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This paper presents the analysis of a case study on EFL experienced teachers in the 
English Language Institute of King Abdul Aziz University in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. 
The aim of the study is to investigate if the expectations of the environment affects the 
intentional activity and the agency of the teachers in their classrooms. The focal area of 
the study is to identify ways intentional classroom activity of the teachers have changed 
according to the expectations of the different agents within the mentioned EFL 
ecological context despite the contradiction of this change with the teachers‟ cognition 
coming from their earlier education and practical experience. As for the research 
method, it is a case study where two semi-structured interviews were conducted with 
two experienced teachers. The results of these interviews demonstrate a positive 
correlation between the contextual expectations of the educational institution 
environment with all its constituents and the agency/the intentional activity of the 
teachers even if this intentional activity contradicts with the teachers‟ former 
knowledge and practice. Further studies using varied research tools is required to 
investigate into how teachers‟ practice is influenced by the expectations of the 
educational ecological setting. 
 

Contribution/Originality: This study is one of very few studies which have investigated the relationship 

between the contextual expectations of the educational institution environment in Saudi Arabia with all its 

constituents and the agency/the intentional activity of the teachers even if this intentional activity contradicts with 

the teachers‟   former cognition and practice. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

English is gaining prominence in Saudi Arabia; a kingdom spending sufficient money on the development of 

education (Rahman and Alhaisoni, 2013). Teaching English is one core area which needs a lot of improvement in 

the Saudi educational system. The world‟s main foreign language carries a myriad of undeniable benefits to the 

young Saudis preparing for a globalized world, yet, English also holds numerous cultural elements which make 

many Saudi teachers and students abstain from embracing most of the cultural aspects included in the language 

beyond the surface level (Fareh, 2010; Khan, 2011a;2011b;2011c).   

Governmental universities in Saudi are adopting a Foundation/Preparatory Year Program, PYP, where 

English is placed as a principal subject (Liton, 2012). King Abdul Aziz University is a Saudi governmental 

university offering an English language Program- ELP/PYP via its English Language Institute the mission of 

which is to: “help students in the Foundation Year to achieve an Intermediate Level of proficiency in the use of the English 

language; provide appropriate pedagogical methods, value faculty scholarship and service and provide a progressive and 
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structured curriculum, enabling students to graduate having demonstrated achievement of essential learning outcomes in 

listening, speaking, reading, and writing”(ELI Mission). 

Despite the importance of the ELP, the ELI academic year is frequently interrupted by all sorts of teaching 

breaks due to adopting a modular system. The modular system allows students‟ movement from a beginner to an 

intermediate course level within one academic year: a mandated requirement of accreditation. Thus, each level lasts 

6 to 7 weeks. However, the ELP modules do not conform to the whole university semester system. This 

inconsistency creates gaps where time is wasted in non-teaching weeks during which students sit tests for other 

foundation year subjects. During the end-of-module English exams, non-teaching-weeks also occur when students 

wait for their results. This takes place three times per academic year occasionally interrupted by other religious and 

academic vacations too (Shah et al., 2013).          

The expectations of the KAU/ELI program stated in the objectives and the strong anticipation of the students 

to pass the test and finish the Foundation Year safely within one academic year is simply unrealistic. The time 

frame of the program is too short to match with the majority of those students‟ initial English language level and 

previous English language related societal and educational cultures. This ironically diminishes the expectations and 

the intentionality of the teachers to employ their best practice techniques that they came with and directs them 

towards a quantitative rather than a qualitative teaching approach (Shah et al., 2013). 

Teachers come to the language classroom with their beliefs of how teaching should be like and perceptions of 

their mission as language instructors. This cognition, in turn comes from their studentship time during their 

schooling; afterwards in under graduate, graduate and post graduate studies or during their internship and later 

their professional experience as teachers (Freeman, 2002; Borg, 2006). Freeman (2002) also includes institutional 

and social context as constituents of teacher perceptions.  

 

1.1 The KAU/ELI Context 

A recent study conducted by Shah, Hussain & Nasseef discusses the EFL situation in KAU/EL. They 

emphasize that KAU/EFL teachers may act against their perceptions and beliefs of best practice to adhere to 

contextual imperatives. The different socio-cultural and institutional constraints redirect and reframe teachers‟ 

methodologies (Fareh, 2010; Rahman and Alhaisoni, 2013). They mention that in Saudi EFL classes, teaching 

practices are compromised by constraints enforced by institutional authorities. Teachers are not independent to 

decide on their teaching methods. They explain that EFL teachers “are bound by social conventions, learners‟ 

expectations and school and ministry‟s policies about how to teach and what methodology to follow" (Hall, 2011). 

For these reasons, teachers constantly switch between pedagogically and socially oriented behaviors and try to 

meet the learning and social needs of the learners (Shah et al., 2013). 

In this study, the views of two ELI teachers about their practices in the KAU/ EFL classroom will be 

examined. Their teaching experiences before and after coming to the KAU/ELI through investigating how the 

context of their current program and institution have combined to change their teaching views and practices by the 

effect of ecological expectations will be explored. Subsequently, in the later stage of the study the researchers plan 

to relate ecological expectations to propose a more practical teaching paradigm where teachers and the institution 

offers the students what they expect to use in their future careers through an instrumentally motivating paradigm 

within which both the agency of the students and the teachers get enhanced via responding to valid expectations. 

Thus, the research question for this study is: 

How does the expectation of the Saudi environment of the KAU/ELI affect intentional activity/ the agency of the teachers in 

their classrooms? 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1. The Relationship between Teachers’ Cognitions and Teaching Practices 

Teaching a language does not only depend on inducting the representational symbols of script, sounds, and 

words or the syntax and it does not take place in vacuum. It happens within features that have an effect on both the 

teacher and the learner. One feature that has a great impact on teaching a language is teacher cognition. Borg 

(2006) identifies teacher cognition as “what teachers at any stage of their careers think, know, or believe in relation 

to any aspect of their work, and which also entail the study of actual classroom practices and of the relationships 

between cognitions and these practices” (p. 50). This definition affirms the influence of teacher cognitions on 

classroom practices. According to Kagan (1992) teacher cognition embraces their perceptions about teaching and 

their beliefs about learning, their students, classrooms and even about their own performance. There is evidence 

suggesting that the experience of teachers as students, their teaching experiences and their classrooms‟ ecological 

factors all have an impact on their cognition (Johnson, 1994; Woods, 1996; Borg, 2003).   

 

2.2. The Relationship between Teaching Practice and the Ecological Context  

Many studies have investigated the intertwined relationship between what a teacher believes, her classroom 

practice and her classroom contextual features (Burns, 1996; Golombek, 1998). In 1996, Burns examined the beliefs 

and thinking of experienced teachers and how these beliefs influence teachers‟ classroom practice. She found that 

teacher thinking comprises of three interacting ecological levels: thinking about the language, the learning process 

and the learners; thinking about instructional activities and beliefs about institutional culture. She emphasized “the 

intercontextuality of thinking and beliefs, and teachers‟ implicit, personalized „theories for practice‟ which form the 

motivating conceptual frameworks shaping what teachers do when they teach” (p. 175). Burns‟ inter-contextuality 

did not stop at the micro-ecological level; she also suggested the presence of “networks of intercontextuality” (p. 

158, 1996) where she moved to macro-ecology. She affirmed that teachers‟ beliefs are multifaceted and composed of 

various inter-related levels of influences. These influences go beyond the level of the classroom. She proposed that 

the highest level influencing teachers‟ cognition is the institutional culture within which teachers conduct their 

teaching after interpreting to institutional ideologies and philosophies.  

 

2.3. Teachers’ Cognition is Context-Sensitive and Situated 

Other researchers also supported the theory that teachers‟ cognition is context-sensitive and situated (Putnam 

and Borko, 2000; Tsui, 2003; Borg, 2006). They affirmed that the cognition of teachers is context situated and 

involving the teachers understanding of the teaching concepts, the context, and the culture in which the teaching 

takes place (Hall and Grisham-Brown, 2011). This theory is emphasized by Putnam and Borko (2000) who 

emphasized the effect of the particular physical and social contexts in which the teaching takes place. In short, the 

situated perspective of language teaching and of teacher cognition affirms the inseparable relationship between 

what the teacher thinks and does and her surrounding physical and social ecology. Breen (2001) stresses the 

necessity of drawing attention “to significant social and psychological variables which we seem to be neglecting in 

our current research in language learning” (p.134).The social construction and contextualization of teachers‟ beliefs 

and cognitions are emphasized by Tsui (2003). 

 

2.4. Altered Classroom Practice due to the Expectations of the Context 

Interestingly, some researchers emphasized that the teaching context may prohibit teachers from practicing 

their beliefs and cognitions. Basturkmen et al. (2004) reported the mismatch between L2 teachers‟ previously stated 

beliefs regarding form-focused instruction and the practices observed in their classrooms. Farrell and Kun (2008) 

gave an explanation for this discrepancy after conducting a study in a Singaporean primary school on two 

experienced teachers. The study affirmed the mismatch between the teachers‟ beliefs and their classroom practice 
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due to barriers imposed by the context. Contextual barriers to the practice of  teachers‟ beliefs was reported by 

Orafi and Borg (2009) after conducting a study in Libya on EFL teachers cognition and on their communicative 

language teaching. Though the teachers expressed their conviction of using the communicative approach, they 

conducted their classes in a very teacher- centered manner, teach-for-the-test way due to the contextual 

expectations of the test. 

 

2.5. Ecological Effects on EFL Teaching Context Internationally 

Research from different parts of the world establishes findings about difficulties faced by EFL teachers trying 

to implement pedagogical practices which challenge the societal and institutional culture of the teaching context. 

China and Korea are among countries where the communicative approach, emphasizing the interactional value of 

the language, is not supported by the Chinese or Korean cultures nor by the societal norms, let alone the 

organizational imperatives of the offered English classes and curricula. EFL teachers in such a context suffer as 

they try to challenge the contextual features surrounding their practice. Like in the study by Orafi and Borg (2009) 

in Libya, among the problems which challenge teachers‟ cognition of best practice are classes with mixed abilities, 

odd contact hours, limited instructional time, high expectations on the part of students and parents despite the 

initial low proficiency of the students and the background culture of both teachers and the students (Li, 1998; Zeng 

and Murphy, 2007; Peng and Woodrow, 2010; Yang, 2010). The situation is very similar in Saudi Arabia. The 

Saudi context is not different from the Libyan or some other international contexts as to the constraining factors 

played by societal and educational cultures. 

 

2.6. An Ecological Perspective Supporting the Effect of Expectations on Intentional Practical Activity 

According to Stelma and Fay (2014) ecological perspective on research education, there is an effect exerted by 

the expectations of the environment on individuals. This is demonstrated in Figure 1 below which shows that the 

expectations from the surroundings lead to developing intentional activity on the part of the individual which is 

shaped towards the fulfillment of the expectations of the context. Stelma‟s and Fay's model illustrated in Figure 1 is 

based on researchers doing their master‟s degrees in the UK. It displays that there is a direct relationship between 

what the context expects on the intentional action of the agents within this context. Simply individuals act 

according to what is expected from them within a certain context. They will even shape their intentions to fulfill 

what is expected. Extending the model from research to language teaching which may explain why and how the 

intentional activity of the KAU teachers in their classrooms changes to take the form of teach-for the -test which 

“surprisingly” challenges most of the beliefs those teachers came with in the first place.   

  

 
Figure-1. Stelma and Fay (2014) Intentionality Model 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Method 

In order to investigate the KAU/ELI teachers' perceptions, expectations and change of practice related to the 

ecology of the KAU/ELI teaching context it was found that the most applicable  way was to ask those teachers 

questions and to analyze their answers. Indeed, surveys are considered the most frequently employed descriptive 

method used in educational research (Cohen and Manion, 1985). The two most common ways for gathering survey 
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data are interviews and questionnaires (Nunan, 1992). Conducting interviews in a form of a case study was a 

suitable tool. Kvale (1983) defines the qualitative research interview as "an interview, whose purpose is to gather 

descriptions of the life-world of the interviewee with respect to interpretation of the meaning of the described 

phenomena"( p.174).  This is the aim of the researchers: teachers answering in detail about their personal 

perceptions and expectations before teaching at the KAU/ELI and how their expectations were modified due to the 

existence in the new teaching context with all the related institutional, curricular and even the students‟ 

requirements. In addition, case studies also provide researchers with information that goes beyond the quantitative 

statistical results and allows them to understand behavioral conditions through the agents‟ perspective. Case 

studies also help clarify the processes and the outcomes of phenomena through observing, reconstructing and 

analyzing of the cases under investigation (Tellis, 1997). The main aim was thus to explore the case and understand 

the probable causes of the phenomenon.   

Semi-structured interviews were used as a data collection tool as they were better suited for the purpose of 

gathering suitable information.  The interview questions were revised by a TESOL expert and the interview itself 

was divided into two parts; the first is biographical mainly directed towards knowing the type of experiences which 

formed a main part of the recruits‟ perceptions and beliefs. The second part includes questions about the different 

sets of expectations that interplay at the KAU/ELI whether those teachers had initial expectations before they 

started work; whether they were recruited according to certain expectations; whether there are other sets of 

expectations in the KAU/ELI context and what expectations have been confirmed or changed due to the context. 

Two teachers were given pseudonyms for confidentiality purposes. The first participant is named Jane and the 

second is Julie. The interview questions and scripts can be retrieved from the appendices. 

 

4. DATA ANALYSIS  

Based on the research question: How does the expectation of the Saudi environment of the KAU/ELI affect intentional 

activity/ the agency of the teachers in their classrooms? themes were derived from the interview data. These themes may 

be described in the following: 

 

4.1. Teachers’ Background: Implications on Teachers’ Expectations of Best Practice 

In an answer to a question asking about the teaching philosophy of the interviewees, the responses were: 

Jane… “I like to think of the classroom as a shared space where we both: myself and the students, meet and create magic 

whatever way and form that might take.” 

Julie: …. “Well, it has evolved over the years from just communicating knowledge. …. to becoming facilitators and to helping 

students or learners to understand … it has now evolved into becoming a learning experience both ways”. 

As can be understood from the two answers, both teachers, in their cognition believed that the classroom is an 

organic shared space where shared communication and interaction takes place. For Jane, the classroom is a common 

environment where both the students and the teacher work towards the common goal of creating magic which has 

to be equally manufactured and appreciated by both parties: teacher and students. Julie was understandably taught 

during teacher-fronted classes and has undergone the change of the methodologies until she became a “facilitator” 

rather than a disseminator of knowledge. She has even “evolved” to viewing herself as a person who shares in the 

learning process herself. The cognition of communication, of sharing knowledge, of the give and take of the 

teaching/ learning process exerts an effect on teachers‟ classroom expectations. One may conclude that the 

interviewees have arrived to the KAU/ELI with the expectations of knowledge partnership. However, in Saudi 

Arabia, the broad context of education creates a humongous obstacle for EFL teachers expecting knowledge 

partnership. The learning culture in the Saudi schools generally emphasizes memorization. Memorization fulfills 

the demands of the tests which aim at examining lower order thinking skills (Allamnakhrah, 2013). English as a 

foreign language is, nearly never solely used in the classroom nor is it used communicatively or interactively 
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among teachers/ students or students/students classroom exchanges in the English lesson (Allamnakhrah, 2013).  

 

 4.1.1. Recruiters’ Expectations and Implications on Teachers’ Pre-Practice Expectations 

Jane stated that prior expectations of change to her teaching style came before arriving in Saudi and getting 

exposed to the socio-cultural and educational environment: 

Jane: “Well, I knew that I would have to change my whole teaching style that much was for sure.” 

Whereas Julie mentioned that she had never had expectations of the teaching/learning context at KAU/ELI. 

She affirmed that she was shocked, even frightened by the level of the students. It is true she was teaching in Saudi 

Arabia but she was teaching in the British Continental School, an international school in Jeddah following an 

established international curriculum with very modern instructional policies:      

Julie: “When I came I had a postgraduate diploma in TESOL actually. I felt that I was fully equipped…. During the 

interviews, I was not really given any idea about what they were expecting and I was not even sure about the level of the 

students…….. To be honest, it was quite a shocker, the first day when I found those twenty something students’, unable to 

understand English; …It was quite a frightening experience and I felt challenged in many respects.” 

Perhaps the mismatch between Julie‟s expectations and the KAU/ ELI ecology started when individuals who 

conducted interviews and did the screening for job candidates at the ELI did not express prior expectations of the 

recruits.  

However, recruiters for the ELP do not explain to the potential candidate what they are expected to do. All 

what they are looking for is, as emphasized by the two interviewees, is a “teacher of English” with suitable 

qualifications and/or experience.  

Recruiters only asked about logistical issue like what to do with big number classes or what the teacher thinks 

of going home late. These are questions that demonstrate expectations on a very basic level: a teacher, who can 

teach English- as expressed by Jane-, can handle big numbers in the classroom and does not mind going home a bit 

late.  

No higher expectation levels on the part of the recruiters are detected in the two interviews within the realm 

of, for instance, training students who come from a rote memorization system on a more interactive/communicative 

pattern or what the teacher thinks of grammar-based- teaching/ using L1 in the classroom or teaching with media. 

No questions on the part of the recruiters were asked about using procedures like seminar patterns, movies, 

discussions, debates, student presentations or other techniques aimed at training on critical thinking. These 

modes/channels of instruction are explained plainly in the two candidates‟ realm of previous experience during the 

interview. Both candidates mentioned that no questions posed, probed on the past experience of the teacher which 

forms most of her cognition and affects her classroom activity.     

Jane: “Just looking for teachers… They, asked me about what I would do in such a situation…ahhmm… How would I 

handle big classes…what I feel about staying late … you know … things like that, but nothing that really explored who I am 

personally as a teacher.”  

Julie: “During the interviews, I was not really given any idea about what they were expecting….” 

There is no trace of the particularity of the Saudi context or particular expectations associated to it. Recruiters‟ 

questions-demonstrating areas of interest- were related to the possibility and the practicality of certain logistical 

issues.  

 

4.1.2. Actual Expectations of the Different Agents in the Program Leading to Change of in-Practice 

Teaching Methods 

In Saudi Arabia, English is constrained to the classroom for explication purposes and for the opportunity to 

employ the language in their daily life in the Saudi society is inconsistent for school students. Additionally, the 

most extensively common methodology of teaching the language is the Grammar-Translation method where the 
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main focus is on grammar teaching and the translation of vocabulary items to Arabic- a method that guarantees 

good marks to students. Consequently, the students, and their parents who want them to pass tests for sure, do not 

expect nor accept any other educational system later when they join university especially if a new system means 

less secure results. In a question about whether students and parents expect conformity to the system, Jane 

affirmed: 

Jane: “Yes ... that is definitely the expectation here… I cannot come here with my highfalutin ideas and think that I can 

influence these girls... They are not gonna have that…” 

Julie emphasized the same expectations of students and parents: 

Julie: “I think the two things that govern this: the expectations of the students and parents, one is definitely passing the course 

and getting a degree and the other is speaking …. That is the end of the courses that we have here. There is nothing beyond 

that.” 

 

Questions related to the teacher changing her teaching ways to achieve conformity in response to the requirements 

of the students‟, the parents and the system were answered positively: 

Jane: “Well, I knew that I would have to change my whole teaching style that much was for sure.”  

Julie: “It is definitely teacher centered and the weaker the students, the more teacher centered it is. …Students in this place at 

least, do not expect you to leave them on their own. They are expecting a lot of control. They want you to be in control.” 

Related are the questions associating with the previous teaching experience of the two teachers. Questions 

were posed to investigate in what ways their previous teaching methods have changed. Answers rotated around not 

using debates, seminars, discussions and movies except simply to clarify a grammar point and sticking to very 

direct teaching. 

Also the issue of security and playing safe to respond to the societal norms of what is acceptable /unacceptable was 

strongly pointed out:    

Jane: “Well…the acronym is called PARSNIPS, and I knew about the three basic things I could never bring up in the 

classroom...” 

Julie: “Conformity… what are the advantages and disadvantages of the mobile phone? That was all right, but to talk about 

something that goes against the grain, for example driving…, I had a very strong group at one point but I had to debunk the 

idea totally”. 

Justifications to changing methods and playing it safe were given. Both teachers confirmed that they were 

doing what they were required by the societal and educational context to do. Jane mentioned that every place has 

its rules and people running the place expect conformity; whereas Julie mentioned that catering to the expectations 

in terms of teach-for-the-test methodology for instance satisfies the students and leads to some learning as this was 

the only teaching strategy students were trained to follow: 

Julie: “I definitely do that because it satisfies them and I am …I am satisfied myself because to my mind, I think that some 

learning is taking place.” 

The logistical and organizational institutional constraints of “time” and “exams” were also mentioned as 

justification for teaching-for-the-test adopted methodology. 

  

5. DISCUSSION AND FINDINGS 

Methods, books and teachers are not only transmitting language content. They need to be addressed both on 

the micro and macro-ecological levels to better comprehend the number of factors which influence the process of 

language teaching/learning.   

I had started this study with the conception that recruiters hired the teachers who were mostly expected to 

change the ecology of teaching English and the background methodologies students were trained to during their 

schooldays. However, this concept was not verified in the data. The expectation of the recruiters was finding 
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suitable instructors in terms of qualifications and experience to teach English regardless of the particularity of the 

Saudi case/context. The teachers of the ELI are being recruited depending on expectations of best practice based on 

those candidates high qualifications, confirmed modern ways of teaching, proven ability to positively communicate 

with the students and prospect to establish a controllable and safe teaching/learning culture among those students 

the majority of whom come from a very traditional  schooling system. 

Teachers respond to the micro and macro ecological expectations of the KAU/ELI teaching/learning 

environment by changing their teaching methods in spite of the fact that neither their previous cognition, nor their 

concepts of best practice support their action. Thus, the data analysis offers another explanation as to the 

substandard outcome of the ELP program at KAU/ELI. The effect of the myriad of ecological expectations on the 

practice of the teachers is another factor leading to a replication of an outdated system rather than implementing a 

more practical teaching paradigm leading to real, mind-provoking and stimulating teaching/learning. 

A recent study sponsored by the KAU Deanship of Scientific Research describes the ELI mandatory curriculum 

as a leading teacher agency in the way of becoming “reliant on curriculum-centered and teacher-centered 

classrooms.” The study describes the mandatory book series taught at the KAU/ELI – as one of the most 

significant features of this educational context, as neither gender nor age appropriate for the Saudi students. It 

mentions that the series has been adapted only in the areas of names and places which makes relating it to the lives 

of the students superficial. Furthermore, it is based on a skill-and-drill, behaviorist rote-memorization approach 

rather than a constructivist approach allowing learners to build and base their own understanding on their own 

world experience. The program is also described as one which does not promote critical thinking, problem solving 

let alone creativity. In short, the program diminishes the agency of the students as it does not allow them to be 

active agents in their own learning or to move towards autonomy. The study affirms that the current program is 

failing to equip learners with the desired level of English language suggests a new approach for teaching the 

mandatory books after some training for the teachers on the new way (Aburizaizah, 2013).  

Though all the previous is true, it overlooks a most significant factor. The educational process in any 

educational setting may not only refer to exchanging information between teachers and learners but also to abide 

by a set of conventions. These conventions are constructed by the cultural and the social standards in that 

particular context. Tudor (2001) affirms the critical role played by the social context as he states "…classroom is a 

socially defined reality and is therefore influenced by the belief systems and behavioral norms of the society of 

which it is part"(p. 35). These behavioral and social norms indicate the unique complexities of any classroom. 

For example, the expectations and beliefs of institutional managers, policy makers, parents, and the relations 

among participants in the classroom are all decided by the sociocultural values of a specific context which impacts 

the classroom environment, and makes it more diverse and complex. For language teaching, Stern (1983) confirms 

that „society and culture are more than background and even more than context‟, what takes place in the language 

classroom cannot be separated from its sociocultural context (cited in Hall (2011)).  

Perhaps Saudi Arabia; a very unique and culture specific setting is one of the most suitable contexts in which 

the effect of the socio-cultural and the educational ecology may be analyzed in relation with teaching/learning EFL. 

Ecological factors lead to the near failure of EFL as a communicative tool in the globalized world (Fareh, 2010; 

Rahman and Alhaisoni, 2013; Shah et al., 2013). Teaching/learning EFL in Saudi governmental schools and 

universities is done like any other subject and the value of communication is just ignored. At the KAU/ELI 

expectations emerge from:  

1. The previous educational culture promoting grade races, teaching for the test, memorization, the lack of 

critical thinking abilities, lack of learner autonomy and the need for the teacher to be in control. 

2. Logistical factors, the timing of the course and the exams. 

3. Cultural factors prohibiting the involvement in the language on the part of the Saudi teachers and the 

students due to previous colonialism, and non-Islamic attitudes  
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4. Cultural amendments including the reworking of books towards the Saudi culture, unsuitability of 

teaching the language from natural contexts, the unsafety of teachers to exercise autonomy or even to express 

concepts freely  among other factors reshape the intentionality of the teachers in the Saudi EFL classroom. Inviting 

non- Saudi instructors from different parts of the world to teach the young Saudis a FL curriculum involves a lot of 

ecological factors. Those ecological factors play a role in re-directing the cognition of those teachers which have 

taken years to form and accumulate leading to a mismatch between teachers‟ cognition and classroom practices as 

apparent in the interviews. The realities of the program and its logistical setting /requirement force those very 

teachers with totally different beliefs to use direct instruction methods, emphasize a rote memorization paradigm 

while they employ a -teach -for -the -test policy. Even the “mandated” LMS technology based component is used by 

those teachers as a proof for achievement rather than a tool for engagement with the language. Donato (2000) 

encourages language teachers working in unfamiliar contexts to adopt a sociocultural standpoint, and acquire 

contextual knowledge which will improve the context –specific ways of practice expected of them in an educational 

institution, both within and without the boundaries of the EFL classroom. 

The previous conforms with a socio-cultural, ecological perspective affirming that teaching involves 

understanding of the dynamics and relationships within the classroom, the rules and behaviors specific to a 

particular setting (Putnam and Borko, 2000; Tsui, 2003; Borg, 2006). It conforms to studies indicating that a great 

part of the teachers‟ cognition is formed through their own experience as teachers within certain contexts. 

Ironically, it also justifies why teachers act against their “best practice” prior conceptions when they are faced by 

different ecological expectations such as in Basturkmen et al. (2004); Farrell and Lim (2005); Orafi and Borg (2009). 

Tudor (2003) proposes what he calls “contextual negotiation” to tackle possible ecological constrains in the 

language teaching/learning context. The conception of contextual negotiation encompasses the ideologies from 

student, teacher, methodological, and socio-cultural rationalities. Seeing language teaching as some form of 

contextual negotiation, Tudor (2003) affirms that context is a multifaceted phenomenon which necessitates the 

negotiation of its two main constituents: pragmatic and mental: "The pragmatic context of teaching relates to the 

objectively observable features of the language teaching situation. The mental context of teaching arises out of the 

attitudes, beliefs, behavioral expectations, goals and aspirations which participants bring with them to the 

classroom" (pp. 1-2) which have the power to redirect the agents‟ attitudes and practices. Stelma and Fay (2014) 

intentionality paradigm related to directing the deliberate activity of individuals towards certain directions in 

response to the expectations of the context offers a confirmation to Tudor (2003) and an explanation to the change 

of practice of our interviewees, let alone their conviction of making the right choice by conforming to what the 

context expects regardless of their recognized beliefs. 

Therefore, another perspective that has to be addressed when analyzing teaching/ learning EFL at KAU/ELI 

in Saudi Arabia is the background socio-cultural, educational and ecological contexts and the very expectations of 

all the agents involved in this context and how these expectations evolve lead to a better understand of 

teaching/learning as affirmed internationally in (Li, 1998; Zeng and Murphy, 2007; Peng and Woodrow, 2010; 

Yang, 2010; Stelma and Fay, 2014) and in (Fareh, 2010; Rahman and Alhaisoni, 2013) and  Shah et al. (2013) in the 

Saudi context.  

 

6. CONCLUSION 

This paper presents the analysis and the findings of a case study on EFL experienced teachers in the English 

Language Institute of King Abdul Aziz University in Jeddah.  The aim of the study is to investigate if the 

expectations of the environment affects the intentional activity and the agency of the teachers in their classrooms. 

The focal area of the study is to identify ways intentional classroom activity of the teachers has changed according 

to the expectations of the different agents within the mentioned EFL ecological context despite the contradiction of 

this change with the teachers‟ cognition coming from their earlier education and practical experience. The study 
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sheds light on the teaching practice at the ELI of King Abdulaziz University and how the agency of the teachers 

related to their previous training and best practice may be altered by the imperatives of the teaching context. It 

gives insights as to how powerful the ecological factors of the teaching context are and how these ecological factors 

may alter the performance of the teachers against what they believe as best practice no matter how learned and 

experienced they are.  

 

7. IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY 

Despite the fact that the study may have raised awareness regarding EFL teaching practices in the particular 

context it was conducted and might have offered valuable insights in the areas of the ecology of language learning 

that needs to be taken into consideration, further investigations need to be conducted within different contexts in 

order to verify that teachers may change their agency according to the educational setting in which they are 

situated.  Accordingly, further studies using varied research tools are required to probe further into how teachers‟ 

practice is influenced by the expectations of the educational ecological setting. Research within this area in the 

Saudi tertiary education context is surely going to shed more light on the effect of the context on classroom 

teaching practice in Saudi universities. 

Meanwhile, the educational institutions in Saudi Arabia need to put into consideration that teachers‟ who are 

recruited from different educational contexts around the globe may bring in better experiences as to teaching the 

language to their Saudi students than what they had been used to in their scholastic systems. Those teachers need 

to be given a freer hand to teach in a way that would promote critical thinking and would enhance higher order 

thinking skills. The logistics of the programs they are working within need to be modified in order to enable those 

teachers to give the students better experiences rather than just teaching for tests. This cannot be done except with 

real cooperation among those recruited teachers and a system which exhibits more understanding to the imperative 

of introducing more challenging teaching models into the classroom. 

 

8. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY  

There are two limitations regarding this case study. The first limitation is the generalizability of the findings. 

It is true that qualitative research produces thick and rich descriptive data, but generally applying the findings on 

other cases and in other settings may not be valid (Simons, 1996). Perhaps conducting more studies with different 

tools  may “lead to better understanding, and perhaps better theorizing, about a still larger collection of cases” 

(Stake, 2005). 

The second limitation is related to the insider position of the researchers. This might have influenced the 

analytic distance of the data. Belonging to the community we were investigating offered familiar conditions and 

many pre-conceived ideas of which were verified. Nonetheless, the insider position also gave us an edge as we could 

find candidates who trusted us and easily collaborated with us for data collection (Creswell and Miller, 2000). 

 

Funding: This study received no specific financial support.    
Competing Interests: The authors declare that they have no competing interests.  
Contributors/Acknowledgement: Both authors contributed equally to the conception and design of the 
study. 

 

REFERENCES    

Aburizaizah, S.J., 2013. Developing a framework for classroom lesson delivery to improve english teachers‟ performance in the  

foundation year programme at a Saudi university. English Language Teaching, 7(1): 1-8. View at Google Scholar | View at 

Publisher 

Allamnakhrah, A., 2013. Learning critical thinking in Saudi Arabia: Student perceptions of secondary pre-service teacher 

education programs. Journal of Education and Learning, 2(1): 197-210. View at Google Scholar | View at Publisher 

https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=Developing%20a%20framework%20for%20classroom%20lesson%20delivery%20to%20improve%20english%20teachers’%20performance%20in%20the%20foundation%20year%20programme%20at%20a%20Saudi%20university
http://dx.doi.org/10.5539/elt.v7n1p1
http://dx.doi.org/10.5539/elt.v7n1p1
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=Learning%20critical%20thinking%20in%20Saudi%20Arabia:%20Student%20perceptions%20of%20secondary%20pre-service%20teacher%20education%20programs
http://dx.doi.org/10.5539/jel.v2n1p197


International Journal of Education and Practice, 2018, 6(1): 1-13 

 

 
11 

© 2018 Conscientia Beam. All Rights Reserved. 

Basturkmen, H., S. Loewen and R. Ellis, 2004. Teachers' stated beliefs about incidental focus on form and their classroom 

practices. Applied Linguistics, 25(2): 243-272. View at Google Scholar | View at Publisher 

Borg, S., 2003. Teacher cognition in language teaching: A review of research on what language teachers think, know, believe, 

and do. Language Teaching, 36(2): 81-109. View at Google Scholar | View at Publisher 

Borg, S., 2006. Teacher cognition and language education: Research and practice. London: Continuum. 

Breen, M., 2001. The social context for language learning: A neglected situation? In C.N.  Candlin & N. Mercer (Eds.), English 

language teaching in its social context: A reader. London: Routledge. pp: 122-144. 

Burns, A., 1996. Starting all over again: From teaching adults to teaching beginners. In D. Freeman & J. C. Richards (Eds.), 

Teacher learning in language teaching. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. pp: 154−77. 

Cohen, L. and L. Manion, 1985. Research methods in education. New Hampshire: Croom Helm. 

Creswell, J. and D.L. Miller, 2000. Determining validity in qualitative inquiry. Theory into Practice, 39(3): 124-130. View at Google 

Scholar   

Donato, R., 2000. Sociocultural contributions to understanding the foreign and second language classroom. Sociocultural 

Theory and Second Language Learning: 2750. View at Google Scholar   

Fareh, S., 2010. Challenges of teaching english in the Arab world: Why can‟t EFL programs deliver as expected? Procedia-Social 

and Behavioral Sciences, 2(2): 3600-3604. View at Google Scholar | View at Publisher 

Farrell, T.S.C. and S.T.K. Kun, 2008. Language policy, language teachers' beliefs, and classroom practices. Applied Linguistics, 

29(3): 381-403. View at Google Scholar | View at Publisher 

Farrell, T.S.C. and P.C.P. Lim, 2005. Conceptions of grammar teaching: A case study of teachers‟ beliefs and classroom practices. 

Teaching English as a Second or Foreign Language (TESL-EJ), 9(2): n2. View at Google Scholar   

Freeman, D., 2002. The hidden side of work: Teacher knowledge and learning to teach: A perspective from North American 

educational research on teacher education in english language teaching. Language Teaching, 35(1): 1-13. View at Google 

Scholar | View at Publisher 

Golombek, P.R., 1998. A study of language teachers‟ personal practical knowledge. TESOL Quarterly, 32(3): 447-464. View at 

Google Scholar | View at Publisher 

Hall, A.H. and J. Grisham-Brown, 2011. Writing development over time: Examining pre-service teachers‟ attitudes and beliefs 

about writing. Journal of Early Childhood Teacher Education, 32(2): 148-158. View at Google Scholar | View at Publisher 

Hall, G., 2011. Exploring english language teaching: Language in action. Taylor & Francis. 

Johnson, K.E., 1994. The emerging beliefs and instructional practices of preservice English as a second language teachers. 

Teaching and Teacher Education, 10(4): 439-452. View at Google Scholar | View at Publisher 

Kagan, D.M., 1992. Implication of research on teacher belief. Educational Psychologist, 27(1): 65-90. View at Google Scholar | View at 

Publisher 

Khan, I.A., 2011a. An analysis of learning barriers: The Saudi Arabian context. International Education Studies, 4(1): 242-247.  

Khan, I.A., 2011b. Learning difficulties in english: Diagnosis and pedagogy in Saudi Arabia. Educational Research, 2(7): 1248-

1257.  

Khan, I.A., 2011c. The teacher of english: Pedagogic relevance in Saudi Arabia. English Language Teaching, 4(2): 112-120.  

Kvale, S., 1983. The qualitative research interview: A phenomenological and hermeneutical mode of understanding. Journal of 

Phenomenological Psychology, 14(2): 171-176. View at Google Scholar | View at Publisher 

Li, D., 1998. It's always more difficult than you plan and imagine: Teachers' perceived difficulties in introducing the 

communicative approach in South Korea. Tesol Quarterly, 32(4): 677-703. View at Google Scholar | View at Publisher 

Liton, H., 2012. Developing EFL teaching and learning practices in Saudi colleges: A review. International Journal of 

Instruction, 5(2): 129-152. View at Google Scholar   

Nunan, D., 1992. Research methods in language learning. Cambridge University Press. 

Orafi, S.M.S. and S. Borg, 2009. Intentions and realities in implementing communicative curriculum reform. System, 37(2): 243-

253. View at Google Scholar | View at Publisher 

https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=Teachers'%20stated%20beliefs%20about%20incidental%20focus%20on%20form%20and%20their%20classroom%20practices
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/applin/25.2.243
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=Teacher%20cognition%20in%20language%20teaching:%20A%20review%20of%20research%20on%20what%20language%20teachers%20think,%20know,%20believe,%20and%20do
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/s0261444803001903
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=Determining%20validity%20in%20qualitative%20inquiry
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=Determining%20validity%20in%20qualitative%20inquiry
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=Sociocultural%20contributions%20to%20understanding%20the%20foreign%20and%20second%20language%20classroom
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=Challenges%20of%20teaching%20english%20in%20the%20Arab%20world:%20Why%20can’t%20EFL%20programs%20deliver%20as%20expected?
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2010.03.559
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=Language%20policy,%20language%20teachers'%20beliefs,%20and%20classroom%20practices
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/applin/amm050
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=Conceptions%20of%20grammar%20teaching:%20A%20case%20study%20of%20teachers’%20beliefs%20and%20classroom%20practices
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=The%20hidden%20side%20of%20work:%20Teacher%20knowledge%20and%20learning%20to%20teach:%20A%20perspective%20from%20North%20American%20educational%20research%20on%20teacher%20education%20in%20english%20language%20teaching
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=The%20hidden%20side%20of%20work:%20Teacher%20knowledge%20and%20learning%20to%20teach:%20A%20perspective%20from%20North%20American%20educational%20research%20on%20teacher%20education%20in%20english%20language%20teaching
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/s0261444801001720
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=A%20study%20of%20language%20teachers’%20personal%20practical%20knowledge
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=A%20study%20of%20language%20teachers’%20personal%20practical%20knowledge
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3588117
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=Writing%20development%20over%20time:%20Examining%20pre-service%20teachers’%20attitudes%20and%20beliefs%20about%20writing
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10901027.2011.572230
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=The%20emerging%20beliefs%20and%20instructional%20practices%20of%20preservice%20English%20as%20a%20second%20language%20teachers
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0742-051x(94)90024-8
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=Implication%20of%20research%20on%20teacher%20belief
http://dx.doi.org/10.1207/s15326985ep2701_6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1207/s15326985ep2701_6
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=The%20qualitative%20research%20interview:%20A%20phenomenological%20and%20hermeneutical%20mode%20of%20understanding
http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/156916283x00090
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=It's%20always%20more%20difficult%20than%20you%20plan%20and%20imagine:%20Teachers'%20perceived%20difficulties%20in%20introducing%20the%20communicative%20approach%20in%20South%20Korea
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3588000
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=Developing%20EFL%20teaching%20and%20learning%20practices%20in%20Saudi%20colleges:%20A%20review
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=Intentions%20and%20realities%20in%20implementing%20communicative%20curriculum%20reform
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2008.11.004


International Journal of Education and Practice, 2018, 6(1): 1-13 

 

 
12 

© 2018 Conscientia Beam. All Rights Reserved. 

Peng, J.E. and L. Woodrow, 2010. Willingness to communicate in english: A model in the Chinese EFL classroom context. 

Language Learning, 60(4): 834-876. View at Google Scholar | View at Publisher 

Putnam, R.T. and H. Borko, 2000. What do new views of knowledge and thinking have to say about research on teacher 

learning? Educational Researcher, 29(1): 4-15. View at Google Scholar | View at Publisher 

Rahman, M. and E. Alhaisoni, 2013. Teaching of english in Saudi Arabia: Prospects and challenges. Academic Research 

International, 4(1): 112-118. View at Google Scholar   

Shah, S., M. Hussain and O. Nassef, 2013. Factors impacting EFL teaching: An exploratory study in the Saudi Arabian context. 

Arab World English Journal, 4(3): 104-123. View at Google Scholar   

Simons, H., 1996. The paradox of case study. Cambridge Journal of Education, 26(2): 225-240. View at Google Scholar | View at Publisher 

Stake, R.E., 2005. Qualitative case studies. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The Sage handbook of qualitative research. 

(3rd Ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. pp: 433-466. 

Stelma, J. and R. Fay, 2014. Intentionality and developing researcher competence on a UK master's course: An ecological 

perspective on research education. Studies in Higher Education, 39(4): 517-533. View at Google Scholar | View at 

Publisher 

Stern, H., 1983. Fundamental concepts of language teaching. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Tellis, W., 1997. Introduction to case study. Qualitative Report, 3(2): 1-14.  

Tsui, A.B.M., 2003. Understanding expertise in teaching. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Tudor, I., 2001. The dynamics of the language classroom. Cambridge: CUP. 

Tudor, I., 2003. Learning to live with complexity: Towards an ecological perspective on language teaching. System, 31(1): 1-12. 

View at Google Scholar | View at Publisher 

Woods, D., 1996. Teacher cognition in language teaching beliefs, decision-making, and classroom practice. Cambridge: CUP. 

Yang, L.H., 2010. A study of ethnic Mongolian university EFL teachers‟ beliefs and decision making. Chinese Journal of Applied 

Linguistics, 33(2): 60-75. View at Google Scholar   

Zeng, Z. and E. Murphy, 2007. Tensions in the language learning experiences and beliefs of Chinese teachers of english as a 

foreign language. Electronic Journal for English as a Second Language, 10(4): n4. View at Google Scholar  

 

Appendix 1 

Interview Questions 

Part 1: A Teacher’s Biography 

1. How many years have you been working as a teacher/ instructor of English at Secondary/ University 

level?  

2. How do you feel about teaching English? How would you describe your / please talk about your teaching 

philosophy? 

3. What type of courses have you taught before you started teaching at the KAU/ELI? 

4. What type of English courses do you teach at the Foundation Year Program? 

 

Part 2: Expectations/Realizations 

1. What do you think the recruiters‟ expectations in terms of teaching strategies are when they hire teachers 

for the KAU/ELI? 

2. So you suppose you were hired according to those expectations?  

3. What about your own expectations? 

4. Are there other expectations as well from e.g. parents, students, others? 

5. To what extent do these different sets of expectations match?  

6. Based on your experience at the ELI, to what extent do you think the different sets of expectations (yours, 

the recruiters, parents, students, others] have been realized? 
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7. Can you give specific examples of classroom teaching to show how the expectations of different agents 

(you, the institution, the parents, the students, etc.) have been realised?  

8. Have you changed your methods to bridge the gap among the expectations of the different agents in the 

educational environment of the ELI?  

9. What did you do? 
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