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Abstract

This study focused on academic writing challenges and its requirements, explored student
perceptions and suggested ways in which their needs could be better met. The current study
examined the obstacles of academic writing facing Saudi students in a New Zealand
university. The study adopted a qualitative method approach in which 10 volunteer students
were interviewed to learn their views and perceptions of academic writing skills in English
and the questionnaire was used to collect students' demographic information. Also, what can
be done to better prepare students for academic study at English medium universities. The
students' attitude was not positive, which elicited the problem. The results revealed that the
attitude of Saudi students towards learning and using the English language was not positive
due to problems in teaching English, which resulted in students not prepared for the
requirements of studying through the English language. It is also hoped that the results and
recommendations issued by this study will benefit Saudi students, government departments in
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, as well as English medium universities that accept students.
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1. Introduction

English has become extremely important for international students to improve their
communication skills as the common language globally, which has led to an increase in
students coming from non-English-speaking countries to obtain education in the West (Turner,
2011). One of the requirements for participation in academic discourse is that international
students “positioned between different cultures and languages” (Turner, 2011, p. 12). How
can students who are coming to demand education in the West overcome the requirements of
living in a host country and adapting to new educational systems, social relationships, and
academic literacy practices? Hence, it is important to know the perceptions of international
students particularly Saudi students about studying English in institution of higher education
in English medium universities. The main objective of this study is to study the factors that
contribute to the challenges of academic writing for Saudi students at a university in New
Zealand.

1.1 Literature Review

This section discusses some of the challenges facing international English as a Second
Language (ESL) students who are studying at English-medium universities.

1.1.1 International Students

Social relationships and language skills are identified as essential factors for international
students to adapt to living and studying in an English-speaking environment (Andrade, 2006).
Internationally, the importance of learning English has become an increasing factor in the
number of students coming from non-English speaking countries to English speaking
countries (Turner, 2011). Researchers emphasize the social and academic problems facing
international students in English-speaking universities, and they link this to their English
language skills (Talebloo & Bak, 2013). Sawer 2005 suggests in one of the studies that Asian
students in Australia face difficulties in writing and speaking in English, which impedes them
from active participation in the classroom and educational lessons. Many researchers attribute
this issue to the previous experience of Asian students in a negative learning style more than
that in Australian classes (Hui, 2005; Xiao & Tianjin, 2006).

Helstein and Prescott (2004) note that the participation of Asian students in classroom
discussions is largely hampered by the negative feeling that students hold when speaking
English because of their lack of confidence. Sawir (2005) suggests in a study that Asian
students who are studying in Australian universities face difficulties in writing and speaking
in English, which also prevent them from actively participating in classrooms and educational
programs. Saudi students are also accustomed to have passive style learning in Saudi Arabia,
which can also be applied to these students. Consequently, it leads to weakness in reading and
writing skills, especially academic writing and lack of confidence in the English language
environment.

1.1.2 International Students in New Zealand

International students face difficulties and problems such as not having the appropriate
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English words to ask their lecturers and understanding the writing conventions of Western
universities in general and in particular New Zealand universities because English is not their
first language. According to the New Zealand Ministry of Education (MOE), students who
are coming to study at universities from outside the country have become an important part of
the New Zealand government's education policy (MOE, 2014). Therefore, international
students need to understand the learning resources available in the host community and in the
academic environment such as the student learning center in each university where assistance
by appointment is free. Academic writing is a problem for many international students
arriving in New Zealand, including Saudi students because it involves critical thinking and a
high level of English.

1.1.3 Saudi Students

In an attempt to integrate itself into the global economy, Saudi Arabia recently opened its
doors to foreign companies (Qobo & Soko, 2010). There are few opportunities to speak, read,
write, or listen to the English among Arab students, especially students from Saudi Arabia in
their home countries.

The Saudis depend on their mother tongue and little attention is given to English or other
languages. This is because the Saudi curriculum is mainly based on the Arabic language at all
levels of students ’education (Saadi, 2012). They only speak Arabic at work but have few
opportunities to speak English with foreign workers or visitors. Arab students prefer to listen
and speak rather than read and write. This is not enough to help them write assignments
successfully or pass their degrees, but it may be useful to get to know their classmates or to
discuss academic readings or assignments. To write assignments successfully or pass their
certificates, a better performance in academic writing is required (Gelb, 2012). Writing or
reading in a language other than Arabic is not widely taught in the Saudi educational system
(Elmoneif, 2005). Saudi students’ difficulties in speaking English is a simple problem
compared to the difficulties they face in academic discourse. Weak communication skills
represent another challenge that may affect Arab students (Fadda, 2012). It also applies to
Saudi students who are studying in New Zealand. They often lack confidence in pursuing
their studies abroad because of these poor communication skills.

1.2 Academic English

International students, including Saudi students, must have a good understanding of the
research materials being read and be able to paraphrase research materials and use them
effectively to support their argument. Also, they should use appropriate vocabulary,
appropriate style and effective organizational skills in their academic writing. Fukao and Fujii
(2001) indicate that academic writing requires students to be able to integrate skills that
include gathering information, reformulating and summarizing materials, organizing ideas in
a logical order, editing, and finally proofreading. Adas and Bakir (2013) focus on the fact that
the problem for international students is the lack of understanding of the English vocabulary.
This also applies to Saudi students as they are learning English as a second language (ESL).
Likewise, how Saudi students face problems and express their ideas effectively when writing
in an academic style.
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Scarcella (2003) advocates that academic writing has specific linguistic features related to
academic disciplines. Also, academic literacy includes the ability to acquire many types of
skills such as higher thinking skills (critical thinking), communication skills, and research
skills, not just the ability to read and write. Wang (2011) states that the context of the topic is
largely influenced by the cultural background and social conditions of the author. Therefore,
the social and cultural background of any international student, as well as a Saudi student, are
reflected in their academic writings. Students must pay close attention to the expectations set
by the lecturers / teachers and be aware of them in order to produce writing according to the
criteria required to be proficient in academic writing (Irvin, 2010). Understanding writing
skills in their first language (L 1) helps students transfer some writing skills such as outlining,
rewriting, and summarizing to their second language (L 2) more easily. Although universities
provide guidelines for academic writing, how can these guidelines be understood and used by
students who need to apply these rules in academic writing? Reading this guide in itself is
important to many second language students. This is one of the problems faced by
international students, such as Saudi students.

1.2.1 Difficulties Saudi Students Have with Academic English

According to Grami and Alzughaibi (2012) statistics indicate that the performance of Saudi
students is very poor in English in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and therefore affects their
performance in other subjects taught in English. So, the challenge is even greater for those
who are studying at an English medium university abroad like New Zealand. Students in
Saudi Arabia are exposed to English for only a few hours a week during formal teaching.
Saudi students hear a little spoken English because learning focuses on writing rather than
speaking or listening to English at school (Al-Seghayer, 2014).

Academic writing requires students to write from a formal perspective, applying all rules are
related to writing and using the correct method of citation when providing evidence for
claims. Students who are not well equipped with good writing skills in general may find it
difficult to write in academic writing (Sayidina, 2010). Saudi students do not benefit from the
opportunity to read in English from electronic sources (Aljumah, 2012).

Students fail to understand lectures, ask questions, or discuss ideas among classmates in
situations where students have poor listening skills. So, they do not share ideas as they fear
suffering embarrassment in front of their peers while speaking in English. All these problems
arise because students are not well prepared before they arrive in the country of study. In
order to be able to learn and implement academic writing effectively in New Zealand
universities, Saudi students must be able to understand spoken and written English. Also,
improving listening and speaking about academic issues will improve their confidence in
academic writing.

According to Grabe and Kaplan (2014), rhetorical styles of writing differ from one language
to another due to the differences between cultures with regarding issues of rhetorical style.
Therefore, reading academic texts is a challenge for Saudi students. Kaplan (1972) argues
that interpretative writing in a second language presents a major challenge. For this reason,
people always prefer to read and write texts built in rhetorical style related to their culture.
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Gomaa-Moulds (2010) emphasizes that students first language affects their target language.
She also agrees that academic writing is the most difficult skill for English language learners.
The readers become confused and find their language unusual even if the grammar and
vocabulary are correct if the texts written in a rhetorical style are different from the method
used in their mother tongue (Siti Hamin & Mohammad, 2012).

1.2.2 Other Difficulties Saudi Students Have

There are numbers of other language-related problems discussed briefly in the following
section besides English academic writing and speaking being considered a great challenge
and problem to Saudi students.

1.2.2.1 Difficulties with Grammatical Competence

The Arabic language belongs to the family of the Semitic language and the grammar and
rules are completely different from English (Sayidina, 2010). Moreover, all words in Arabic
follow a grouping pattern using at least three consonants with vowels and in some cases an
affix. Grammatical difficulties such as those illustrated in their spoken language may become
permanent if they are not overcome before applying to study overseas, and these difficulties
may prevail in their academic writing as a result.

An example of this is the difference in the use of vowels affecting Saudi students. Vowels are
not important in Arabic and are not clear in Arabic writing while they are visible in writing in
English (writing in English has more vowels than Arabic). Saudi learners tend to forget to
include these letters when writing in English due to their lack of reliance on writing vowels
explicitly. Researchers explain this tendency "vowel blindness" (Khan, 2013, p. 26). Some
Saudi students who study in English need to be aware of the other differences between Arabic
and English. Saudi students sometimes jump to hasty conclusions about grammar rules
(Bacha, 2010).

1.2.2.2 Difficulties with the Different Structure of Arabic and English

Many languages, including Arabic, differ from English in style. This appears in academic
writing for students when they try to clarify their points and ideas. Arabic tends to have more
metaphors phrases and lengthier sentences than in English (Fadda, 2012). Moreover, the
differences in reading and writing between Arabic and English are also difficult. According to
Yiu (2009), students whose mother tongue has different structures than English face
difficulties in studying an English course at their university. As a result, some international
students, including Saudis, whose English is weak, face difficulties in understanding subjects
taught in English-medium universities and the expected structure of academic articles.

1.2.2.3 Difficulties with Difference in Genres

Differences in genre are one reason to explain why it is difficult to write in English for
speakers of other languages, including Saudi students. According to Peters (2008, p. 3) genres
are “inherently dynamic rhetorical structures that can be manipulated according to the
conditions of use”. Hyland (2008) argues, analyzing language acquisition through a genre
perspective helps us understand organizational patterns of assignment. While all possibilities
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are available to all users, what is considered logical, attractive, appropriate or good, the
organization often differs in academic writing between cultures (Hyland & Tse, 2005).
Researchers suggest that, compared to many languages, academic texts in English tend to be
more explicit in terms of structure and purposes, " to be less tolerant of digressions, to be
more cautious in making claims, and to use more sentence connectors” (Hyland & Tse, 2005,
p. 548). Bacha (2010) clearly states that there are different ways of organizing ideas and
structuring arguments in different languages. Therefore, this organization may have
implications for academic writing teachers. These differences are important for teachers to
point and teach before students leave Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to study abroad.

1.2.2.4 Socio-cultural Differences

Gee (2005) mentions that being, for students who travel abroad, by themselves without their
families often becomes a major challenge on its own and can have dangerous effects on their
ability to learn and be open to new ideas and perspectives.

International students, including Saudis, bring a set of cultural and experiential differences to
the task of academic writing (Leki and Carson, 1997)). The new study environment is
completely different from the original environment for Saudi students. Sayyidna (2010) states
that the university curriculum may address topics and issues that are not related to the
interests of the student and seem to be far from the reality of his country of origin. A study
conducted by Al-Khairy (2013, p. 366) lists the common factors perceived as demotivating
by Saudi students and hence negatively impacting perception of learning English. These
factors are:

1. Insufficient exposure to English in Saudi Arabia
2. Lack of motivation in Saudi Arabia

3. Lack of information in Saudi Arabia about the educational institutes at which students
will study

4. Inadequate teaching curricula in Saudi Arabia
5. Poor teaching methodologies in Saudi Arabia

The Saudis recently gained an important understanding and acceptance of English, and it is
seen as necessary to remove barriers to communicate with foreigners, and for the country's
social, scientific and economic development (Javid, Farooq, & Gulzar, 2012). Students who
grow up in Saudi Arabia have a limited exposure to English, which affects their motivation to
improve their English language skills. Lack of communication with native speakers of
English, lifestyle, and lack of guidance to help them in English, and the family's pressure on
their children to study abroad are also the main reasons that lead to a poor understanding of
English in particular academic writing at all levels (Intakhabalam, 2011, p. 1256). Therefore,
Saudi students who study abroad in countries such as New Zealand often do so in the interest
of their parents, tend to be unwilling to study.
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1.3 English Teachers and Academic Writing in Saudi Arabia

Most of the foreign teachers who teach in Saudi Arabia are not themselves English native
speakers. Teachers of English in Saudi Arabia may come from other Islamic countries such as
Pakistan, India, and Malaysia (Al-Seghayer, 2014). They also come from various Islamic
countries surrounding the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, such as Jordan, Syria, and Egypt (Bacha,
2010). Al-Hazmi (2003) states that most teachers in Saudi Arabia can only provide limited
language knowledge to students due to their lack of English skills. This is either because the
curriculum offered to them is limited or they themselves are alumni of the same educational
system and therefore lack proficiency in English. Student vocabulary will be affected because
poor teaching from teachers negatively affecting student learning. It is reasonable for students
to rely solely on the teacher, given that the teacher is the only source of English assistance at
the educational institute. Teachers are more likely to avoid class discussions and focus instead
on grammar if they are not confident in their English (Saadi, 2012). The teachers explain
everything in the text as well as grammatical rules while students listen passively, take notes,
and answer questions in Arabic. such these outdated methods does not encourage students to
actively participate in class discussions or search the Internet for books or articles, and thus
students do not prepare for the requirements of academic writing (Yiu, 2009). So, this hurts
Saudi students who study in countries outside the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia like New
Zealand where students are expected to understand the lectures and play a more active role in
the questions and discussions.

Bacha (2012) states that Arabic is taught by memorizing the Holy Quran and classical poetry.
Sayidina (2010) argues that methods such as memorizing, and distance learning are a mirror
of the literacy practices used by Arab countries. As noted, Saudi students may lack a broad
foundation in the English language because many teachers in Saudi Arabia focus only on
teaching grammar. Because many teachers focus on teaching the basics of grammar and not
focusing on spoken communication skills, most students in Saudi Arabia are unable to use
English as soon as they travel abroad to study (Al-Hasouni, 2012). Most teachers in Saudi
Arabia do not seem to be able to increase students' proficiency in academic writing because
they tend to focus on vocabulary, but they do not focus on developing academic writing
skills.

There are a number of reasons that mean Saudi Arabia may not always be the preferred
destination for fluent English-speaking instructors. Limitations such as having a formal dress
code like “abaya”, and prohibition of alcohol and pork as well as rules against gender mixing
are just some of the issues that might deter native English-speaking teachers from travelling
to and working in Saudi Arabia. Also, teachers are aware that they might find themselves
teaching in remote locations.

1.3.1 Lack of Confidence for Learning English

It is possible that the teachers themselves may lack confidence in teaching speaking or
writing because many English teachers are not native English speakers. Researches indicate
that lack of confidence affects students' ability to learn English (Fadda, 2012; Qobo & Soko,
2010; Robertson, Line, Jones, & Thomas, 2000). It is not surprising that Saudi students also
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show low levels of confidence towards learning English such as reading and writing (Fadda,
2012), perhaps because their teachers also lack confidence. Yiu (2009) considers that factors
such as low confidence lead to a lack of motivation to learn English, which also leads to an
inability to learn English and understand it properly.

1.3.2  Lack of Motivation for Learning English

Motivation is the attribute that motivates us to do or not do something (Broussard & Garrison,
2004). It is believed that motivation "energizes " human behavior and "gives it direction™, and
thus it constitutes an important dimension in language learning (Bahous, Bacha & Nabhani,
2011, P. 34).

There is a tendency for most Saudi students to stay together rather than developing
relationships with local students, which leads to less exposure to enjoy the benefits of
language learning that can be gained from living with a home stay family or with New
Zealand colleagues. They choose to live in a situation where they are forced to communicate
in English most of the time if they are more eager to learn English. Many Saudi students
prefer to share or stay with other Arabic speakers instead.

Many Saudi students view English as unimportant for many reasons. English is not often
used in Saudi classrooms. The main reason why Saudi students learn English in Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia is to pass exams (Saadi, 2012). Also, many Saudi students have a negative
attitude due to lack of confidence and motivation towards learning English (Bahous et al.,
2011).

Factors, some of which are social and some are academic, affect Saudi students' decision to
study in an English-medium university as it is the parents ’desire rather than the students’
desire and the tendency of Saudi students to live together instead of mixing with English
speakers. International students in general and Saudi students in particular face many
challenges in English. Their weak foundations in English as a foreign language and a weak
foundation for writing starting in Saudi Arabia are examples of challenges in English.

More than 25% of the budget now focuses on education as there were 8 public universities in
Saudi Arabia in 2006, and by 2009, this number increased to 25, indicating the increasing
importance of higher education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (Education, 2015). Today,
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is investing in human resources at an improved rate compared
to the past, and this expansion of educational institutions has led to the growth of English as
the medium of instruction.

Although this article is limited to the experience of Saudi students, it is, of course, only one
aspect of the broad global picture that reflects the challenges facing English speakers of a
second language in Arab universities. The literature does not show any studies specifically
addressing the situation of Saudi students in New Zealand, hopefully hope this study will
help bridge this gap. Therefore, the aim of this study is to identify the academic writing
challenges facing Saudi students at one New Zealand university. The literature review has
failed to find any research that specifically addresses the situation of Saudi students in New
Zealand.
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2. Method
2.1 Research Methodology

This study used a qualitative research method, which aims to address the current
understanding of the challenges that Saudi Arabian students face in English academic writing.
This study was conducted using interviews and a questionnaire to collect data from
participants. Interviews were mainly used to inform this study and answer the research
questions while questionnaires were used to provide an overview and to gather demographic
data.

According to the researchers (Creswell, 2013; Green, Melbourne Australia RIMT University
Press/2002; Merriam, 2009) the interpretative approach looks at the facts as multiple
constructions or interpretations instead of one truth. This study mainly relied on an
interpretative approach that fits the selection of interviews as the main method of data
collection. Based on descriptions, observations, and the use of an interpretative approach, the
topic can enhance the understanding of human experiences, perceptions, intentions,
motivations, and behaviors of study participants. Patton (1990, p. 375) stated that
"Interpretation includes interpreting results, answering" why "questions, attaching importance
to specific results, and setting patterns in an analytical framework." The use of an
interpretative approach requires a dialogue between the researcher and the research
participants to collaboratively reach a complete picture. This is important to understand the
challenges of academic writing among Saudi students who have their own experiences with
academic writing. Depending on their education, upbringing, and world worldview,
interviewing the participants was important for this study to get an accurate picture of these
students ’academic writing experience.

2.2 Participants

The criteria for participation in this study are that Saudi students must have studied in the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and must now be at the University of New Zealand. The
demographic survey of this study included 65 students from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia,
and they must be currently studying at one New Zealand University. International Students’
Office has identified 150 students from Saudi Arabia and participants have been contacted in
various ways to ensure a high response rate. To increase the response rate, this study used
snowball technique, as potential participants were also asked to invite their friends from
Saudi Arabia, who are currently studying at the university. This study sought the cooperation
of the International Students’ Office to send an invitation to those students who request to
volunteer to participate in the research. The students who volunteered were contacted via
email.

Sharing information on social media is beneficial (Knight, Pearson, 2005). One of the ways
for contacting potential participants for this study was to contact Saudi Arabian clubs and
association in New Zealand such as Auckland, Hamilton, Wellington, and cities on the South
Island, and they have a Facebook page. These clubs are the first point of contact for all Saudi
students, and their roles are to sponsor Saudi students in New Zealand and provide them with
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social and cultural services. The Social Club for Saudi Students in Auckland has agreed to
publish the survey questionnaire online, which also provided information related to
interviews and the ways in which participants can participate on its Facebook page (the Saudi
Auckland Club). Clubs were created by the government of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to
provide students with various support services such as educational and social support and
give them an opportunity to participate in outdoor and indoor sports activities. This method
was followed because some students may have missed the invitation to participate in the
research that the International Student Office sent to its official email at the university.

2.3 Data Collection Instruments
2.3.1 Online Survey

The online survey for this study consists of closed- and open-ended questions. This study
used an online survey website called SurveyMonkey (www.surveymonkey.com), which
provides a cloud service and it was chosen because it is customizable and widely known.
Therefore, participants trusted the link when it was sent to them by email.

There were 16 multiple-choice questions and one open-ended question. Participants were
asked about their demographic characteristics such as age, gender and duration of their
English study before they were admitted to the New Zealand university. Participants were
asked to provide answers related to their experience and their academic background.
Self-administered questionnaires were used in this study because they were convenient for
the research participants.

The questionnaire was presented in Arabic and English to ensure that the participants
understood the questions. Translation of the questionnaires from English to Arabic was done
by the researcher and the accuracy of the translation was reviewed by an Arabic PhD student
also studying at the same university.

2.3.2 Interviews

Interviews with volunteers helped me to broaden my understanding of the challenges these
students face. Table 1 shows the demographic information for students who volunteered for
the interviews.

Table 1: Interviewees
Participant | Age Specialty Gender | How long ago did you arrive in
NZ

Pl 25-30 IT Male more than 12 months

P2 18-24 Computer and mobile Male more than 12 months
system engineering

P3 25-30 Business Administration Male more than 12 months

P4 25-30 Master of Computer and Male more than 12 months
Information Sciences

P5 31-34 Computer sciences Male more than 12 months
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P6 18-24 Health science Male more than 12 months
P7 31-34 Bachelor of Business Male more than 12 months
P8 18-24 Bachelor of Business - Male more than 12 months
Design Major
P9 25-30 Finance Male more than 12 months
P10 25-30 Business Information Male more than 12 months
System

In this study the participants were all Saudi Arabian and studying at the undergraduate level
except for one of the ten participants who was a postgraduate student. They were asked to
volunteer, and the first 10 to do so were chosen for the interviews as they all had the
characteristics and context needed. This study used the semi-structured interviews. These
interviews employ a guideline for questions asked but allow the researcher the freedom to
follow up points as necessary within a given structure (Thomas, 2010). In this particular study,
semi-structured interviews allowed me, as the researcher, to obtain participants’ perceptions
and opinions on the challenges of academic writing and also the reasons and stories behind
these challenges.

As the researcher | asked a question to participants and from their answers, | formulated
specific questions on the topic to explore the challenge of academic writing that the
participants face and their experiences. | was interested to know what the tools and strategies
were that the participants used to overcome the challenges of academic writing. Other
questions during the interviews mainly asked participants about the role of the Student
Learning Centre (SLC), the students’ level of preparation for academic writing, and most
importantly, the challenges they face in academic writing at university now. Interviews were
planned to take between 45 minutes to an hour to allow for meaningful sharing of
experiences that the students face with regards to academic writing.

2.4 Data Analysis

This study adopted an interpretive approach from Elliott and Timulak (2005), using the
following steps.

1- Data preparation: The first step was to transcribe the interviews and enter this data into a
document that makes it easy to follow and read. After transcribing and listening to the
interviews several times | became more familiar with the data.

2- Meaning units: In the second step the data was divided into distinctive meaning units.
Delineating the meaning units can shorten them by getting rid of redundancies that do not
change the meaning contained in them.

3- Organizing structure: This research analyzed the data that has been collected, then
analyzed and divided the meaning into several units, later on I organized and collected the
data into generated themes.

4- Generating categories: As an interpretive technique, the study used coding in order to
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organize the data and provide a means of introducing interpretations.

Include in these subsections the information essential to comprehend and replicate the study.
Insufficient detail leaves the reader with questions; too much detail burdens the reader with
irrelevant information. Consider using appendices and/or a supplemental website for more
detailed information.

3. Results and Discussion

This section brings together all the findings and discusses the implications of this study. The
aim of this study is to identify the academic writing challenges that Saudi Arabian students
are facing.

3.1 Professional Development

Results from the questionnaire and interviews show most Saudi Arabian students intend to
stay in New Zealand after finishing their study to improve their speaking and academic
writing skills. In addition, they aim to continue with their studies in order to have an
opportunity to get a good job with a high salary when they return to KSA, as jobs depend on
the level of the postgraduate degree, level of speaking and writing skills, where all foreign
companies in Saudi Arabia request to have all letters of credit been written in English and the
country he or she graduates from, as it emphasizes that Saudi Arabia has more recently
opened its doors to foreign business in an effort to integrate itself into the global economy
(Qobo & Soko, 2010). Adult professionals are looking to learn English in order to exploit the
advantage English provides in the commercial world.

3.2 Preparation for Study in English

Results from the questionnaire reveal that a minority of the students had English
qualifications (e.g., IELTS, TOFEL) from Saudi Arabia before coming to New Zealand, while
other students obtained qualifications through enrolment in English courses in New Zealand.
This lack of English preparation prior to departure from KSA appears to be due to the
poor-quality English preparation courses available to students particularly writing skill.
Students who enrolled for these courses found them of little benefit as they did not address
their academic English needs and provided only basic English. Previous studies and research
have shown that students’ lack of motivation is a result of external factors like the learning
environment and teacher’s methodology (Simone, 2012). Because students do not learn
English well, they are not confident about using it.

3.3 Help with English Language

Saudi students in New Zealand can improve their English especially academic writing as
follows:

3.3.1  \Visiting the Student Learning Centre

International students studying in NZ face a number of challenges (MoE, 2014). Some of
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these challenges and obstacles are language barriers (due to the majority of English-speaking
students arriving from China, India, the Middle East including Saudi Arabia where English is
not widely spoken). They need to understand the learning resources available in the host
community and in the academic environment such as the Student Learning Centre at each
university where help is available by appointment and free of charge.

A\ MacrOthlnk International Journal of English Language Education

This Centre aims to support them in their English. As Saudi students face difficulties in
English especially academic writing, most of them come to this Centre looking for help with
their writing. They are shown how to proofread their assignments, paraphrase, and structure
their writing, and check the grammar. According to one participant

They will teach you how to write a conclusion, which is paraphrasing everything that you
have written in one or two paragraphs.[..], | think that SLC for starting, it was beneficial for
me the first time, | will go again when | need to check my essay origination. (Participant 6)

Students had been told in orientation to visit the Student Learning Centre. Despite lectures’
encouragement, some students did not visit the center founding that the help offered by their
lecture was enough. Others depended on another source to help them with English, for
example private tutors.

3.3.2  Employing Private Tutors

Some students are looking to improve their academic English writing in a short period of
time, rather than doing long term courses. They look for a private tutor because it is easy to
arrange the lessons according to their free time, especially in the evening after finishing their
lectures. Furthermore, private tutors are more useful since they concentrate on one student
and focus on the problems and the difficulties of one student to help him or her to overcome
the challenges, he/she faces and improves his/ her academic writing skills.

Saudi students found that using a private tutor is a very effective method in enhancing their
language skills.

| tried to look for an English teacher specializing in academic writing, | found a lot of
teachers, and | was looking at their background and qualifications. Then, | found a teacher
from New Zealand who has a master’s degree in language whom I contacted. I learnt a lot
from him about academic writing. (Participant 7)

3.3.3  Helping Themselves

Students can help themselves by reading books or using internet resources. Books and
resources for academic or general English can be beneficial if the reader can follow the
authors’ explanations about the academic writing and transfer these ideas to their own writing.
However, it is not easy to find books that are compatible with the required level of English
academic writing, and also explain academic writing requirements in a way that these
students find comprehensible. Hyland (2008) analyzing language acquisition through a genre
point of view assists us in understanding the organizational patterns of assignments.
According to Fukao and Fujii (2001) academic writing requires students to have the ability to
integrate skills which include gathering information, paraphrasing and summarizing resources,
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organizing ideas in a logical order, editing and finally proofreading.
3.4 Issues Raised by Students

According to the findings the challenges Saudi students are facing with English, especially
academic writing, can be summarized as follows:

» Lack of vocabulary especially academic writing vocabulary.

«  The use of formal language.

 Difficulties in paraphrasing and summarizing articles.

« Difficulties in finding references correctly and finding appropriate articles.

The ministry of Saudi Arabia realizes that English is the international medium of
communication and in order to increase cooperation with other nations and facilitate the
transfer of scientific and technological knowledge, levels of English proficiency must be
increased (Alzayid, 2012; Ur Rahman & Alhaisoni, 2013)..

4. Conclusion

This study indicates that the following recommendations could improve Saudi Arabian
student English proficiency.

Qualified English teachers are the main requirement to improve English skills for Saudi
students. They should be able to teach the required academic English writing skills and be
able to help the students understand what is involved in academic writing. Previous studies in
KSA (Alkubaidi, 2014; Almutairi, 2007; Alrabai, 2014; Fareh, 2010; Rajab, 2013) point out
teachers in KSA use Arabic to teach English. Accordingly, this has led to reliance of the
students on inappropriate learning strategies such as memorization and rote learning. In
addition, Alhawsawi (2014) adds that the teachers’ use of Arabic may be due to their own
lack of knowledge and confidence in using English, or it may simply be a choice to make
their job easier but English cannot be taught well using Arabic only.

Teaching English in KSA is teacher-centered, not student-centered, therefore there should be
changes in this method of learning in order to give the students the opportunity to be more
actively involved in language classes. Students could be required to present seminars and
complete assignments (Ahmad, 2014; Alkubaidi, 2014; Alrabai, 2014; Fareh, 2010; Rajab,
2013). According to Al-Harbi (2017) one of the main features of the pre-university and
university level education system is the issue of recalling, they encourage students to
memorize what they have learned instead of being motivated to think critically. She adds that
the students’ previous education is a reason for the difficulties they face in studying academic
writing.

According to Al-Johani (2009), Almutairi (2007), Fareh (2010) and Intakhabalam (2011)
students lack motivation and teacher do little to address this. Ways must be found to
encourage and motivate students to learn English. For example, they could provide overseas
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trips to English-speaking countries. The lack of an environment in which they can practice
their use of English effectively is one of the challenges that the students face (Algahtani, 2011;
Khan, 2013). In addition, schools and universities should provide facilities where students
can practice English for several hours weekly and hold workshops that include fluent English
speakers in order to allow the students to practice the English skills.

The Ministry of Education needs to oversee the development of facilities aimed at preparing
KSA students for study in English medium institutions of higher education. The facilities will
be able to address the issues identified by students in this study.

4.1 Limitations

There are three main limitations in this study. First, this study had only 65 Saudi participants
for the online survey. Following this, only 10 participants were interviewed. Due to this small
sample size the participants’ experiences cannot be generalized to another group of Saudi
students in New Zealand, as the findings might be unique to the relatively few Saudi students
included in this particular research study. In addition, no female students were interviewed so
this study only presents the male perspective.
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