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ABSTRACT

With the shift toward learner-centered language teaching, studies within the Saudi educational system have explored

Saudi EFL students’ motivation, experiences, and perceptions as key factors influencing engagement and achievement.

However, limited research has investigated how task-based learning (TBL) is perceived and implemented in culturally

specific contexts, particularly among female EFL university students. This study addresses this gap through a qualitative

design grounded in Vygotskian sociocultural theory, examining first-year Saudi EFL female students’ perceptions of

TBL and the factors influencing their engagement. Drawing on classroom observations and 10 in-depth semi-structured

interviews, thematic analysis revealed key themes related to attitudes, task implementation, individual and group work

dynamics, and factors influencing task engagement. A central finding was the duality in students’ perceptions, balancing

enjoyment and engagement with emotional and cognitive challenges. While initial attitudes were mostly positive, a gradual

shift in perceptions reflected growing self-efficacy. This duality, combined with the gradual shift in perceptions, underscores

the interplay between supportive learning environments, language skills, self-efficacy, and task-related challenges. Students

emphasized the importance of tasks promoting cognitive growth, supported by scaffolding, reflection, and collaboration.

This study also highlighted the role of self-directed learning and growth mindset in managing emotions and building

confidence. Recommendations include designing tasks with balanced complexity, effective scaffolding, and further research

into students’ self-regulation, reflections, and task engagement. By addressing sociocultural and psychological factors, this
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research contributes nuanced insights into task engagement and TBL dynamics in Saudi higher education, advancing the

understanding of language acquisition in culturally specific contexts.

Keywords: Task-Based Learning; Task Engagement; Perceptions; Self-Efficacy; Scaffolding

1. Introduction

Research shows that tasks designed to align with learn-

ers’ goals and needs provide opportunities for collabora-

tion and foster autonomy and active participatio [1–3]. Gen-

erally, task-based approaches are often associated with in-

creased motivation, collaboration, and improved language

skills [4–9]. Despite the documented benefits and challenges

of task-based approaches, existing studies in Saudi contexts

often focus on teachers’ perspectives, overlooking students’

views and experiences with Task-Based Language Teaching

(TBLT) or Task-Based Instruction (TBI) [10].

Limited research has focused on task-based learning

(TBL) is perceived and implemented in culturally specific

settings, such as Saudi Arabia, particularly among EFL fe-

male university students. Qualitative research on EFL fe-

male students’ perceptions of TBL, particularly regarding

engagement and achievement in Saudi contexts, remains

scarce. This gap is particularly significant given the increas-

ing emphasis on student-centered learning and the interplay

of psychological, social, and pedagogical factors in language

acquisition and task engagement [11]. Nunan [8] explained that

TBL adopts a learner-centered approach, positioning learners

at the core of the learning experience. In this approach, tasks

are intentionally crafted to be stimulating and motivating,

offering opportunities for learner input and choice, thereby

fostering autonomy and active engagement.

In keeping with global trends that emphasize student-

centered learning, this study explores the scope and impact of

TBL on the engagement and development of first-year Saudi

EFL female university students. The rationale for this study

stems from Nunan’s [12] assertion that “no curriculum can

claim to be truly learner-centered unless the learner’s subjec-

tive needs and perceptions relating to the process of learning

are taken into account” (p. 177). Nunan [11] highlighted that

most task-based research has mainly focused on learner ac-

tivities or procedures, often overlooking the influence of

contextual factors, interpersonal dynamics, and proficiency

levels. He emphasized the need for future research to exam-

ine how these elements interact with task design to optimize

learning outcomes. Building on this foundation, this study

adopts Vygotskian sociocultural theory to investigate Saudi

EFL female university students’ perceptions of TBL and

what factors influence their engagement. Sociocultural the-

ory, which emphasizes social interaction and guided learning,

provides a lens to examine how perceptions of tasks influ-

ence engagement, confidence, and language development.

Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal Development

(ZPD) underscores the need for guided assistance to help

learners acquire knowledge and skills beyond their current

level. This framework aligns closely with task-based ap-

proaches that promote collaborative learning, meaningful

interaction, and real-world language use [3]. The study aims

to explore the following questions:

(1) How do first-year Saudi EFL female students perceive

TBL?

(2) What factors influence their perceptions of TBL?

2. Literature Review

Task-Based Instruction (TBI), Communicative Lan-

guage Teaching (CLT), Task-Based Language Teaching

(TBLT), task-based learning (TBL), or communicative tasks

have gained recognition as effective pedagogical approaches

for meaningful interaction, collaboration, and real-world

application of language skills [2, 8, 9, 13]. This study adopts

TBL as the overarching framework, following Breen’s [14]

definition of a task as

‘Task’is therefore assumed to refer to a range of

work plans which have the overall purpose of

facilitating language learning—from the sim-

ple and brief exercise type to more complex

and lengthy activities such as group problem-

solving or simulations and decision-making.

(p. 23)

TBL is valued for its flexibility and goal-oriented na-
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ture, but its implementation in Saudi EFL contexts presents

unique challenges and opportunities. Research on Saudi EFL

students explores motivation, experiences, and perceptions

as effective factors in engagement and achievement in the

Saudi educational system [15]. For instance, Alghonaim [16]

found that students preferred a mix of communicative and

non-communicative activities, as communicative tasks often

induced higher anxiety. Smaller groups were seen as safer

and more supportive than speaking in front of the class. Al-

Zahrani and Rajab [15] identified motivation and engagement

as central to effective learning.

More recent research, such as Jamal et al. [17], explored

the cultural barriers limiting group participation and the over-

reliance on transcripts, which hindered active engagement.

Alfares [18] and Elashhab [19] reported positive attitudes to-

ward group work but noted challenges like unequal partici-

pation and fear of judgment, underscoring the need for better

task design. Similarly, Jamal et al. [17] reported that fear of

judgment and a preference for teacher-led instruction fre-

quently inhibit group participation. Research highlights the

critical role of task design in fostering student engagement

while acknowledging challenges associated with collabora-

tive tasks [19, 20]. Factors such as cultural barriers, anxiety,

and limited classroom interaction often hinder engagement

and confidence [6, 15, 16, 19]. Alluhaydan [21] explored Saudi

students’ attitudes toward Communicative Language Teach-

ing (CLT), stressing the need for pedagogical approaches

that balance cultural expectations with innovation to enhance

student-centered learning. Studies by Alghonaim [16] and Al-

luhaydan (2024) [21] further suggest that Saudi classrooms

frequently lack supportive environments that promote inter-

action, comfort, and confidence, emphasizing the importance

of addressing these gaps through targeted instructional meth-

ods.

Studies in other contexts further highlight TBLT’s po-

tential and challenges. Mudinillah et al. [22] reviewed studies

across various educational levels, from primary to higher

education. Their review indicates that TBLT fosters student

satisfaction and autonomy, encouraging self-directed learn-

ing through interactive and collaborative tasks. TBLT partic-

ularly enhances students’ performance in speaking and listen-

ing skills. Similarly, Chen and Wang [23] explored the impact

of TBLT on first-year undergraduate English major students’

oral and written reports to assess its influence on language

competence and cognitive development. TBLT positively im-

pacts language competence, motivation, confidence, and col-

laboration, and cognitive skills such as critical thinking and

organization. Other studies revealed mismatches between

teacher and student expectations and preferences for indi-

vidual tasks due to discomfort in group settings [8, 24]. These

findings illustrate the diverse factors influencing group tasks’

effectiveness in TBLT and the importance of task design that

balances scaffolding with these factors. While research on

TBLT and TBL is expanding, qualitative studies focusing

on Saudi EFL female students, particularly first-year univer-

sity learners, remain scarce. Previous studies [17, 21] have fo-

cused on university-level English programs, primarily exam-

ining speaking and listening courses through quantitative or

mixed-method approaches. While international research [25]

explored cultural and psychological factors influencing task

engagement, Chen and Wang [23] highlighted pedagogical

strategies including self-, peer, and teacher assessment, as

well as group discussions and class presentations, in devel-

oping positive attitudes and fluency. However, reliance on

teachers’ or students’ perceptions using quantitative and/or

mixed methods our understanding of Saudi students’ engage-

ment and the influencing factors in TBL university class-

rooms. In Chen and Wang [25], the use of semi-structured

interviews offered deeper insights into the factors influencing

language competence and self-regulation strategies.

Based on the current state of research and the limited

findings, this study addresses this gap by adopting a quali-

tative design grounded in Vygotskian sociocultural theory.

It explores the perceptions of first-year Saudi EFL female

students toward TBL and the factors influencing their engage-

ment. By emphasizing student-centered learning, this study

contributes to the broader literature on TBL in Saudi con-

texts, offering insights into sociocultural and psychological

factors shaping students’ views and task engagement. This

qualitative approach provides a deeper, more nuanced under-

standing of students’ views and experiences, offering richer

insights into task-based learning dynamics, particularly for

first-year females in higher education.

3. Methods

3.1. Theoretical Framework

This study, grounded in Vygotsky’s sociocultural the-

ory [26], examines how students’ perceptions and learning
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contexts intersect, emphasizing the role of social interac-

tion and mediation in cognitive development. The Zone of

Proximal Development (ZPD), representing the gap between

what learners can achieve and with scaffolding, is central to

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory [26, 27]. From a Vygotskian

perspective, meaningful tasks must be slightly beyond learn-

ers’ current abilities. With guided assistance, peer support,

and collaboration, learners acquire skills beyond their current

capabilities, gradually expanding their ZPD with each new

challenge [28]. TBL is aligned with students’ ZPD, fostering

learning and engagement through interactions within a socio-

cultural context [27], fostering linguistic, social, and cognitive

growth, particularly for first-year EFL students adapting to

higher education.

3.2. Research Design

The research employed a qualitative, exploratory ap-

proach to investigate first-year EFL students’perceptions and

experiences with TBL in a university course at a Saudi univer-

sity. This approach, as described by Bogdan and Biklen [29],

is particularly suited to understanding complex phenomena

within their natural settings (e.g., classroom settings). Using

methods such as in-depth semi-structured interviews and

classroom observations, this research design allowed flexi-

bility to explore emerging themes, ensuring a comprehensive

understanding of students’ perceptions and experiences.

3.3. Participants

The participants were ten first-year Saudi female EFL

students majoring in English Language at Saudi . All par-

ticipants were college students, and their marital status was

single. They were enrolled in the Listening and Speaking

(1) course. Table 1 provides an overview of the participants,

including their names, ages, and language proficiency levels.

Participation in the study was entirely voluntary, and

all participants were informed about the study’s purpose and

procedures prior to providing consent. To ensure objectivity

and minimize bias, we randomly selected ten participants

from those who volunteered, with no specific criteria applied.

This random selection process aimed to avoid any factors

that could influence the findings. Additionally, the names

used in this study are pseudonyms, assigned randomly to

maintain confidentiality.

Table 1. Participant demographics.

Participant Age English Proficiency

Reem 21 High-intermediate

Dua 18 High-intermediate

Maha 19 High-intermediate

Samar 19 Low-Intermediate

Sarah 20 Intermediate

Munera 20 High-intermediate

Halah 19 High-intermediate

Habeebah 18 Low-Intermediate

Lama 20 High-intermediate

Norah 19 High-intermediate

3.4. Data Collection

Data were collected from a ‘Listening and Speaking (1)’

course, a mandatory first-year course for students majoring

in English Language in the Department of English Language

at a Saudi university. The course spanned 16 weeks during

the second semester of the 2024 academic year. Data were

collected by undergraduate research assistants. Over eight

weeks, the research assistants employed qualitative methods,

including ten in-depth semi-structured interviews, and com-

plementaryparticipant observations to gather comprehensive

insights. This course was selected because of its strong em-

phasis on task-based activities, providing an ideal context

for examining student engagement and influencing factors.

3.4.1. Semi-Structured In-Depth Interviews

Ten semi-structured interviews were conducted in per-

son on the university campus by the research assistants be-

tween April 22 and April 29, 2024. The interviews lasted

between 10–20 minutes and included 20 open-ended ques-

tions covering participant background, learning experiences,

classroom engagement, perceptions of TBL, task formats,

challenges, and enjoyable experiences. Seven interviews

were conducted in Arabic and three in English, with transla-

tion provided for some questions. Participants responded in

Arabic, English, or a mix of both, allowing them to express

themselves freely.

3.4.2. Classroom Conversation

Participant observations were used as complementary

qualitative methods and conducted over eight weeks, start-

ing at the beginning of the data collection and spread across

different weeks to capture varied views on student engage-

ment [29, 30]. Research assistants observed and recorded field-
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notes on participants’ interactions during presentations, lis-

tening exercises, quizzes, and classroom activities. As par-

ticipant observers in some communicative tasks, research as-

sistants documented detailed notes on students’ interactions,

engagement, language proficiency, learning styles, teacher’s

role, and the classroom environment. These observations

provided contextual evidence of students’ actual behaviors,

allowing for comparison with their interview responses and

enriching the understanding of TBL dynamics.

3.5. Data Analysis

This study employed thematic analysis (TA), a qual-

itative approach for identifying and interpreting patterns

(themes) within the data [31]. This method allowed for a

detailed understanding of participants’ perceptions and ex-

periences. As shown in Table 2, we followed Braun and

Clarke’s six-phases framework to ensure systematic and rig-

orous data examination and interpretation.

Table 2. Braun and Clarke’s [31] TA analysis.

Step Analysis

Step 1 familiarity with data

Step 2 generating initial codes

Step 3 searching for initial themes

Step 4 developing and reviewing themes

Step 5 defining themes

Step 6 presenting themes with an in-depth description

The primary researcher and research assistants inde-

pendently familiarized themselves with the data, including

interview transcripts, and observations fieldnotes, to develop

an initial understanding. Initial codes were generated, con-

sisting of both descriptive and interpretive types. Descriptive

codes captured participants’ exact words (e.g., individual or

group work, stress, motivation, engagement, anxiety, confi-

dence), while interpretative codes were predefined codes and

themes, aligned with theoretical frameworks and constructs

(e.g., self-efficacy, autonomy, self-regulation, scaffolding,

intrinsic motivation). After independently coding the data,

the research team compared results to identify emerging cate-

gories and themes, confirming interpretations and enhancing

transparency in the analysis. To identify and explore any

connections within and across categories and themes, tables

were created, facilitating TA and cross-analysis. Multiple

coders and frequent debriefing sessions support rigor and

minimize individual bias. A total of 95 initial codes were

identified during initial analysis, with additional codes and

categories during cross-analysis to create a structured set of

themes and sub-themes, until agreement was reached. This

systematic approach facilitated a deeper understanding of

patterns across responses.

3.6. Positionality

To ensure data consistency and minimize potential bi-

ases associated with the collection process, research assis-

tants finished a training session covering qualitative data

collection and analysis methods and procedures, standard in-

terview techniques, thematic analysis process, data recording

protocols, and ethical considerations prior to data collection.

Additionally, the lead researcher conducted a preliminary re-

view of the data to enhance familiarity and establish an initial

understanding. To ensure credibility and confirmability, the

research team conducted multiple rounds of analysis, after

identifying the emerging themes, the research team refined

emerging themes to ensure coherence and consistency and

to eliminate redundancies. For example, the initial theme

“task complexity and design” was initially identified as an

influencing factor by the assistant researchers, Later, the

lead researcher integrated this theme with “perceptions of

teacher’s implementation of tasks” to reflect a more cohesive

conceptual category. The systematic and iterative approach

enabled a nuanced exploration of patterns, revealing the in-

terconnected factors shaping participants’ perceptions and

experiences and influencing factors.

4. Results

Findings revealed six major themes related to students’

engagement, challenges in task execution, and improvement

in personal and language skills. Themes related to the first

research question, which explored perceptions of TBL, in-

cluded students’ attitudes toward TBL, perceptions of indi-

vidual and group tasks, and perceptions of teacher’s imple-

mentation of tasks. Themes addressing the second research

question, which focused on influencing factors, included,

psychological factors, self-efficacy management, and envi-

ronmental factors. Additionally, sub-themes provided deeper

insights, highlighting findings related to topic flexibility, task

complexity and design, anxiety, fear of making mistakes,
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Table 3. Key Themes Emerging from Participant Responses.

Research Qs Major Themes

RQ1. Perceptions of TBL

Attitudes toward TBL

Perceptions of individual and group tasks

Perceptions of teacher’s implementation of tasks

RQ2. Factors affecting students’ perceptions

Psychological factors

Self-efficacy management

Learning environment

motivation, self-evaluation, reflection, confidence-building.

Table 3 summarizes the key themes that emerged for each

question.

Classroom observations confirmed that task complex-

ity and support influenced students’ engagement, aligning

with interview findings on task design, scaffolding, motiva-

tion, and confidence. Individual tasks increased anxiety and

fear of making mistakes, while group tasks fostered a sup-

portive environment, reinforcing confidence-building and

self-evaluation. Next, each theme is discussed in depth, with

insights drawn from participants’ views and interpretations.

4.1. Perceptions of TBL

4.1.1. Students’Attitudes toward TBL

All participants expressed positive attitudes toward

TBL, appreciating their interactive and topic-based design.

They stressed the tasks’ benefits for fostering speaking and

listening skills, as well as participation. Nine participants

perceived the effectiveness of TBL in boosting engagement

and improving practical language skills. For instance, Reem

expressed how the tasks made learning enjoyable and encour-

aged practice in new ways. Similarly, Dua appreciated the

interactive nature of TBL, finding it effective for language

improvement. “The activities were very good because they

involved conversations and discussions, which helped me im-

prove my language skills.” While Reem and Dua highlighted

enjoyment and involvement, Halah found topic-based tasks

valuable for not only improving speaking but also enhancing

structured preparation and idea organization. “When we get

topics to talk about, it’s interesting because you prepare, or-

ganize your speech, and it improves your speaking.” These

statements suggest that positive engagement with TBL en-

compasses relevance, interest, meaningful involvement in

discussions, practice in novel ways, and structured opportu-

nities for preparation and gradual skill enhancement.

Despite overall enjoyment, eight participants expressed

mixed views—valuing engagement and skill development

but highlighting challenges such as language difficulties, task

overload, stress, and uncertainty in task completion. Norah

highlighted her enjoyment of specific tasks, like show-and-

tell, but admitted to feeling stressed during execution. Norah

further expressed feeling overwhelmed speaking English ini-

tially and during certain tasks. “When you start speaking

in English for the first time, it’s hard to breathe.” Norah’s

statements reflect a dual view of TBL. While recognizing the

value of the activity in improving self-expression, feeling

stressed during the activity and overwhelmed by speaking

English, especially as a beginner, that TBL can be demand-

ing and can evoke anxiety. Similarly, Maha remarked, “I

enjoyed the activities, but sometimes they were challenging

because I wasn’t sure how to complete them.” Both partici-

pants acknowledged the benefits of TBL, with Maha empha-

sizing their value in fostering engagement. However, their

comments “hard to breathe” and “challenging” point to the

impact of emotional and cognitive demands, task complex-

ity, and a lack of confidence. Overall, participants’ attitudes

toward TBL reflected a balance of enjoyment, engagement,

and occasional challenges.

4.1.2. Perceptions of Teacher’s Implementation

of Tasks

Participants expressed dual perceptions of the instruc-

tor’s task implementation strategies, highlighting both bene-

fits and challenges. Participants appreciated the instructor’s

role as a facilitator, recounting her ability to guide and mo-

tivate them. At the same time, they voiced concerns about

unfamiliar topics, task difficulty, time constraints, workload,

and instructional clarity.

Topic Flexibility

Reem and Maha praised the diversity of tasks. Partici-

pants further (Samar, Halah, and Dua) highlighted the role of
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topic choice in increasing task engagement. Samar expressed,

“It depends on the topic she gives us. If we can choose one

that suits us best, that we can excel in more, then it’s more

enjoyable.” This reflects her belief that they perform better

on tasks when given the freedom to choose topics they enjoy

and feel confident in. Lama noted that selecting topics of in-

terest encouraged better preparation: “When you get to pick

a topic you care about, you spend more time preparing, and

that makes you feel ready to speak well.” Halah elaborated

on how topic flexibility improves her speech organization

and delivery. Task format also affected emotional responses.

Maha preferred gamified quizzes over traditional format (pa-

per quiz). This suggests interactive and gamified tasks can

reduce stress and enhance focus and performance.

Task Complexity and Design

Lama and Reem found the volume and intensity of

tasks especially challenging as first-year students. Empha-

sizing time constraints and topic unfamiliarity, Lama stated,

“She gave us topics that were profound, and we should cover

all the information about the topic in 3 minutes. I felt it was

impossible.” Halah shared,

The doctor gave me a presentation on topics

like social life, mental health, women, and it

was a challenge for me because the topic I

chose was a bit hard…It took me a long time

to prepare and give my best.

These quotes reflect the importance of considering task

relevance, preparation time, and cognitive load to enhance

task engagement. Reflecting on their views of exams, Ha-

lah described how a timer in pop quizzes increased stress

and led to errors. “I am so stressed because it’s so fast, it

has a timer… Sometimes I get false answers because I’m so

anxious.” Participants’ views suggest that time-constrained

tasks heightened anxiety and limited task engagement. Halah

and Samar highlighted how language proficiency gaps added

complexity. For example, Halah admitted using her phone

to translate unfamiliar words.

Dual Perceptions

The instructor’s strategies were perceived as both mo-

tivating and challenging, based on participants’ preference,

readiness, and emotional comfort. Their dual views reflect

an evolving perception of tasks, shifting from stress to adapt-

ability. Samar and Reem initially felt overwhelmed by the

workload but later appreciated its purpose in improving flu-

ency. Similarly, Samar reflected, “ I thought the tasks were

too overwhelming, but then I realized that she was giving

us these things to help us speak more fluently and confi-

dently.” Maha also acknowledged the tension between task

difficulty and progress, noting “sometimes I feel the tasks are

above our level, but I also think if they were at our level, we

wouldn’t improve.” Lama acknowledged her initial stress and

its positive impact improving her time-management skills.

“The number of tasks in a short time was stressful, but it

pushed me to manage my time better.” These quotes reflect a

gradual recognition of the contextual and cognitive changes,

emphasizing the need for sufficient scaffolding and gradual

progress in task complexity to enhance students’ engagement

and comprehension.

4.1.3. Perceptions of Individual and Group

Tasks

Participants shared varying views on individual and

group tasks, reflecting the strengths and challenges of each

approach. Individual tasks were appreciated for fostering

autonomy, focus, and emotional comfort, while group tasks

promoted collaboration, idea exchange, and social interac-

tion. Additionally, a hybrid approach was favored by some,

depending on task complexity and group dynamics.

Individual Tasks: Autonomy and Challenges

Four out of ten participants (Habeebah, Samar, Munera,

and Norah) preferred individual tasks for their benefits in-

dependence, time management, concentration, and personal

control. Habeebah emphasized the flexibility they provide.

“I like to finish everything. Also, I love to do it by myself.”

Habeebah elaborated on the importance of working at her

pace and making independent decisions, avoiding challenges

related to group dynamics. “By working alone, I can take my

time and work because I want to, not because the girls tell me

to.” Similarly, Samar appreciated autonomy and highlighted

the cognitive benefits of organizing and processing ideas at

a personal pace. “When I’m alone, I can gather my thoughts

at the time I want.” Dua viewed individual tasks as reinforc-

ing self-centered effort. The point about avoiding external

demands and stressors was also emphasized by Munera. She

viewed emotional comfort and reduced stress as key gains

from individual tasks, indicating that focusing on personal

ideas requires mental clarity. However, individual tasks pre-

sented challenges, particularly related to stress and lack of
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peer support. Sarah noted, “It’s possible that if the work

has many details, I feel stressed about how I can complete

it all, and this is a challenge for me.” This is exemplified in

our classroom observations, where some participants strug-

gled with comprehension, highlighting the importance of

collaborative learning environments. For instance, despite

simple instructions, participants struggled with English com-

prehension, requiring frequent clarifications to grasp tasks

fully.

Group Tasks: Collaboration and Challenges

Three participants (Dua, Sarah, and Lama) preferred

group tasks, underscoring their collaborative strengths, in-

cluding idea exchange, diversity of skill levels, peer learning,

mutual support, and social engagement. Sarah pointed out

the efficiency gained from defined roles within the group.“If

we divide the work among us and each girl knows her role, we

will accomplish our work more accurately and efficiently.”

Sarah highlighted the benefits of peer learning and the di-

versity of skill levels enhancing understanding and refin-

ing skills within groups. This reflects her understanding of

shared knowledge and active learning, as students with vary-

ing abilities learn by teaching others and receiving feedback.

Classroom observations revealed that participants frequently

sought help from each other regarding meanings, pronunci-

ations, and sentence constructions. This allowed for a rich

exchange of ideas and perspectives.

Despite these positive views, group tasks posed chal-

lenges such as coordination issues and differing opinions.

Samar voiced frustration about coordinating group meet-

ings which made it difficult to collaborate effectively and

meet deadlines. Another challenge was dealing with dis-

agreements among group members. Munera explained, “The

problem with group tasks is when the opinions differ and

each girl insists, she is right and the other is wrong.” Munera

suggests that diversity of opinions can lead to tension, hinder-

ing the group’s ability to reach a consensus. These comments

illustrate while group tasks have benefits, effective communi-

cation and coordination are essential to enhance productivity

and manage conflict.

A Hybrid Approach: Combining Individual and

Group Tasks

Six participants (Reem, Samar, Munera, Halah, No-

rah, and Habeeba) preferred a combination of individual

and group tasks, depending on the task and group dynam-

ics. Halah explained, “ if it’s a big one, yes, I prefer it with

a group, and if it’s small and easy, I prefer it by myself.”

Halah’s preference reflects how task complexity influences

the choice between group and individual work. Conversely,

Reem emphasized the importance of mutual understanding

and shared goals and skills in determining group success.

“If the group understands me, and we can accomplish and

innovate together, then I’m okay with working with them.

But if the group is not cooperating, I prefer to be alone.”

This suggests that participants’ preferences for individual or

group tasks are influenced by both personal learning styles,

situational demands, and dynamics of collaboration.

4.2. Factors Affecting EFL Students’ Percep-

tions of TBL

Findings also revealed that psychological factors, stu-

dents’ skills and characteristics, and learning environment,

impacted participants’ perceptions toward TBL and their task

execution.

4.2.1. Psychological Factors

The participants’ views revealed significant psycholog-

ical factors influencing their engagement in TBL and their

performance, including stress, apprehension, and motivation.

Stress and apprehension limited participants’ engagement,

while extrinsic motivators (e.g., grades, feedback, peer in-

teraction) and intrinsic motivators (e.g., personal interest

and enjoyment) enhanced performance, development, and

created a more engaging learning environment.

Stress, Apprehension, and Fear of Making Mistakes

Participants identified psychological factors such as

stress, apprehension, and fear of making mistakes as key

challenges affecting their perceptions of TBL. Stress was

linked to limited language skills, task-related factors (i.e.,

complex topics, time constraints, and pop quizzes), social

pressure (i.e., presenting in front of peers), and internal fac-

tors (i.e., fear of mistakes and lack of confidence).

Six participants (Norah, Samar, Dua, Halah, Sarah, and

Munera) found it challenging to articulate their thoughts in

English, especially in front of classmates, due to limited

language skills, fear of making mistakes, and inexperience.

Sarah noted, “As a first-year learner, the main reason for our

fear of making mistakes is that we have little experience.”

Samar mentioned that speaking in front of classmates was
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initially intimidating due to concerns over accuracy, word

choice, meaning, or pronunciation.This highlights how stress

is not only an emotional response but also a cognitive chal-

lenge, as it stems from limited language abilities, psycholog-

ical factors, and internal doubts that significantly impact task

engagement. These insights reflect how limited language

abilities, psychological factors, and internal doubts impact

task engagement.

Samar, Lama, Habeebah, and Sarah noted that working

on challenging topics under limited time, combined with low

confidence and limited experiences, increased stress and anx-

iety. The recurring mention of stress in participants’ accounts

stresses its pervasive and multifaceted nature. Stress arises

from both internal and external factors, such as self-doubt,

lack of preparation, and environmental pressures like strict

deadlines and peer evaluations. Sarah specifically mentioned

that presentations heightened her stress, indicating how ex-

ternal conditions often amplify internal fears. “The thing

that stresses me the most is when the doctor asks us to give

presentations because I get very nervous when I present and

speak in front of other girls.” This reflects how task-related

factors and social factors can trigger fear of judgment, lim-

iting task engagement and performance. Conversely, Maha

expressed frustration over her hesitation to speak, despite

knowing the answer. She shared,

I always regret not participating in the class,

and it’s not shyness; it’s not about the teacher

or the peers; I just don’t know the real reason.

But it could be I want to develop myself so I

can be more confident in my answer; I think

Dr. Nora doesn’t see my creative side.

This quote underscores the complex interplay be-

tween self-doubt, fear of judgment, and the desire for self-

improvement.

Motivation

Motivational factors, including grades, positive feed-

back, peer support, topic relevance, and preparation en-

hanced participants’ task engagement and skill development.

Sarah reflected: “Maybe what motivates me the most to

participate is the possibility of earning extra marks for the

question or task.” Dua mentioned positive feedback. Halah

praised the peer support and opportunities for idea exchange

within groups. Munera’s statement, “When I understand

and prepare for the lesson ahead of time, this encourages

me to participate,” highlights the significance of cognitive,

emotional, and behavioral engagement in task execution.

Preparation and prior understanding boost motivation and

classroom participation, suggesting that these practices can

enhance confidence and reduce stress, ultimately leading to

more effective and positive task engagement. Samar empha-

sized how activities and varied topics helped her improve.

This reinforces her earlier belief that having the freedom to

select topics leads to better performance in tasks and is more

enjoyable.

Other participants (Halah, Habeehah, Lama) also

shared that motivational factors, combined with personal in-

terest and enjoyment, fostered engagement and performance.

Habeebah said, “The grades… And because I want to learn

and improve. I love the English language.” This statement

suggests that task engagement and language improvement

can be influenced by a combination of intrinsic and extrinsic

motivations. Group work was also seen as a tool to foster

motivation, a sense of engagement, and personal growth.

Reem stated,

I feel it my skills, because when I was alone,

I didn’t feel like I was improving my weak-

nesses, but when I sat with my group members,

I got excited to participate, and my participa-

tion changed; each of them changed something

in me.

This quote illustrates a shift in motivation, task engage-

ment, and self-perception. The phrases “my participation

changed” and “each of them changed something in me” em-

phasize how collaborative learning and group dynamics fos-

ter greater engagement, personal development, and the belief

in her ability to improve, highlighting the transformative im-

pact of peer interaction on self-development and motivation.

Participants’ insights reveal that both intrinsic and extrinsic

motivators contribute to enhanced engagement, performance,

and skill development.

4.2.2. Self-Efficacy Management

Findings revealed that self-efficacy management was

a major skill demonstrated by participants. This theme

ties together the psychological and behavioral strategies

participants employed to navigate TBL challenges. Self-
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efficacy encompasses three components: self-evaluation,

self-regulation, and confidence building.

Self-Evaluation

Maha, Reem, Halah, Dua, and Habeebah showed a

strong self-evaluation by reflecting on their own strengths,

weaknesses, preferences, and accomplishments. Habeebah

emphasized aligning tasks with individual learning prefer-

ences, highlighting listening, speaking, and reading as ef-

fective for language improvement. However, her statement.

“I’m a listening person. I learn by listening” underscores the

significance of matching personal strengths to preferences

to enhance task engagement and progress. Similarly, Maha

displayed awareness of both her linguistic limitations and

creative abilities. She elaborated, “I feel if I developed my

language, I would find it easier.” Later she noted, “I feel the

doctor didn’t see the creative side that I have,” and expressed

frustration that her creativity was not acknowledged by the

instructor, underscoring the role of language proficiency in

leading to greater ease and fuller engagement in TBL. Class-

room observations revealed that participants who regularly

evaluated their own performance and expressed high self-

confidence and excellent language skills contributed unique

and creative ideas during class activities.

Self-Regulation

Conversely, Reem provided insights into her develop-

ment of writing, listening, and organizational skills. She

reflected on her challenges in organizing thoughts for note-

taking and credited listening exercises provided by the in-

structor and consistent practice with improving her ability to

structure ideas over time. Reflecting on a previous classroom

experience, she shared,

“Like today, it was the first time I’ve written

comprehensive notes, despite some spelling

mistakes. I was able to do so because I under-

stood the material well. Previously, I tended

to write simple sentences, but this time I pro-

duced more elaborate notes, though they still

contained errors.”

Reem’s reflections demonstrate growing metacogni-

tive skills, as she recognized both her growth and challenges,

such as spelling mistakes. The ability to produce more com-

plex and comprehensive notes suggests a positive assessment

of her own progress. She identified understanding the ma-

terial as a foundation for more engagement with TBL and

noted how self-regulation (produced more elaborate notes)

enabled her to produce more complex and comprehensive

notes. Sarah also demonstrated determination to work on

self-improvement, conveying a proactive attitude to over-

come current challenges. “I will work on myself and im-

prove.” By reflecting, Lama and Halah also demonstrated

adaptability, treating time constraints as an opportunity for

personal growth. Halah also took her peer’s performance as

a tool to improve her own work. “I was the last one because

I wanted to see what other classmates were talking about

so I could be different.” Overall, the findings emphasize

how participants’ self-reflection and self-evaluation helped

them regulate their abilities to manage pressure, adapt to

challenges, and promote their task engagement and personal

growth.

Confidence-building

Participants reported a steady increase in their self-

confidence throughout the course, attributing this growth

to continuous practice, emotional support, and developing

self-efficacy. Munera, Reem, Samar, and Lama, for example,

reflected on overcoming initial fears over time. Samar elab-

orated, “So, in the beginning, it was very terrifying, but with

the exercises that the doctor gave us, everything became eas-

ier for me.” The phrase “everything became easier for me”

indicates the transformative effect of regular, structured tasks

in overcoming language challenges, reducing anxiety, and

fostering confidence. Dua confirmed, “I think the tasks have

improved my listening and speaking because they push me

to talk in front of people, which made me more confident.”

Dua also noted the long-term impact of repeated experiences

of such TBL. “It will reduce fear in the future, when we do a

presentation.” These reflections illustrate participants’ under-

standing of how repeated exposure to tasks reduces anxiety

and fears and reinforce their self-efficacy, allowing them

to approach speaking with greater confidence. Participants

also described a gradual process of managing anxiety and

building self-assurance. Habeebah, for example, shared how

she calmed herself during tasks, demonstrating emotional

resilience. “Maybe nervous and my mood changed. I make

myself come down.” This suggests that emotional manage-

ment is crucial for both maintaining task engagement and

fostering, confidence-building and self-efficacy.
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4.2.3. Learning Environment

All participants underscored the importance of con-

structive feedback, teacher responsiveness, and a compet-

itive classroom atmosphere in shaping their positive per-

ceptions of TBL and of their progress. Reem, for example,

expressed how receiving positive feedback from her instruc-

tor not only boosted her confidence but also enhanced her

sense of progress, noticing that recognizing her improvement

made her feel good about herself. Likewise, Habeebah em-

phasized the positive impact of teacher interaction on skill

development, stating “I love when the doctor talks with us,

and that makes our skills good.” Maha noted how the com-

petitive spirit in the classroom encouraged her participation.

Reem emphasized how bonus marks created an engaging and

competitive atmosphere. She expressed, “You feel the class

is full of competitive spirit.” Halah reflected on a classroom

scenario explaining how moments of confusion during class-

room discussions were addressed by the instructors’ attentive

and proactive support, stating,

In the classroom discussion, I always like when

it hits me, like when I look at my classmates

with a smile and I ask her “Did you understand

it?” and she said “No,” and I looked at the

other one “Did you?” The doctor knows that

we are confused, so she helps us with that.

Halah’s example illustrates the importance of feeling

supported by the instructor in challenging tasks. This reflec-

tion underscores the critical role of instructor awareness and

attentiveness in fostering a positive learning environment.

Additionally, the overall energy and active participation in

the classroom played a critical role in motivating students.

Dua, for example, noted, “The energy in the class is great,

with everyone participating and showing enthusiasm.” This

comment suggests that a dynamic and participatory environ-

ment can promote students’ engagement with TBL. Below,

we discuss the findings in relation to the existing literature

and the theoretical framework.

5. Discussion

5.1. Dual Perceptions and Self-Efficacy

Our findings align with previous research [5] on the im-

portance of learner agency and control in task-based language

teaching. Participants’ perceptions significantly influenced

engagement and learning performance and outcomes [4]. Pos-

itive attitudes were supported by self-efficacy, scaffolding,

and interaction [26, 32, 33], while communicative tasks (e.g.,

games or presentations) fostered speaking skills and engage-

ment [32].

Psychological factors, including self-evaluation also

shaped engagement and learning performance [23, 34]. Struc-

tured tasks and feedback promoted self-regulation and grad-

ual growth [23, 35]. Both this study and prior research highlight

the role of self-evaluation in boosting confidence, task en-

gagement, and language performance [34, 36]. Alghanmi [34]

noted that structured tasks and interventions promote gradual

shifts in students’ perceptions and self-regulatory skills, with

emotional and cognitive demands balanced by motivation,

peer and teacher feedback, and supportive environments.

Findings suggest that growth in language skills requires re-

flection, adaptability to gradual complexity of tasks, and

constant support [23]. Participants valued peer feedback and

scaffolding to organize ideas and improve performance, com-

bined with their recognition of situational demands and dy-

namics of collaboration reflects their evolving self-regulation

strategies [35].

Metacognitive strategies, including reflecting on both

growth and challenges, helped students manage emotional

challenges and regulate learning. Newman [37] emphasized

“meta talk” for improving approaches to tasks, which is crit-

ical but often difficult in language learning. While Kumar-

avadivelu [38] focused on cognitive processes during task

performance, our study complements this by exploring psy-

chological factors (motivation, fear of making mistakes) and

external factors (peer interaction and environments), offer-

ing a broader view of task engagement [16, 21]. Self-efficacy

was crucial for enhancing motivation, persistence, and re-

silience during challenges [33, 39]. Self-regulated learning

maintained focus and adapted strategies effectively [40–42].

This study also highlighted the role of self-directed learn-

ing effectively [42, 43] and growth mindset in managing emo-

tions and building confidence. Participants who employed

self-regulation strategies—including reflection, reflection,

emotional management, confidence-building, and viewing

difficulties as opportunities for growth—exhibited a growth

mindset, characterized by adaptability and motivation. Posi-

tive task perceptions were linked to peer interaction (related-
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ness) and autonomy, sustaining engagement [22]. Neverthe-

less, participants reported both motivating and challenging

experiences. Tasks initially caused stress but were later ap-

preciated for improving fluency and time management. This

shift highlights the role of self-efficacy in adapting to chal-

lenges. Well-structured, progressively complex tasks are

essential for maintaining engagement and promoting mean-

ingful learning.

5.2. Group and Individual Tasks

Participants’ dual perceptions captured the complex

dynamics of individual and group tasks, reflecting both bene-

fits and challenges [19]. Individual tasks supported autonomy,

focus, and emotional comfort, while group tasks promoted

collaboration, idea exchange, and social interaction [18]. Pref-

erences shifted based on task difficulty, group dynamics,

personal learning styles, situational demands, emphasizing

the need for flexibility. While reflecting on their experiences

with individual and group tasks, participants highlighted

the benefits of ‘collaborative dialogue’ [44]. Peer scaffold-

ing enhanced understanding, confidence, and skills [9, 37, 45].

Despite challenges like maintaining focus and resolving con-

flicts, peer collaboration promoted learning through shared

ideas and emotional support [16, 18, 44, 46].

5.3. Scaffolding and Task Design

From a Vygotskian perspective, tasks that are too sim-

ple fail to stimulate cognitive growth. Participants empha-

sized the importance of tasks promoting cognitive growth,

supported by scaffolding, reflection, and collaboration [27, 36].

Maha’s statement, “But I also think if they were at our level,

we wouldn’t improve,” reflects the Vygotskian emphasis

on designing tasks within ZPD. Gradual scaffolding com-

bined with progressively complex tasks promoted adaptabil-

ity and engagement, while alleviating participants’ initial

stress [26, 47, 48]. Similarly, Long (2014) [49] noted that tasks

designed within each participant’s ZPD enhanced confidence,

motivation and linguistic competence. Confidence-building,

a cornerstone of Vygotskian theory, emerged as crucial for

skill development and task engagement [26]. Participants re-

ported a steady increase in their self-confidence, attributing

this growth to continuous practice, emotional support, and

developing self-efficacy.

Despite challenges such as limited language skills, psy-

chological barriers, and self-doubt affected task engagement,

the role of clear instruction, preparation, and scaffolding cen-

tral in encouraging self-regulation and participation [15, 50].

Structured activities, such as peer discussions and group pre-

sentations, along with the freedom to choose topics, pro-

moted agency and preparedness for complex tasks [38, 51].

These strategies were regarded as both motivating and appro-

priately challenging, aligning with participants’ preferences

and emotional readiness.

Reflective practices and self-efficacy management also

emerged as core elements of effective scaffolding. Through

observation and evaluation of their strengths, challenges,

and progress, participants foster metacognitive awareness

and emotional resilience. McCaslin and Daniel [3] empha-

sized that self-evaluation is central to personal growth, while

Bruner [36] underscored reflective thinking as integral to

constructing knowledge and fostering independence. Self-

efficacy emerged as a multidimensional construct, integrat-

ing self-evaluation, self-regulation, and confidence building,

all of which were central to participants’ engagement in self-

regulated learning (SRL) [23].

McCaslin and Daniel [3] identified social interaction,

challenging tasks, and responsive feedback as major scaf-

folding strategies that promote self-regulated learning (SRL)

and meaningful social activity. Furthermore, the importance

of social connections and emotional support in motivating

learners, reducing stress, and fostering engagement within a

collaborative environment is evident in Vygotsky’s [26] work.

These findings further underscore the value of inte-

grating differentiated instruction (DI) and Vygotsky’s socio-

cultural theory, emphasizing scaffolding, collaboration, and

ZPD [52, 53]. Previous research demonstrated that implement-

ing DI in environments fostering autonomy, collaboration,

and personal growth significantly boosts engagement and per-

formance [53, 54]. Participants reported that their preferences

and needs were acknowledged through various strategies

within a supportive environment, aligning with the learner-

centered approach inherent in DI. Consistent with prior find-

ings [53–55], implementing effective DI enhances students’

motivation, active participation, and self-confidence. ID sig-

nificantly enhanced engagement, cognitive skills, and auton-

omy, in both independent and collaborative settings [34, 53, 54].

Together, these findings contribute to a holistic educational
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experience that not only promotes academic success but also

supports the overall wellbeing of students.

6. Conclusions

While minimal attention has been given to Saudi EFL

females and their perceptions of TBL, this qualitative study

provides insights into their views and examines the factors in-

fluencing their engagement. TA revealed key themes related

to attitudes, task implementation, scaffolding, and individ-

ual and group work dynamics. A central finding was the

duality in participants’ perceptions, balancing enjoyment

and engagement with emotional and cognitive challenges.

While attitudes were mostly positive, the gradual shift in

perceptions reflected growing self-efficacy. Consistent with

Chen and Wang’ [23] findings, participants demonstrated grad-

ual progress in their linguistic, interactive communication,

and cognitive skills, driven by their increased confidence

and the use of self-, peer-, and teacher’s scaffolding [32, 52].

Effective SRL emerged through task design, pacing, and as-

sessment, fostering growth and reflection [3]. Furthermore,

addressing psychological barriers, such as anxiety and stress

is essential for maintaining engagement and improving learn-

ing outcomes, while building self-confidence helps manage

these challenges effectively [17, 21, 23]. To conclude, this study

underscores the value of DI and dynamic, learner-centered

approaches to TBL design, where psychological needs, in-

structional support, and social dynamics are carefully con-

sidered.

Though this study is more exploratory than conclusive,

it holds significance in the current Saudi context, diverging

from the predominantly quantitative approaches that have

characterized most Saudi classroom research. This study ac-

knowledges several limitations, including a small, culturally

specific sample and a focus on Saudi Arabian educational

settings, which limits generalizability. More conclusive evi-

dence can emerge from future studies that expand participant

diversity by including males, co-educational groups, and stu-

dents from varied cultural and academic backgrounds would

enhance applicability. Longitudinal approaches should be ap-

plied to explore the sustained impact of TBL on self-regulated

learning [22]. Recommendations include designing tasks with

balanced complexity, effective scaffolding, and further re-

search into students’ self-regulation, self-evaluation, self-

reflection, and task engagement. Educators are encouraged

to integrate scaffolding strategies, including clear instruc-

tions, structured guidance, self-reflection, instruction in self-

evaluation, and timely feedback to help learners navigate

TBL effectively while fostering their confidence and effi-

ciency.
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