
English Language Teaching; Vol. 13, No. 3; 2020 
ISSN 1916-4742   E-ISSN 1916-4750 

Published by Canadian Center of Science and Education 

68 
 

Exploring the Impact of Ineffective Formal Communication between 
Teachers and Students: A Case Study of Mustaqbal University and 

Jubail University College, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

Hanan Albalawi1 & Muhammad Nadeem2 

1 English Language Department, Jubail University College, Jubail, KSA 
2 English Language Department, Administration and Humanities College, Mustaqbal University, Buraidah, KSA 

Correspondence: Hanan Albalawi, English Language Department, Jubail University College, Jubail, KSA 

 

Received: January 1, 2020          Accepted: February 16, 2020      Online Published: February 19, 2020 

doi: 10.5539/elt.v13n3p68          URL: https://doi.org/10.5539/elt.v13n3p68 

 

Abstract 

This study investigates the specific barriers to effective communication by teachers and students of the EFL 
programs of higher education in the Saudi Kingdom. The study utilized a qualitative design to examine 
perspectives of EFL students and the faculty members of the EFL programs at Al-Mustaqbal and Jubail University 
College on the effects, causes and viable solutions to ineffective communication between teachers and students. 
Data collection involved interactive methods which included using open-ended questionnaires and online focus 
groups respectively. Overall, 39% agreed that poor and ineffective communication is common between teachers 
and students, and 44% agreed that it was a cause of poor performances for students in EFL programs; while 17% 
indicated that ineffective communication between teachers and students was to blame for the poor quality of 
engagement of students with their teachers. The findings qualify the critical significance of considering the 
implementation of motivating methodologies for improving teacher-student communication. 

Keywords: preparatory program, EFL, Saudi students, learning factors, effective communication, teaching 
English  

1. Introduction 

Defined as the process of transmitting, receiving and decoding of ideas, communication is a vital enabler of 
effective and productive human interactions and engagements. According to Saunders and Mills (1999), there are 
four main skills involved in communication engagements by individuals, listening, speaking, reading and writing, 
and that the effectiveness of the process of communication is heavily dependent on the extent of shared 
understanding of the contexts in which the communication takes place. For Criper and Widdowson (1975), the act 
of sending or transmitting and receiving a message qualifies communication as a physical operation involving an 
addresser as the source of a communication message directing their message to an addressee or the target recipient 
of the message. The implication here is that communication is both an act as such relates to the generating of a 
message and a process. In particular, it is a process because it is all about ensuring the intended message is 
successfully transmitted to the intended recipient and interpreted as intended.  

On the contrary, according to Neill (2017), communication in the context of teaching and learning differs from 
normal communication in a variety of ways. In particular, unlike in normal communication engagements, the 
communication between teachers and students is grounded on the existence of a formal relationship bond. As such, 
it involves upholding the norms and values of the field of teaching while communicating. In a language classroom, 
more than often, the teacher acts as an addresser or a speaker, whereas, a student acts as an addressee or a listener. 
Besides, teacher communication skills are important for a teacher in the delivery of education to students (Burns & 
Seidlhofer, 2010). However, as in normal communication, communication between teachers and students entails 
the decoding of the ideas by the students as transmitted by the teacher. Furthermore, communication between 
teachers and students is also influenced by the guide-learner relationship.  

1.1 Research Problem  

In practice, however, although the formality of the communication between teachers and students is meant for 
enhancing the success prospects of the teaching-learning process, there are numerous incidents in which the 
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process fails to achieve desired results (Khan, 2011). Effective communication between teachers and students is 
meant for creating a positive classroom environment, an element that is usually inhibited by the failure of teachers 
to engage their students. The result of such is a situation in which students are forced to unduly struggle to maintain 
focus on the subject matter (Khan, et al., 2018a). Numerous studies have indicated on the critical role that modern 
technology has as a critical determinant of the nature of communication in the modern classroom (Khan et al., 
2019; Khan, et al., 2018a; Khan, et al., 2018b; Shahbaz, et al., 2016; Shahbaz & Khan, 2017). To this end, there are 
a variety of issues to blame for ineffective communication between teachers and students. 

Of particular significance, with most of the English teachers in these programs being non-natives, the teaching 
process generally involves the direct method of teaching. Unfortunately, the outcome of such programs continues 
to be characterized by low achievement or unsatisfactory and far below the expectations in EFL among students 
despite numerous policy attempts by the Saudi government to improve on the teaching and learning of English in 
the country (Shahbaz & Khan, 2017; Khan et al., 2019; Khan, et al., 2018a). According to Shahbaz and Khan 
(2017), the problem can be blamed on a variety of factors such as unknown expectations, problems with 
comprehension, boring classroom lessons, personality differences, cultural difference, negative attitude from both 
parties, peer pressure and the lack of effective training of teachers to ensure their context-specific proficiency. 
Notably, these factors lead to compromising the effectiveness of formal communication between teachers and 
students.  

According to Fageeh (2013), failure by EFL institutes in Saudi Arabia to achieve desired goals has caused serious 
concerns among different stakeholders to the education systems in the Kingdom. Though there is evidence of 
numerous questions surrounding this failure, teachers are in record for complaining of the inability of students to 
comprehend the lessons (Fageeh, 2013). As noted by Alhmadi (2014), “despite the attempts of the Saudi 
government to effectively plan a comprehensive curriculum and to provide textbooks, the teaching-learning 
process seems futile because actual skills’ development is lacking” (p.40).  

Mustaqbal University and Jubail University college in Saudi Arabia offer post-secondary education EFL programs 
to students interested in furthering their education in English. However, like other EFL students and teachers in 
Saudi Arabia, these programs suffer an inherent challenge in achieving effective communication between students 
and teachers. The process of communication does not meet the required standards, an element which translates to 
the unsatisfactory performance of the students and the programs as a whole. Consequently, the purpose of this 
research study is to investigate the specific barriers to effective communication by teachers and students of the 
EFL programs in these two major institutions of higher learning in the Saudi Kingdom. In particular, based on the 
findings from this study, the researcher seeks to determine and recommend feasible evidence-based solutions to 
the barriers to effective formal communication between students and faculty members. 

1.2 Research Questions  

To achieve its aims and objectives, this study specifically delves to answers the following three major research 
questions: 

1. What forms of communication strategies are currently in common use between the faculty and EFL students 
in the EFL programs at the Mustaqbal University and Jubail University college?  

2. What are the effects of current formal communication approaches on the acquisition of linguistic skills by 
EFL students?  

3. What are the main causes of ineffective formal communication between teachers and students and how to 
overcome such barriers?  

1.3 Significance of the Study 

The rationale behind this study is well-informed by the fact that failure by EFL institutes in Saudi Arabia to 
achieve desired goals has caused serious concerns among various stakeholders to the education systems in the 
Kingdom (Fageeh, 2013). As a viable solution to these concerns, the findings of this research will be of great value 
as a reliable source of empirical evidence and insights to revealing the actual causes and risk factors to ineffective 
formal communication as the main reason for persistent problem of unsatisfactory performance of EFL programs 
at the two institutions and in other institutes across the Kingdom. More notably, the current study also seeks to 
explore feasible solutions and/or strategies for addressing the issue of ineffective communication. As a result, the 
findings of this study will be a great contribution to the existing literature not just on the causes of ineffective 
communication between teachers and EFL students and associated impact of EFL program outcomes, but more 
notably on evidence-based strategies for enhancing effective communication. Furthermore, by serving as informed 
research aimed at tackling the problem, the outcome of the study promises great value for use in improving the 
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communication between EFL students and teachers, and subsequently, leading to greater benefit in terms of the 
professional development of EFL students.  

2. Literature Review  

Velentzas and Broni (2014), the general definition of communication as the process of exchanging ideas among 
creatures is centered on the perspective of the process of exchanging the ideas or messages as one that must be 
aimed at and guided to result into the realization of a common understanding amongst the parties involved. This is 
clear given the criticality of communication to success in all aspects of human life. According to Lunenburg (2010), 
on the other hand, there is great value in investing in research studies on communication owing to the 
understanding that every administrative function and related activities is founded on some form of communication, 
direct or indirect. As an emphasis, from planning and organizing to leading and monitoring day-to-day operations 
in an organization, managers or leaders must engage in communicating with and through other people to get things 
done.  

Human beings are blessed with the attribute of communicating with others in different ways. To this end, they not 
only are engaged in using different ways of communicating with each other but more importantly, communication 
holds a critical position to engagements of humans in teaching and learning new knowledge and skills (Alrashidi & 
Phan, 2015). For Alrashidi and Phan (2015), the success prospects of the teaching and learning interaction inside a 
classroom heavily depend on the successful transmitting or exchanging of ideas and information between the 
teachers and his/her students. Here, to ensure competitiveness in the exchanging ideas and information between 
teachers and students, it is imperative to ensure a congenial classroom atmosphere. According to Alrabai (2016), 
effective communication entails more than the mere exchanging of ideas – it involves relating to the ideas being 
exchanged with the emotions behind the ideas and information. 

For Alrabai (2016), ineffective communication between teachers and students presents in a variety of ways such as 
through disruption in the due course of communication. According to this study, disruptions during 
communication are a common occurrence in the EFL teaching and learning process, and a leading cause for 
failures in effective conveying of the ideas being taught (Alrabai, 2016). Closely associated with this form of 
ineffective communication is the situation in which a person cannot understand written or communicated messages. 
Shahbaz and Khan (2017), however, note that the syllabus is the main hindrance to effective communication. 
Despite claims that it is carefully designed, it contains notable weak areas that need to be corrected. For example, 
according to Shahbaz and Khan (2017), the current syllabus does not give any emphasis on oral skills, an element 
that inhibits effective communication in the classroom. Furthermore, issues of unsystematic structural grading 
create problems for students to make sense of the structures (Shahbaz & Khan, 2017).  

There are also concerns over the inherent lack of learner-sensitive texts and vocabulary as it relates to engaging 
learners with content that best reflects their current EFL learning skills. The effect of such is the undue inhibition 
of the process of nurturing of self-efficacy and supporting a progressive learning experience among students 
(Dewaele & Alfawzan, 2018). As noted by Al-Sobhi and Preece (2018), with this mismatch between content and 
the learning level of learners, most of the students try to avoid reading and writing of such texts and subsequent 
loss of interest using English for a communicative purpose. According to Al-Ahaydib (2005), even with efficacy in 
using English for communicative purposes, many EFL learners in the Kingdom poorly engage in communicating 
in English outside the classroom. This implicates on the prospects of retaining of content taught in the classroom 
through continued practicing in their daily lives (Alnujaidi, 2019). Still on quality of the syllabus, Ali and Rehman 
(2013) note of the problem of continued use of defective textbooks and books which were not written with careful 
consideration of their content in some of the states.  

Moreover, Ali and Rehman (2013) have it that the issue of overcrowding of the typical EFL classroom translates 
the teaching-learning process into a mere lecturing engagement in which the students are forced to be passive 
listeners. Other issues of concern to the effectiveness of EFL teaching in Saudi Arabia include failure by the 
current education systems to invest in the proper training of local EFL teachers. According to Khan (2011), there is 
evidence of an inherent lack of concern by teachers on the need to clarify to students the aims and objectives of the 
English learning program and related units. This is complemented by the argument that some institutions are even 
promoting the use of grammar-translation method as a method for teaching English as a foreign language to 
students despite evidence that emphasis on grammar does not development all four basic skills of Language, and 
availability of more effective techniques such as structural and situational approaches (Mutambik, 2018). Such an 
approach promises a notable positive effect only on passing the examination. 

According to Kiraly (2014), the problem of poor outcomes in the teaching and learning of EFL in the Saudi 
Kingdom can be blamed on the fact that "the mother tongue is so deeply embedded in our mental lives & inner 
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consciousness that learning the second language requires at first a different reaction to language one that is 
reorientation and in part a reorganization of consciousness" (P98). In terms of solutions, Khan et al. (2019) argue 
that the issue of ineffective communication can be reduced by the use of technology-based tools such as WhatsApp 
as means for fostering effective and frequent practicing with communicating in English by EFL learners. Other 
possible ways to reduce the intensity of ineffective communication is engaging learners with group conversations, 
as reliable platforms for enabling students to convey their messages easily and learning in the process (Lunenburg, 
2010). This indicates the critical value of ensuring a relationship that supports, stimulates and encourages effective 
communication between teacher and students as a crucial determinant of successful learning outcomes for EFL 
learners. Here, teachers should both commit to inform and inspire students to be more confident, which will 
automatically lead to effective communication.  

3. Method 

3.1 Research Design 

To achieve the research aims and objectives of this study, a qualitative design was utilized. In particular, this 
choice of the qualitative research design here was informed by the fact that compared to quantitative research 
design, a qualitative design is hailed for offering detailed, in-depth descriptions of the opinions, ideas, and 
experiences, while accounting for the influence of contextual factors (Rahman, 2016). Besides, according to 
Deville-Chalhoub and Deville (2008), there is a general preference for using qualitative approaches in research 
studies in which an emphasis is given to the search for more profound insights into issues related to administering, 
interpreting language, and assessing the quality of the communication. Accordingly, a qualitative study approach 
is well-informed for the current study. 

3.2 Study Population and Participants 

The target population of this study comprised EFL students and faculty members from Jubail University College 
and Mustaqbal University. It is apparent that students from both institutions have been associated with the 
presence of communication barriers, especially when interacting with their teachers. This is evidenced by the 
presence of relatively poor EFL performance among the students over the past several years. This made it 
necessary to look into the development of a sample space that comprises of both the students and teachers so that a 
clear picture of the underlying factors that have influenced the poor communication outcomes can be identified. A 
critical perspective of the self-reported issues by the students and the teachers would provide sufficient data to 
reveal the issues.  

The sample space in the study comprised 84 students and 10 faculty members from the two institutions (43 female 
and 41 male). This population would facilitate accurate data regarding the gaps influencing poor communication.  

3.3 Data Collection 

To enhance the richness of the study data, data collection involved both interactive and participatory methods. It 
included using open-ended questionnaires and online focus groups. The use of open open-ended questionnaires 
was informed by the great benefits that such promises for enabling the collection of data involving diverse 
responses from the participants, and hence reducing the overall risk of bias that may arise from investigators in 
close-ended questionnaires (Reading Craze, 2017). On the other hand, as noted by Lotich (2011), focus group 
discussions provide a reliable platform in which discussions can be held and participants can air their ideas and 
suggestions with the end effect of enhancing the richness of the resultant study data and associated study findings 
and conclusions.  

Of particular significance, given the inductive nature of this qualitative study, the process of data collection 
utilized open-ended questionnaires for the students and focus group discussions for the teachers. For the focus 
group, the data collection was executed via an online platform, whereby different participating teachers were 
added in a newly created group and required to participate in online discussion sessions with their colleagues at 
pre-set timelines by airing their views and suggestions on the study topic. As Tates et al. (2009) state, online focus 
groups are efficient in data collection since they are time and resource-saving compared to other methods of data 
collection.  

4. Data Analysis 

Data analysis for this study was executed using the thematic analysis method, which provides an invaluable 
mechanism for enabling an in-depth description of the qualitative dataset (Tates et al., 2009). Emerging themes 
from the data were categorized based on the key aims and objectives of the study, which was to investigate the 
impact, cause and risk factors, and viable solutions to issues of ineffective communication between students and 
teachers. For better evaluation and examination of the data collected, the criterion used here involved in 
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summarizing the results from the survey and focus groups with subsequent analysis and discussion of findings 
relative to the current study aims and objectives and existing literature on the topic. 

5. Findings and Discussion  

Based on an analysis of the study data, the findings were as follows based on the key themes of the study as defined 
by the underlying research questions: 

1) What forms of communication strategies are currently in common use between the faculty and EFL students 
in the EFL programs at the Mustaqbal University and Jubail University college?  

2) What are the effects of current formal communication approaches on the acquisition of linguistic skills by 
EFL students?  

3) What are the main causes of ineffective formal communication between teachers and students and how to 
overcome such barriers?  

5.1 Performance and Engagement between Students and Teachers 

Overall, while 39% of the respondents agreed that poor and ineffective communication is common between 
teachers and students in EFL programs, 44% of the respondents agreed that ineffective communication between 
teachers and students was a cause for the poor performance of students in EFL programs. Of particular significance, 
it was clear from 17% of the respondents that ineffective communication between teachers and students was to 
blame for the poor quality of engagement of students with their teachers as shown in figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Impact of ineffective communication between teachers and students on the teaching and learning of EFL 

The findings on the impact of ineffective communication on the process and outcome of teaching and learning of 
EFL are supported by the finding by Aparajeya (2016) which finds a lack of effective communication between 
students and teachers as a leading cause for a poor learning environment and poor grades among EFL students. The 
findings portray a predominant view that one of the greatest impacts of poor communication is poor outcomes on 
academic performance and engagement. The reason behind this is that; for students to understand and have an 
interest in studies, they need a learning environment where there is the ease of communication between them and 
the teacher (Lunenburg, 2010).  

As stated by one of the respondents, “ineffective communication brings about lacking understanding which 
decreases my interest in the class." This creates a dull environment where there is least if any, engagement 
interests between the teachers and students affecting the academics of students overall. As stated by one of the 
respondents, "lack of correct vocabulary and poor use of the right tenses affects communication." This supports 
the literature review which outlines that in most cases, the underlying aspects of communication, such as poor 
language and vocabulary use, are the most crucial factors that should be considered for effective communication 
(Tutkun, 2015). 

5.2 Forms of Communication and Effectiveness of Teacher-Student Communication  

A key theme that was conveyed from the findings was that the form of communication used by a teacher in 
engaging or communicating with the student plays a crucial role in disseminating quality information to the 
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students. In the findings as presented in this study, at least 25% of the participants identified that the form or else 
channel of communication used in disseminating information has a quality impact. As supported by Wees (2011) 
and Tutkun (2015), the form of communication used dramatically affects how the information will be perceived. 
Most teachers employ the use of both verbal and non-verbal communication which provides a platform for 
students to breakdown and understand the information being conveyed (Alrabai, 2017a; Alrabai, 2018). For Khan 
et al. (2017), the form of communication a teacher uses to disseminate information to the students counts a lot.  

As one participant stated, “As a teacher, I focus on the use of both verbal and non-verbal forms of communication; 
sometimes, I utilize blackboards and JUC emails for announcements and online practices." Teachers, therefore, 
should focus on implementing non-verbal forms of communication, on reaching out to students who may have 
issues with verbal communication (Albaiz, 2016; Kassem, 2019; Alrabai, 2017b). Thus, the implementation of 
non-verbal communication such as gestures maintains eye contact; facial expressions would be effective in 
improving the communication process. 

5.3 Motivating Methodologies for Improving Teacher-Student Communication  

The study findings indicated that 48% of the respondents implemented the use of small groups, while 35% 
preferred the use of one-on-one setups as better methods of student learning. Details of the prevalence rates among 
teachers in implementing various teaching methodologies for improving effective communication with students 
are shown in figure 2.  

 
Figure 2. Prevalence rates of different teaching methodologies for improving effective communication with 

students among teachers 

As noted by one respondent, “one on one set up has so far provided great feedback with students who have 
communication difficulties.” Most of the instructors, in this case, believed that through such small groups and 
on-on-one setups, they could easily identify the students who have a problem with communication, and thus 
implement ways that they can interact with them better while at the same time grasp what they are being taught. 
The use of small groups has been proven effective as stated by one of the respondents, “Activities such as paired 
work or small group discussions are effective and motivating.” This implies the significance of identifying 
student-centered teaching methodologies for promoting effective communication was recognized as a major 
approach for improved teaching and learning. 

This statement is supported by the literature that teachers should always aim at finding the best approaches to reach 
out to students, to help them improve their learning (Al-Zahrani & Rajab, 2017; Richmond, 1990). Students, who 
were also part of respondents, suggested that after class activities would be of great help in assisting them in 
improving their communication while at the same time digesting information on what they have been taught in 
class. An excerpt from one of the respondents stated that “Asking students at the end of every class to do exercises 
in class via the use of the blackboard or even books would be helpful.” 

6. Conclusion  

Overall, the study findings highlight the critical role of effective communication between students and teachers as 
one of the determinants of the prospect of EFL programs in delivering to their expected outcomes. Specifically, the 
lack of effective communication within the classroom can only contribute to undue compromising of the learning 
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process by fostering poor teacher-student engagement. As a result, ineffective communication exposes EFL 
students to unwarranted struggles in the process of acquiring a second language. 

Recommendations 

In the light of findings of the current study, following recommendations for improving effective formal 
communication between the faculty and students at Mustaqbal University and Jubail University college have been 
identified:  

1) The background knowledge of students in relevant subjects needs to be improved to a great extent. Mostly, the 
students lack basic knowledge in the relevant field. As a result, they struggle to comprehend the subject matter 
in class.  

2) The general attitude of students towards their studies should be improved. There are indications that students 
are not adequately motivated to enhance their performance in language learning within the institutions in 
question. This should be a point of reference for the administrative functions looking to ensure that the 
learning outcomes of the students are continuously enhanced, particularly by looking into the learning needs 
of the students and the paradigms that could actively influence them to adopt higher levels of motivation in 
learning.  

3) The curriculum needs to be revised in some cases. Sometimes, the material offered to the students is either too 
difficult or unmotivating, in terms of the modes of delivery and the capabilities to evoke interest in learning. 
Consequently, students struggle to comprehend what they are supposed to learn.  

4) Teachers' training for effective communication plays a vital role in effective communication between teachers 
and students. Unfortunately, findings reveal that this issue is yet to be addressed accordingly. For successful 
and effective communication, teachers should be trained properly bearing in mind the requirements of the 
modern era.  

5) Lack of humor is one of the reasons for ineffective communication between teachers and students. Both, 
teacher and the students need to develop a congenial atmosphere in the class for improved and effective 
communication.  

6) Teaching methods are sometimes, given less importance, whereas, they play a very important role to have a 
successful communication process in the class. For the sake of effective communication, teaching methods 
should be carefully selected, designed and implemented.  
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