speak English as a second language and
are struggling as they cannot comprehend our language, | seize the chance to 4.10 0.56 82.0%
speak with them.

For free, 1 would like to go with some English speakers who don't speak it as

0,

their first language and act as their tour guide the entire day. 4.26 0.58 852%
I want to speak with people who speak English as their first language. 4.28 0.62 85.6%
English speakers have an experience that | would like to share on line. 4.30 0.83 86.0%
I would I_|ke _to spe_ak English outside of online classes in order to develop my 432 0.63 86.4%
communication skills.
I like to speak _and express my opinions in English and in front of my 403 0.72 80.6%
classmates online and on camera.
I would like to participate in online group activities that enable me to speak 4.17 0.59 83.4%
English.
I am keen to speak with my teachers online in English. 4.14 0.78 82.8%
I like to give speeches in English in front of my classmates online. 4.28 0.62 85.6%
Speaking in front of my friends in an online class is something | enjoy doing. 4.30 0.83 86.0%
Speaking in front of strangers in an online classroom is something | enjoy 4.32 0.63 86.4%
doing.
| often ask a lot of questions in English class online. 4.03 0.72 80.6%
I like to talk and communicate with foreigners via social media and online. 4.17 0.59 83.4%

Mean 4.24 0.39 84.9%

Table 3 (M=4.24, SD=039) indicates that 84.9 percent of respondents were highly willing to
engage in virtual English classes and to communicate in English when speaking online. The highest
item is 1 If I meet some foreigner on online or everywhere; | hope to get a chance to talk to them (M=
4.68, SD=0.47). Then comes item 6 If | meet some English speakers on social media I try to find an
excuse to talk to them (M= 4.51, SD=0.56). However, item 2 When | encounter foreign students in
my online instruction who are struggling because they don't speak our language, | seize the chance to
speak with them scored much lower (M= 3.56, SD= 1.58). Such results concur with both Amiryousefi
[39], and llyas [40], [42]. The third and fourth questions testing whether any differences in Palestinian
students’ level of WTC in English are due to gender and/or to proficiency of English are summarized
in Tables 4 and Tables 5. Table 4 shows the willingness of responding students in Palestinian
educational institutions to communicate in English displayed according to gender. As can be observed
in the above table, the gender variable had no apparent impact on the WTC in English levels of
students (a <0.05). This means that both male and female students as living under the same
circumstances on campus, receiving the same education, having the same opportunity in interaction,
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express the same feelings towards communicating in English language and the level of their linguistics
self-confidence is the same. Such result is consistent with Amiryousefi [39].

Table 4. Independent Sample T-test of WTC in English in Online Classes among Students in Higher
Education Institutions due to Gender Variable

Level of WTC in English language Std.

. i Gender N M SD F  Sig.
in online classes due to gender Error
Factors influence the interest of learners to Male 492 2.03 0.15 0.02 0169 930
speak in English Female 510 2.04 0.16 0.02 ) '
The English language Willingness to Male 492 421 0.40 0.06 0988 408
communicate Female 510 4.28 0.38 0.05 ’ )

The table displays significant variations (a <0.05) in the degree of desire among students in
educational institutions to speak in English based on their English proficiency. The above table shows
that, despite the pandemic, there were not any significant variations at (0=0.05) in the WTC language
skills among students attending higher education institutions. This could be attributed to students'
English proficiency. This shows that the extent of the desire to speak in English among students in
universities based on their proficiency is nearly the same for all learners in Palestine. All learners in
Palestine receive the same language education and all of them are exposed to the same linguistic and
communicative competence language input.

Table 5. One —~Way ANOVA of levels WTC in English among students due to the proficiency in English

. Sum Of Average F Sig.
il Leve Squares DR Squares Value Level
Factors influencing the interest of Bet_we_en Groups 101 3 034
learners to speak in English Within Groups 2.345 96 .024 1.385 .252

Total 2.447 99

. - Between Groups .052 3 .017

The E“g"ShC'Oa:]?#jgiec ;’t‘g”'”g”ess ©  “\Within Groups __ 15.167 9% 158 109 954

Total 15.219 99

4. Conclusion

The findings of this study have several implications for English as a Foreign Language educators,
curriculum developers, and institutional policymakers. It follows naturally that the greater confidence
one has in one’s proficiency in a foreign language the more willing one is to use it with peers, tutors
and native speakers. This study has proven that this is true for Palestinian students in Higher
Education. Thus, educators need to plan for and expose students to enhanced language learning
experiences, especially through the development of motivational language acquisition skills, such as
opening spaces for presentation, debate, discourse and discussion in lessons rather than following the
more traditional rote learning styles still employed in many Institutions. We suggest that curriculum
developers and EFL Leads might consider incorporating the opportunities for any off-site and group
work that local contexts offer [29] to support autonomous learning via the creation of effective
language learning environments to address the evolving needs of language learners in Palestine. We
must acknowledge certain limitations of this study. Its specific context and sample size may lead to a
limited generalisability from the results: the research could be usefully replicated in a wider range of
settings and with a larger sample size of participants (both experimental and control) to boost the
validity of the findings, although the specificity of our focus on EFL leads to limited transferability to
other subjects. However, investigating a broader set of opportunities for speaking and listening, and a
wider range of pedagogies that encourage dialogue and discussion could allow teachers, researchers
and curriculum designers to better understand the potential benefits and any limitations of the wider
use of discursive EFL methods. It was found from this study that student predisposition to actively
use the English language for communication is influenced by several factors, divided into positive and
negative, and that some of the factors are direct, such as breadth of vocabulary and English language
proficiency and pronunciation, which formed a negative factor towards an individual’s willingness to
communicate if these were low, but a positive factor if students’ confidence was high.

WTC in English varies from one student to the next based on the student's personality and
information, such as their competence and enjoyment in using the second language in front of the
teacher and peers, or with native speakers of the second language. Work must be done to improve or
eliminate the factors that negatively affect a student's willingness to communicate in English using
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various methods, such as technological methods. The two main variables that adversely impacted EFL
learners' WTC in the second language in Palestine’s higher education institutions were personality and
a lack of confidence when speaking. Language ability and anxiety are negatively correlated. That is,
anxiety has a debilitating effect on WTC. A number of language learning-related variables, including
the number of students and the teachers' positive and direct involvement, were found to have been
associated with WTC both inside and outside of the classroom. The correlation between learners' WTC
and English proficiency is moderate. A portion of the success of foreign language learners in mastering
the language can be attributed to their willingness to take advantage of opportunities for
communication in the target language. Researchers should investigate the ways in which gender and
culture impact WTC in future studies. Depending on the results of this study, teachers should promote
students to use English both inside and outside of the classroom, teachers can boost linguistics self-
confidence and lower anxiety. Teachers also should increase learners’ willingness to communicate by
making them participate in short conversations and group discussion. The instructors of modern
languages faculty should generate situational and familiar topics of interest for learners to motivate
their WTC in English. Finally, teachers should not use traditional rote teaching methods and replace
these with new effective teaching methods which, particularly importantly for this present study, focus
on autonomous, dialogic, discursive and authentic speaking and listening activities.
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