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An investigation on Iranian university students’ reluctance to participate in EFL
classrooms
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Abstract: A problem commonly found in a foreign language classroom is students’ reluctance to participate. The
present study was an attempt to find out the factors contributing to students’ nonparticipation in Iranian university
EFL classrooms. The participants answered a questionnaire on students’ reluctance to participate as well as
strategies used by students to participate in the class. Interviews with participants were conducted to confirm the
findings on students’ nonparticipation in the classroom. The research findings showed that different factors
influence students’ reluctance to respond to the instructor in oral English language classrooms such as instructor
evaluation, lack of confidence, and low English proficiency. Moreover, EFL students employed different strategies
such as write and say what they have written to participate in classroom oral activities. As a result, some measures
need to be taken to exalt students to participate in oral activities. The findings of this study help teachers and
learners consider the linguistic and psychological factors in teaching and learning.
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1. Introduction

contributing to students’ reluctance to participate in
English as foreign language classrooms in Iran.
Moreover, strategies used by the students to
participate in discussions in the classroom are
presented.

*Students are expected to take part in classroom
interactions actively. In spite of this, language
learners often seem to be passive and quiet in EFL
classroom. The relation between classroom oral
participation and students’ progress in language
learning is undeniable. The importance of learner
participation is stressed by some researchers (e.g.,
Petress, 2001; Tsui, 1996).
Oral participation provides the opportunity for
students to prove themselves as active members of
the classroom and improve their language abilities.
However, students’ nonparticipation in the
classroom impedes second language teaching
(Jackson, 2002). On one hand, students’ reluctance to
participate, prevents them sharing what they know,
and on the other hand, impedes the teacher and
peers of benefiting from it (Li and Liu, 2011).
Granger (2004) claimed that the reluctance to
participate in some language learners might be “a
psychical paralysis, a temporary freezing, a complex
combination of an inability to articulate and a
lowered self-regard which resulted in the learner
being suspended precariously between two selves,
living unsteadily in a changed identity between two
languages.” (p. 62).
Consequently, it is necessary to explore the
reasons for such reluctance to participate in the EFL
classrooms, but empirical studies to consider
nonparticipation within educational contexts are
notably lacking. Thus, this study explores the factors
*
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2. Literature review

Although oral participation improves language
learning skills, learners would rather not to
participate in the EFL/ESL oral activities voluntarily.
Tani (2005) claimed that “one of the most visible
differences that Asian students bring to classroom is
a low level of in-classroom participation” (p. 5).
Moreover, Lee and Ng (2010) suggested that
willingness to speak is determined by learners, as
well as by the classroom situation. They found the
strategy of teacher interaction as one of the factors
which make activate students’ reluctance to speak in
classes.
Petress (2001) argued that it is unethical for
students’ reluctant to participate in their class is not
appreciated
because
nonparticipation
might
negatively influence classroom learning by reducing
the teacher’s effectiveness and students’ benefits.
Losey (1997) studied the silence of MexicanAmericans by exploring historical, educational,
cultural, and linguistic factors. It was concluded that
learners’ nonparticipation in the classroom emerged
from the structure of interaction between students
and teachers in both the course assignments and
classroom talks.
Liu (2005) examined Chinese undergraduate
students in oral English language classrooms by
1
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survey, observation, and reflective journals. Results
showed that most of the students were willing to
interact with others in English class, however,
various reasons such as difference between Chinese
and English cultural beliefs and lack of confidence
causes students nonparticipation.
Mousapour-Negari and Nabavizadeh (2012)
examined the degree of non-participation in Iranian
EFL learners and found out the roles of productive
vocabulary knowledge and gender in their reticence.
The results of their study showed that learners
mostly avoid communication rather than have a
negative attitude toward class participation.
Furthermore, it was found that the learners’
vocabulary knowledge had a significant relationship
with their silence.
In an investigation, Farahian and Rezaee (2012)
investigated EFL teacher’s questions along with the
students’ responses to his questions were classified.
The results showed that the number of
coded/display and yes/no questions exceeded
open/referential questions. It was revealed that the
reason for the learners’ reluctance to participate
might have been due to the ineffective questioning
techniques. Moreover, Riassati (2014) attempted to
identify the causes of students’ lack of participation
and came up with some practical strategies teachers
can employ in order to discover cause of
nonparticipation among language learners.
Although learner’s reluctance to participate is a
controversial issue, few investigations have been
done in the Iranian EFL classroom in this area,
particularly, in university settings. The present study
will answer the following questions:
1. What factors contribute to students’ reluctance
to participate in Iranian EFL classrooms?
2. What are the strategies used by the students to
participate in Iranian EFL classrooms?

consisted of 66-items extracted from instruments
used in previous study by Hamouda (2013). The
questionnaire is consisted of two sections. The first
section, asked the respondents about the factors
contributing to their non-participation in the class.
The second section, on the other hand, tried to
investigate the strategies used by the participants
when participating in the oral activities. The
questionnaire was 5-item lickert scale. Moreover, a
series of semi-structured questions were used as the
interview, the interviews focused on individual
students’ opinions about reluctance to participate.
3.3. Data collection and data analysis procedures

The questionnaires were distributed among the
participants in four listening and speaking courses.
They responded to the questionnaire in 30 minutes
during class hour. Twelve students participated in
the interview voluntarily. For better justification, the
interviews were conducted in Persian. The
interviewer (one of the researchers) asked
questions, the respondent answered the questions
freely. The interviewees’ answers were recorded and
some reflective notes were taken.
The reliability of the questionnaire was
calculated using the Cronbach Alpha formula.
Accordingly, the reliability coefficient was 0.92
which fitted the purpose of the study. To analyze the
data obtained from the questionnaire, the Statistics
Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) software was
used. The data were converted into frequency and
percentage and for each category of questions, Chisquare test were also run to see if the level of
differences in the responses were significant.
4. Results

4.1. Results of the silence questionnaire

3. Methodology

3.1. Participants
This study was quantitative and qualitative in
design. The study was conducted at Islamic Azad
University, Isfahan (Khorasgan) Branch, and Isfahan,
Iran. The participants in this study were 87 Iranian
undergraduate EFL students, majoring in English
Translation. Their age ranged from 19 to 28. They
were all first year students enrolled in listening and
speaking courses in the second semester of the
2013-2014
(Iranian
academic
year).
The
participants’ anonymity was kept at all times, their
confidentiality and privacy was observed when the
data were analyzed and tabulated.
3.2. Instruments

A questionnaire was used in order to investigate
the factors contributing to students’ silence and
reluctance to participate in EFL classroom. The
English version questionnaire used in the study

2

The questions were categorized to nine main
domains based on questions types and for easier
analysis of the results.
As the results show in Table 1, about two third of
the participants agreed or strongly agreed that they
were afraid of speaking in front of the whole class
and they felt their heart pounding when they were
called upon to answer a question in English class.
Moreover, majority of the students were reluctant to
speak in English without preparation and they felt
more anxious during oral tests.
The results presented in Table 2 reveal that
students’ personality can influence students’
participation. Less than half of the respondents
believed that they talked less because they felt shy
while the same amount refused to participate in oral
activities due to lack of self-confidence. More than
half of participants stated that they were reluctant to
participate in class discussion if the lesson was not
interesting. However, 88% of participants disagreed
or strongly disagreed that they were not interested
in English. The results of the Chi-square tests in each
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category showed that level differences in the

responses were significant.

Table 1: Speaking in front of the whole class
Strongly
Strongly
Disagree
Undecided
Agree
Disagree
Agree
Statement
f p
f p
f
p
f
p
f
p
I get nervous when I am speaking English in
5 5.7
18 20.7
6 6.9
49 56.3
9 10.3
front of the whole class.
I feel my heart pounding when I am called upon
8 9.2
15 17.2
4 4.6
42 48.3
18 20.7
to answer a question.
I get nervous when the teacher asks questions I
4 4.6
13 14.9
10 11.5
43 49.4
17 19.5
have not prepared in advance.
I start to panic when I have to speak without
4 4.6
11 12.6
9 10.3
49 56.3
14 16.1
preparation in the English class.
I feel anxious when I make English oral
11 12.6
12 13.8
12 13.8
33 37.9
19 21.8
presentations.
I feel more anxious during oral tests in my
8 9.2
16 18.4
10 11.5
34 39.1
19 21.8
English class.
value
df
Significance level
Chi-Square
271.03
4
.001
SD: Strongly Disagree
D:Disagree
U: Undecided
A:Agree
SA: Strongly agree
Statement

I talk less because I am shy.

My English language is not good.

I feel that the other students speak English
better than I do.
I feel anxiety because I have no confidence
in my spoken English.
I never feel quite sure of myself when I am
speaking in class.
I shall only talk when I am very sure what
I utter is correct.
I do not participate if the lesson does not
interest me.
I do not participate because I am not
interested in English.
value
Chi-Square
78.27

SD
f

Table 2: Personality
D
p
f
p

10 11.5

32 36.8

15 17.2

27 31.0

15 17.2
10 11.5
8
5

9.2
5.7

Results presented in Table 3 shows that fear of
making mistakes was another factor contributing to
unwillingness to speak. Less than half of the
participants agreed that they felt afraid of making
mistakes in front of their classmates. Meanwhile, the
same amount disagreed with the statement. Fear of
being laughed at also influenced the passivity of
students in the class. Moreover, more than one
fourth of the participants felt that they lost face if
they made mistake.
The findings presented in Table 4 reveals that
instructor
evaluation
was
a
source
of
nonparticipation in the Iranian EFL classrooms. One
third of the participants felt afraid of asking the
instructors a question during the class and they felt
anxiety if they were corrected while speaking
English in front of the whole class. Majority of the
students felt worried that they could not speak
English well; their instructor would get a bad
impression concerning their performance. A

f

6

p

6.9

31 35.6

13 14.9

29 33.3

9

10.3

8

9.2

3

3.4

10 11.5

19 21.8

15 17.2

19 21.8

13 14.9

18 20.7

9 10.3

56 64.4

U

20 23.6

Degree of freedom
4

A

f

p

28 32.2
18 20.7
21 24.1
20 23.0

36 41.4
38 43.7
34 39.1
6

6.9

SA
f p

11 12.6
10 11.5
14 16.1
19 21.8
9

10.3

18 20.7
12 13.8
2

Significance level
.001

2.3

considerable number of students were worried
about making mistakes in front of the instructor
because they thought it might influence their end-ofcourse results.
As Table 5 shows that in the present study some
of the participants felt anxiety because their
instructor did not give them the needed time to
process the questions that s/he asked. However,
most of the participants disagreed or strongly
disagreed with their instructor’s bad way of error
correction, strictness or impatience in the listening
and speaking courses. Less than one third of the
students found the teaching methods boring. It is not
surprising that many students (85%) felt relax when
the instructor responds in a friendly way.

3
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Table 3: Making mistakes and being laughed at
sd
d
u
statement
f
p
f p
f
I am afraid to volunteer answers to the teacher’s
17 19.5
34 39.1
7
question.
It is unpleasant speaking English in class my
16 18.4
30 34.5
9
mistakes make me feel incompetent.
I am afraid of being seen as foolish if I make many
19 21.8
18 20.7
16
mistakes when I speak in class.
I am afraid of making mistakes in front of my
13 14.9
25 28.7
11
classmates.
I am afraid others will laugh at me if I make some
10 11.5
30 34.5
10
mistakes.
To avoid any embarrassing situation, I prefer to
15 17.2
28 32.2
9
remain silent rather than to participate.
I am afraid that other students laugh at me when I
23 26.4
31 35.6
12
speak up English.
I am worried about what opinion other students
19 21.8
23 26.4
17
have of me when I speak in class.
I lose face if I say the wrong things.
14 16.1
33 37.9
17
Chi-square

value
147.29

Table 5: Instructor trait
SD
Statement
f
p
f
I feel anxiety in the class because my teacher always
24 27.6
35
corrects me in a bad way.
I am reluctant to participate in class because I am
29 33.3
31
afraid of my teachers’ harsh comments.
I feel anxiety because my teacher does not give me
22 25.3
34
the time to process the questions.
I always feel nervous speaking English because my
25 28.7
44
teacher is very strict.
I feel relax when my English teacher responds in a
2 2.3
5
friendly way.
I get bored because of the teaching method used in
12 13.8
32
class.
I do not like to participate because my teacher is
34 39.1
41
impatient.
value
df
Chi-Square
110.78
4

4

D

p

40.2

7

18.4

31 35.6

3

25 28.7

11.5

10.3

19.5

3.4
5.6

15 17.2

6 6.9

f

A

10 11.5
5 5.7

p

23 26.4

8 9.2

23 26.4

6 6.9

17 19.5

p

f

SA
p

6 6.9

28 32.2

12 13.8

32 36.8

9 10.3

35 40.2

Significance level
.001

f

A

8 9.2

15 17.2

p

f

SA
p

6 6.9

17 19.5

5 5.7

11 12.6

16 18.4

4 4.6

6

29 33.3

7

47.1

8.0

Significance level
.001

50.9
36.8

8.0

8 9.2

18 20.7

p

U

p

13 14.6

15 17.2

f

sa

24 27.6

18 20.7

19.5

6 6.9

5

27 31.0

13.8

U

7

33 37.9

12 13.8

5.7

f

22 25.3

35.6
39.1

p

8.0

12.6

f

a

f

10.3

df
4

Table 4: Instructor evaluation
SD
D
Statement
f
p
f p
I feel nervous to ask the instructor a question
16 18.4
27 31.0
during English class.
I am afraid of making mistakes in front of my
teacher because this will influence the course
19 21.8
22 25.3
results.
I feel anxiety if I am corrected while speaking
11 12.6
37 42.5
English in front of the whole class.
I get anxious if my teacher puts marks for
8 9.2
21 24.1
participation.
I feel worried that I cannot speak English well, my
9 10.3
22 25.3
teacher get a bad impression of me.
value
df
Chi-Square
62.63
4

Classroom arrangement was also one of the
factors mentioned as influencing students’
participation. Table 6 shows that some of the
participants tended to sit at front of the class

p

8.0
6.9

18 20.7
5 5.7

9 10.3
7

8.0

17 19.5
6

6.9

Significance level
.000

6 6.9
4 4.6

45 51.7
8

9.2

1 1.1

whereas some of them who did not like to
participate in oral activities preferred to sit at the
back. About two third of the students felt relax in
pair or group works. They liked to participate in a
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small and comfortable class. On the other hand, more
than one third of the participants reported, the
Statement

I feel a bit nervous if I sit at the front of the
class.
I sit in front if I prepare my homework.

allotted time for practicing English in class was not
enough.

Table 6: Class arrangement
SD
D
f
p
f p
38 43.7

27 31.0

29 33.3

29 33.3

24 27.6

In order not to participate in the English class,
I like to sit at the back rows.
I do not practice English due to big class size.
I like to participate in a small and comfortable
class.
The allotted time for practicing English in
class is not enough.
I feel more relaxed in pair work or group
work.
value
Chi square
51.16

26 29.9
8

9.2

4

4.6

13 14.9

Chi-square

p

13 14.9

17 19.5
17 19.5

10 11.5

p

11 12.6
18 20.7

24 27.6

A

12 13.8

31 35.6
17 19.5

f

8 9.2

13 14.9

11 12.6

f

SA
p

2 2.3

14 16.1

11 12.6

10 11.5

2 2.3

5 5.7

31 35.6

14 16.1

36 41.4

26 29.9

26 29.9
Significance level
.001

7

8.0

they say. More than half of the participants also
agreed or strongly agreed with statements that they
got upset when they did not understand what the
instructor was correcting or what the instructor was
saying.

Table 7: Incomprehensible input
SD
D
f
p
f p

It frightens me when I do not understand
what the teacher is saying.
I get upset when I do not understand what
the teacher is correcting.
I get upset when I do not understand what I
am saying.

U

25 28.7

df
4

As table 7 shows that sometimes the participants
were reluctant to participate because they did not
know what to say during the class discussions. Based
on the results, Two third of the participants said that
they got anxious when they did not understand what
Statement

f

f

U

p

f

A

p

f

SA
p

7 8.0

18 20.7

17 19.5

33 37.9

12 13.8

7 8.0

12 13.8

9 10.3

44 50.6

15 17.2

8 9.2

19 21.8

value
104.49

df
4

Low English proficiency was one of the main
reasons that lead to silence in EFL classes. As it
illustrates in Table 8, about two third of students
confirmed that what keeps them silent was their
poor English proficiency. Most of students also
expressed that they felt nervous speaking English
because they did not have enough vocabulary or they
did not have exact words to express their ideas.
Moreover, two fifth of participants did not
participate because they embarrassed if they would
make noticeable grammatical errors. About half of
the participants got worried about their
pronunciation when they spoke. The same amount
stated that they were reluctant to participate
because they could not respond quickly and fluently.
The results presented in Table 9 show the
strategies used by the respondents when
participating in classroom interactions. Most of the
respondents thought silently before they could
participate in class discussions. Writing down and
saying what they have written was the other strategy
used by less than half of the students. In addition,

15 17.2

35 40.2

10 11.5

Significance level
.000

about two third of students admitted that they
would listen to their friends responses first before
they could participate’ as one of the strategies when
participating in class discussions. Moreover, the
findings showed that about one third of the
respondents would ask their friends who were
sitting next to them what to say before they could
participate.
On the other hand, more than half of the
respondents agreed or strongly agreed that knowing
what to say was as important as knowing how to say
it. In this way, when participating, one third of the
respondents did not mind if their grammar was
wrong. Some students prepared some notes before
the class began. Some students also prepared some
questions to be asked during the lessons. However,
as it was apparent in the observation, the habits of
preparing notes and questions before the classes
began were not widely practiced by students.

5
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Table 8: Low English proficiency
SD
D
f
p
f p
I think what keeps me reticent is my poor English
12 13.8
11 12.6
proficiency.
I am reluctant to participate because I cannot respond
10 11.5
27 31.0
quickly and fluently.
I get anxious to participate because I cannot speak in
10 11.5
23 26.4
complete sentences.
I cannot participate because I have difficulty in
5 5.7
20 23.0
constructing sentences.
When I want to speak “I am not sure which tense to
8 9.2
25 28.7
use”.
I am scared that I would make noticeable grammatical
11 12.6
30 34.5
errors.
I do not have exact words to express my ideas.
7 8.0
15 17.2
Statement

I feel nervous speaking English because I do not have
enough vocabulary to express my ideas.
I am worried about my pronunciation when I speak in
the class.
I feel embarrassed if I mispronounced.
Chi-square

value
209.65

9 10.3

16 18.4

9 10.3

24 27.6

11 12.6

26 29.9
df
4

f

U

p

4

4.6

4

4.6

10 11.5

39 44.8

18 20.7

43 49.4

17 19.5

31 35.6

4.2. Results of the interviews
The results of the semi-structured interview with
the participants are presented in this part. Seven out
of twelve students stated that they worry about what
other students would think of them if they made a
mistake. They did not like to be laughed at by others
when they offered a wrong answer. While some
students were embarrassed to speak in front the
students others were reluctant to participate orally
because of instructor evaluation. Six participants
said that they were afraid that the instructor got a
bad impression of them if they say the wrong thing.
Moreover, eight students said that it was not easy for
them to make oral presentation in front of the whole
class.
They pointed out that in this course their
instructors were patient, and corrected their
mistakes in a good way. In spite of this they felt

6

A

p

f

SA

p

12 13.8

33 37.9

19 21.8

11 12.6

31 35.6

12 13.8

30 34.5

15 17.2

11 12.6

30 34.5

16 18.4

35 40.2

9 10.3

12 13.8

21 24.1

8 9.2

42 48.3

9 10.3

31 35.6

10 11.5
16 18.4

Table 9: Strategies used by the respondents when participating
When I participate…
SD
D
U
f
p
f p
f p
I think carefully about what to say and
3 3.4
1 1.1
11 12.6
then say it out loud
I focus on what to say rather than on the
1 1.1
13 14.9
19 21.8
language.
I do not mind if my grammar is wrong.
12 13.8
28 32.2
16 18.4
I write and say what I have written.
13 14.9
23 26.4
15 17.2
I listen to my friends’ responses before I
participate.
I ask friends sitting next to me what to
say before I participate.
I prepare some notes so that I know
what to ask.
I prepare some questions to be asked
during the class.

f

12 13.8
9 10.3

14 16.1
13 14.9

36 41.4
33 37.9

Significance level
.000

f

A

p

41 47.1
41 47.1
24 27.6
29 33.3

9 10.5

11 12.6
13 14.9
15 17.2
22 25.3
4

4.6

5 5.7

f

SA
p

31 35.6
13 14.9
7
7

8.0
8.0

52 59.8

15 17.2

19 21.8

6 6.9

23 26.4
10 11.5

6

6.9

3 3.4

embarrass to speak. However, in some other courses,
the instructors were very strict as result, they were
really afraid to speak or answer to the instructor
questions. Most of the interviewees preferred their
mistakes to be corrected; however, they were afraid
of making mistakes and being stopped in the middle
of their speech.
On the other hand, low English proficiency was
identified as a big source of interviewees’
nonparticipation
in
oral
English
language
classrooms. As a result, students refused to answer a
question or ask the instructor a question voluntarily.
Seven students stated they were silent because of
the lack of English proficiency. They needed some
time to think and then answer to the questions. So
they were silent when they were asked a question in
advance or they answered in a short and simple
sentence. For the participants, Lack of vocabulary
and grammar were bigger concern than poor
pronunciation. They stated they had difficulty in
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constructing sentences. Three participants also
pointed out that the number of students in the class
was high and they had few time to practice English,
ask questions or participate in class discussions.
About the strategies used by the students to
participate in the class, most of the students
expressed that they would participate orally if they
were asked to give summary or talk about subjects
that they have prepared because they need the time
to think, or they need to write and take notes about
the subject that they wanted to talk about; but
sometimes they are reluctant to speak if they were
asked to answer to a question in advance. Mostly
they did not prepare questions to ask the instructor
during the class.

Farahian, M., and Rezaee, M. (2012). A case study of
an EFL teacher’s type of questions: an
investigation
into
classroom
interaction.
Procedia-Social and Behavioral Sciences, 47, 161
– 167.
Granger, C. A. (2004). Silence in second language
learning: A psychoanalytic reading. Clevedon:
Multilingual Matters.

Hamouda, A. (2013). An exploration of causes of
Saudi students' reluctance to participate in the
English language classroom. International Journal
of English Language Education, 1, 17-34.

Jackson, J. (2002). Reticence in second language case
discussions: Anxiety and aspirations. System, 30,
65-84.

5. Conclusion

Lee, W., and Ng, S. (2010). Reducing student
reticence through teacher interaction strategy.
ELT Journal Advanced Access, 64(3), 302-313.

In this study, the results of the interviews
confirmed the findings obtained from the
questionnaire. Nonparticipation was employed as an
option by learners in learning environments which is
the least demanding strategy in EFL classroom. They
preferred to be silent rather than making mistakes
and losing face in front of the instructor and the
classmates.
As the findings of the study presented, various
linguistic and psychological factors such as lack of
practice, low English proficiency, incomprehensible
input, self-confidence to speak English in front of the
peers, the instructor instructor’s evaluation, and fear
of making mistakes and being laughed at influence
learners reluctance to participate in class discussion
and kept quiet until called on to answer questions.
Moreover, findings revealed that EFL students
employed different strategies such as write and say
what they have written, and listen to friends
responses before participation in order to prepare
themselves participate in classroom oral activities.
The findings of the study was consistent with the
previous studies, (Hamouda, 2013; Liu, 2005) which
attributed student’s nonparticipation to different
factors such as teacher trait, previous experience,
poor pronunciation, lack of vocabulary and lack of
confidence. It was also in line with the study
conducted by Lee and Ng (2010) that related
students’ reluctance to participate to teachers’
method.
Both Iranian EFL teachers and learners should
notice that learners’ reluctance to participate is a big
barrier for achieving English fluency and teachers
should consider various factors which influence
students’ reluctance to participate in the EFL
classrooms and give them the opportunity to be
prepared for classroom discussions. They should
employ effective strategies to help students become
more active to speak the foreign language in oral
English classes. Policy makers should also develop
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