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Comprehension is one of the most crucial factors contributing to acquiring a new language; therefore, teachers must facilitate language comprehensibility using the best teaching practices to help learners understand the target language. This study aimed to identify tertiary EFL teachers’ practices for teaching language comprehensibility to assist in highlighting the comprehensibility practices tertiary EFL teachers employ to ensure that students understand, interact with, and use the English language. To identify the extent that the teachers employ language comprehensibility practices in an EFL context, the descriptive-correlational approach was employed. A closed-item questionnaire was administered to a sample of 65 teachers in Najran University, Saudi Arabia in the academic year 2021–2022. The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS v. 23) was used to analyze the data. The results showed that tertiary EFL teachers taught language comprehensibility very skillfully. Also, no significant difference in teaching language comprehensibility was found concerning the gender variable. There were, however, differences in the means of the sample’s responses towards methods of teaching language comprehensibility according to years of experience, particularly for those with the most years of experience. Considering the results, the study suggested paying more attention to integrating language comprehensibility practices in EFL contexts.
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Introduction

Comprehensibility is vital in any foreign language learning, and “success in language learning is attributed to successful language teaching” (Kosar and Dolapçıoğlu, 2021, p. 231). In general, teaching is a demanding career that constantly looks for individuals with knowledge of the specifics and pedagogical nuances (Shulman, 1986). Teaching, on one hand, refers to all processes and activities designed to impart knowledge, skills, and understanding at all levels of education. The goal of teaching is to ensure learning, so if learning does not take place, the goal is not achieved. Soga (2000) sees education as a planned arrangement between the teacher and the learner on a particular subject to achieve learning using appropriate methods and materials. Based on the professional principle, teaching is a planned, logical, well-organized process of transmitting knowledge, attitudes, and skills. Teaching is an art and a science that must be properly planned to ensure effective education. Also, it requires flexibility, creativity, and responsibility to provide an educational environment to respond to the learner’s needs (Tulbure, 2012). In addition, teaching requires a well-trained and prepared teacher to deliver content to learners in simple, clear, and understandable ways since effective teaching is linked to students’ successful learning. Kosar and Dolapçıoğlu (2021) reported that teachers’ employment of interactive activities and pair and group work could promote students’ English language learning. Therefore, it is a process that a teacher needs to learn consciously. Therefore, teachers need not only to know the content but also how students perceive and understand language. In addition, teaching is intricate and complex; it includes several tasks and moves. Ball and Forzani (2009) argue that the profession of teaching entails the primary duties that instructors should carry out to help students learn. These practices are called teaching practices. It is essential to discover the specific actions that support and promote efficient learning when teaching. Teaching methods are beneficial actions that promote efficient learning. Therefore, a teaching strategy is an instructional method or plan for classroom actions or interactions to achieve specific learning objectives, including induction, referencing, use of examples, planned repetition, stimuli, effective use of questions, and summarization (Ayua, 2017). A teaching strategy is a generalized plan of the lesson(s) that includes the structure of the learner’s desired behavior in terms of the objectives of the instruction and an outline of the tactics needed to implement the strategy. Teaching strategies are the techniques used to assist students in learning the course material that is necessary for success and creating attainable future goals. Teaching strategies let teachers choose the best approach to deal with a specific target group by identifying the many accessible learning methods (Sarode, 2018). Various elements are integral to the teaching and learning process; however, “effective teaching strategies such as using evidence-based practices, high leverage practices, and proper scaffolding will help ensure that my students are obtaining a quality education” (Lampe, 2022, p. 32). Effective teaching includes not only tools, techniques, and strategies for improving student learning but also understanding the context, mainly how students learn, how they process information, what motivates them to learn more, and what hinders the learning process. An effective teaching strategy helps students achieve their goals and succeed in life. Classroom teaching practices refer to a set of observable and measurable actions that a teacher can engage in to support their students. They include learning discovery, problem-based learning, collaboration, classroom discussion, “learning in group, lecture method, and interview methods as well as reading practice” (Tanjung, 2022, p. 7). Effective teachers have a foundation of practices they continually engage in that promote academic achievement and appropriate behavior and build relationships with students and families. Furthermore, they adapt these practices based on students’ needs to support all students within the classroom environment effectively (Macsuga-Gage et al., 2012). Instructional practices are techniques that teachers use to help students become independent learners. These practices become learning practices when students independently choose appropriate practices and use them effectively to accomplish tasks or achieve goals. Instructional practices can motivate and help students focus and organize information for understanding and remembering and monitor and evaluate learning (Learning, 2002). To compete in this rapidly changing world, today’s students will need creativity, problem-solving abilities, a passion for learning, a work ethic, and lifelong learning opportunities. Students, through instruction-based teaching practices, can develop these abilities. Best practices are applied to all grade-level students in higher education, and these practices engage and motivate students to learn and achieve their desired goals. Students who receive a balanced curriculum and possess the knowledge, skills, and abilities to convey and link ideas and concepts across disciplines will be successful according to standardized tests and other indicators of student success (Sarode, 2018). Hence, the researchers believe that EFL teachers must know the appropriate EFL teaching strategies, and techniques to employ them to help students comprehend and use the target language. In the same context, teaching practices, too, for language comprehensibility become crucial for students’ learning comprehension, interaction, and use of the English language. It is hoped that this study would assist in highlighting the comprehensibility practices tertiary EFL teachers employ to ensure that students understand, interact with, and use the English language correctly.



Literature review

Language comprehensibility, as defined by Glisan and Donato (2017), refers to how foreign language teachers can make a language understandable to students, establish situations that encourage foreign language comprehensibility, and involve students in intelligible interactions. According to Glisan and Donato (2017), this three-pillar practice of language comprehensibility for students (language, context, and interaction) was based on literature and previous studies. As argued by Swain (1985), comprehensible language is crucial because language comprehensibility enables students to identify knowledge gaps, speculate about alternative ways to convey ideas, and concentrate on how language generates meaning. Glisan and Donato (2017) opined that students need to use the target language in real-world situations to advance their proficiency. Empirical literature on the teaching practices of language comprehensibility is very limited. However, the following studies are presented to get the insight of the subject matters researched in the current study. For example, Maquire et al. (1999) opines that clear learning experiences boost retention. And, for students to gain language abilities, effective language instruction must offer highly understandable, meaningful, and engaging speaking and text in the target language. In this sense, meaning is crucial for fostering comprehension and learning (Sousa, 2011). Therefore, effective teaching in terms of comprehension must focus on making meaning clear for learners. It is also to ensure that they are not demotivated. The use of language as a mediating tool, or more particularly how we speak to learners, is crucial for learning (Glisan and Donato, 2017), and the effectiveness of this can affect what pupils learn and do not learn. Instead of merely serving as information for internal processing in learners’ brains, using the foreign language for teaching becomes a tool to moderate language acquisition and growth. Students can perform with the aid and achieve what they cannot do on their own. Thanks to the way, professors speak to them and interact with them. As they communicate in the target language, learners can be heard discussing the language (they use), challenging their usage, and seeking help when necessary. It has been discovered that learners can significantly improve their capacity to function in meaningful ways in the target language through cooperative and supportive interactions with teachers and with each other (Glisan and Donato, 2017).

Teachers can employ many tactics to promote understanding and support meaning-making in conversation so that students can communicate and use language imaginatively without worrying about receiving too much feedback or criticism. In a nutshell, students should be taught using the input they learn about the target language on the spot. The input must be understandable to encourage learning a foreign language. Both students and teachers would find it challenging to learn another language without understandable input (Simpson, 2021). Language learning and teaching is a two-way process (input and output), and comprehensibility practices are crucial to facilitate learners mastering the target language. The issue of how to make input understandable becomes significant if input comprehensibility is required for L2 acquisition. This can be accomplished by streamlining and altering the input given to learners of foreign languages (Hasan, 2008). Troyan et al. (2013) implemented a practice-based approach centered around three key practices: comprehensive use of the target language during instruction, questioning to develop and gauge student understanding, teaching grammar inductively in meaningful contexts and co-constructing understanding. Saito et al. (2022) examined the possibility of establishing quick and reliable automated comprehensibility assessments in which they gathered many spectrograms to build an acoustic model for each speech class. The spectrogram transmitted a variety of nonlinguistic elements “such as speaker, age, gender, and microphone” (p. 8). In a pilot study, Thrasher (2022) investigated the effects the physiological foreign language anxiety and oral comprehensibility. Participants had reduced anxiety in virtual reality, according to the findings. Finally, raters discovered that participants were more comprehensible in virtual reality and when they self-reported having less anxiousness. Vraciu and Curell (2022) study compared the presence of discourse features and strategies that support students’ input comprehension and output in a series of English-medium instruction classes taught by English L1 and English L2 lecturers. The findings demonstrated that both instructors used a range of techniques to encourage comprehensible input and student involvement. Comparatively to his English L2 counterpart, the English L1 lecturer supported more comprehensible input. Friedrich and Heise (2019) tested the notion that gender-neutral language makes texts harder to comprehend. After reading a material, exclusively masculine forms or consistently mixed masculine and feminine forms, that was randomly allocated to 355 students who later responded to a comprehensibility questionnaire. Participants who had read a text written in gender-neutral language did not rate the text’s comprehensibility lower than those who read the text written exclusively in masculine forms. The findings suggested that using gender-neutral language does not make a text less comprehensible.

In addition to the studies cited above, foreign/s language teaching practices have been examined worldwide, revealing varying results. Intarapanich (2013) identified the strategies and approaches to teaching English as a foreign language in Thai primary and secondary schools. Observation and interviews with five teachers were used to collect data. The results showed that EFL teachers mostly used three teaching approaches: communicative, grammar translation, and total physical response. As for teaching strategies at the secondary level, the used instruments were conversations, role-play, debates, and group work. Whereas, at the primary level, the used instruments were pair work, group work, drills, spelling games, and songs. Kuznetsova (2015) experimented with three EFL teaching methods with 60 students at the technical faculties in Russia. For the study objective, the used tool was a test to collect data. According to the results, pupils who learned through the communicative approach had the best grades, followed by those who studied directly, and those who used the grammar-translation method performed the least well. The American Council on Teaching Foreign Languages suggests best practices for second language classes. Kuhlman (2017) looked at these methods. He identified six fundamentally sound instructional strategies, including the usage of the target language, communicative activities, context-based grammar, fair criticism, reverse engineering, and the application of authentic materials. In their 2018 study, Rahman et al. compared two ESL teachers’ views and actual practices concerning communicative language teaching in a Bangladeshi school. Used instruments were semi-structured interviews and observation to collect data. The results showed that the instructors did hold a sophisticated set of views, but these beliefs were not necessarily manifested in their classroom actions. Most importantly, the teaching practices prevalent in the classroom were communicative activities, deductive teaching methods, and a focus on memorizing grammar and vocabulary. Jansem (2019) examined the teaching practices used in communicative language teaching classes. Eight Thai instructors participated in the study, and the data were collected through classroom observations and semi-structured post-teaching interviews. The results showed that communicative language teaching practices involved four standard features: encouraging “small talk” in the target language, starting the lesson with a lead-in and presentation strategy, responding positively to students’ linguistic errors, and emphasizing semi-communicative activities. Khalil and Semono-Eke (2020) investigated the most effective and practical teaching techniques for general English and the English language for specific purposes in the Saudi context. Sixty-three English teachers from various Saudi Arabian universities completed an open-ended questionnaire. The findings indicated that English language instructors preferred to combine other teaching techniques with communicative language teaching.

To conclude, previous research has focused on EFL teaching practices from a general perspective. Few studies, perhaps, have paid attention to the specific instructional methods and techniques that EFL teachers must acquire and teach to their students to ensure comprehensibility, that is, successful language learning and use. Students must understand, interact with others, and use the target language. Highlighting the existing gap, this study attempted to identify the teaching practices that facilitate language comprehensibility for students when used by tertiary EFL teachers. Furthermore, the study examined the use of EFL teaching comprehensibility practices concerning the variables of the teacher’s gender and years of teaching experience. Hence, the statement of the problem is formulated in the following research questions:

1. To what extent do teachers practice language comprehensibility in an EFL context?

2. Are there any differences in teachers’ methods of practicing language comprehensibility in an EFL context due to gender?

3. Are there any differences in teachers’ methods of practicing language comprehensibility in an EFL context due to years of experience?



Materials and methods


Research design

The study aimed to identify tertiary EFL teachers’ practices of teaching language comprehensibility. It also correlated the sample’s responses with their gender and years of teaching experience. Therefore, the researchers used the descriptive-correlational approach to gather and evaluate data to describe the relationship among the variables and how one phenomenon is related to another (Lappe, 2000). Obeidat et al. (2014) define the descriptive-correlational approach as that which studies a specific phenomenon by surveying the opinions of all members of the research population or large samples of them. It aims to describe and interpret the phenomenon quantitatively or qualitatively in terms of its nature and degree of occurrence.



Participants

The study consisted of 85 EFL tertiary teachers at Najran University, Saudi Arabia in the academic year 2021–2022. They teach English as a foreign language in the university’s various colleges, including the College of Languages and Translation, Preparatory Year, and the Applied College. The faculty members are of different nationalities, including Saudi, Jordanian, Yemeni, Egyptian, Indian, Pakistani, Sudanese, and Algerian. They hold bachelor’s, master’s, or doctorate degrees in various disciplines such as the English language, English language teaching, translation, applied linguistics, and linguistics. The study sample was drawn conveniently; an electronic link for the study instrument (questionnaire) was created and circulated to the targeted group. The link was made available for 2 weeks to receive responses. The participants’ consent form was shared and obtained online. Before the participants completed the questionnaire, they were asked to read the consent form and to express their wish to participate in the study. Those who agreed to participate in the study reached 65, representing 76.5% of the study population. Table 1 shows the distribution of the study sample according to the demographic information utilized in the current study.



TABLE 1 Distribution of the study sample.
[image: Table1]



Research instruments

The study targeted tertiary EFL teachers’ practices of teaching language comprehensibility. Therefore, the researchers surveyed theoretical literature and previous studies related to the topic of the study. The questionnaire of the current study was elaborated from Glisan and Donato (2017). In its initial version, the closed-item questionnaire consisted of 15 items distributed under three domains on a five-point Likert scale (Strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, and strongly disagree). The first domain was devoted to comprehensible language and covered seven items. The second domain was about contexts for comprehension and included four items. Finally, comprehensible interactions with learners came with four items. Also, there was a section on the participants’ demographic information: gender and years of teaching experience.




Validity of the study instrument


Face validity

The questionnaire’s validity was verified by presenting it to five experienced faculty members of the College of Languages and Translation at Najran University. They specialize in English language teaching and learning. Their directions and suggestions included adding, replacing, deleting, and modifying inappropriate items. The experts also ensured that the wording and language were precise, and the questionnaire was free from spelling and typographical errors. In addition, the experts made sure the questionnaire’s applicability in the Saudi context. Suggestions, enjoying a high percentage of agreement by the experts, were considered. The experts’ suggested modifications are shown in Table 2.



TABLE 2 Experts’ modifications for improving the instrument of the current study.
[image: Table2]



Internal consistency

The study instrument was applied to an exploratory sample of 20 faculty members outside the study sample. Items’ correlation to the domain’s overall score was determined using the Pearson correlation coefficient. Also, the Pearson correlation coefficient between the scale domains and overall score was evaluated. Table 3 depicts the results.



TABLE 3 Pearson correlation coefficients for items and their domains.
[image: Table3]

The Pearson correlation coefficients between the items and the domain’s overall score were statistically significant at 0.01 or 0.05, as shown in Table 3. The items of the first domain, which measure “comprehensible language,” had correlation coefficients between 0.514* and 0.835** with the domain’s overall score. The items of the second domain (contexts for comprehension) and the domain’s overall score had correlation coefficients that ranged from 0.709 to 0.819. The items of the third domain—comprehensible interactions with learners—had correlation values ranging from 0.546* to 0.694** with the domain’s overall score. All values of the items were of statistical significance with a 0.05 threshold or lower. Also, Pearson correlation coefficients between the scale’s overall score and domains as displayed in Table 4.



TABLE 4 Pearson correlation coefficients for domains and scale.
[image: Table4]

The Pearson correlation coefficients between the domain and scale total scores were statistically significant at 0.01, as shown in Table 4. With a significance threshold of 0.00, Pearson correlation values ranged from 0.887 to 0.975. As a result, the researchers confirmed the validity of the study tool.



Reliability of the study instruments

The researchers extracted the reliability coefficients of the domains and the total scale using Cronbach’s alpha equation. Table 5 displays the results.



TABLE 5 Reliability coefficients for the domains and the total scale.
[image: Table5]

According to Table 5, the reliability coefficient using Cronbach’s alpha of the total score of the study scale was 0.91. The reliability coefficients of the scale domains ranged between 0.80 and 0.84. Therefore, the scale is highly reliable and appropriate for the study.



Statistical processing

The researchers used the statistical software SPSS v23 to analyze the study results and answer its questions. The scale’s consistency was verified using the Pearson correlation coefficient. The reliability of the study scale was checked by Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. Means, standard deviations, and ranks were extracted to answer the first research question, “To what extent do teachers practice language comprehensibility in an EFL context.” The following grading was adopted to verify the scale’s items and domains to determine the degree of agreement based on the term equation: 1–1.80 = very low, >1.80–2.60 = low, >2.60–3.40 = medium, >3.40–4.20 = high, >4.20–5 = very high. The t-test for independent samples (gender variable) was used to answer the second research question, “Are there any differences in the teachers’ practices of teaching language comprehensibility in an EFL context with gender differences.” A one-variable analysis of variance (experience) was employed to answer the third research question, “Are there any differences in teachers’ methods of practicing language comprehensibility in an EFL context due to years of experience.”




Results

The means, standard deviations, and ranks of the study sample’s responses about the extent to which they teach language comprehensibility to undergraduates in an EFL context were extracted. Table 6 predicts the results.



TABLE 6 Descriptive analysis of language comprehensibility practices.
[image: Table6]

Table 6 shows that EFL teachers taught language comprehensibility in the EFL context at a very high level (M = 4.23, SD = 0.494). Specifically, the second domain (contexts for comprehension) scored the highest (M = 4.30, SD = 0.466) followed by the third domain (comprehensible interactions with learners) (M = 4.28, SD = 0.506). The first domain (comprehensible language) came last (M = 4.16, SD = 0.605). According to the results in Table 6, the standard deviations of the domains and the total scale were relatively low. This result indicates that the responses were homogenous. That is to say, EFL teachers agree on the practices of language comprehensibility in the EFL context. At the domain level, context and interaction for comprehension scored very high (M = 4.30, 4.28, SD = 0.466, 506) with language comprehension scoring high (M = 4.16, SD = 0.605). See Tables 2–8 for more details.



TABLE 7 T-test analysis.
[image: Table7]



TABLE 8 One-way ANOVA variance analysis.
[image: Table8]


Gendered-based teachers’ practices of language comprehensibility

The collected data were computed using a t-test to show differences in tertiary teachers’ practices of teaching language comprehensibility to undergraduates in an EFL context due to gender. Table 7 shows the results.

According to Table 7, there were no gender-based variations in the study sample’s responses that were statistically significant at 0.05. The results showed no differences in all domains and the total scale, except for the third domain, in which there were differences in favor of females.



Teaching experience-based teachers’ practices of language comprehensibility

A one-way ANOVA variance analysis was used to show the significance of differences between the responses based on years of experience.

Table 8 illustrates significant differences at the level of 0.05 between the means of the responses in teaching language comprehensibility to undergraduates in an EFL context according to years of experience. The differences were shown in all domains and the total degree of the scale except for the third domain. Multiple comparisons using Scheffe’s test were used to show the statistical significance of these differences as depicted (See Supplementary Appendix B). The analysis showed statistical differences between the methods used to teach language comprehensibility to undergraduates in an EFL context between the participants with 1 to 5 years of experience and those above 11 years. The significance was highest for those with the most years of experience.

The main findings of the study are summarized as follows:

– Tertiary EFL teachers practiced teaching language comprehensibility at a very high level.

– There were no significant differences in the means of the responses in teaching language comprehensibility to undergraduates in an EFL context regarding gender.

– There existed differences in the means of the responses about teaching language comprehensibility based on years of experience with the teachers with the most years of experience showing the most significant difference.




Discussion

The current study aimed to identify tertiary EFL teachers’ practices of teaching language comprehensibility to maintain their students’ understanding, interaction with, and use of the English language. The results are discussed question-wise.

The first research question: To what extent do teachers practice language comprehensibility in an EFL context?

The data analysis showed that the tertiary EFL teachers practiced teaching language comprehensibility at a very high level. While context and interaction for comprehension scored very high, language comprehension scored high. These results indicate that EFL teachers are aware of and use language comprehensibility practices because they believe in their effectiveness in helping students understand, interact with, and use the English language. The results could be attributed to teaching experience and training courses that teachers received during their service. In general, these results are consistent with Intarapanich (2013) study, which showed that students who learned using the communicative method scored the highest marks on tests. The results further align with Rahman et al. (2018) study, which revealed that communicative teaching practices were prevalent in the Bangladeshi classroom. Similarly, Jansem (2019) showed that communicative language teaching practices were found to share specific teaching and learning environments, such as verbal interaction in English through encouraging (small talk) and starting the lesson with a lead-in and presentation strategy. Also, they included responding positively to students’ linguistic errors and emphasizing semi-communicative activities. In addition, Khalil and Semono-Eke (2020) indicated that English language instructors preferred combining other teaching techniques with communicative language teaching. Further, Kosar and Dolapçıoğlu (2021) highlighted teachers’ use of interactively learning activities to maximize their students’ English learning.

The second research question: Are there any differences in teachers’ methods of practicing language comprehensibility in an EFL context due to gender?

The results showed no significant differences existed in the means of participants’ responses in teaching language comprehensibility to undergraduates in an EFL context regarding gender. These results mean that the variable of gender did not play any role in varying participants’ views of teaching language comprehensibility practices. This result could be due to the EFL teachers’ similar contextual conditions, such as physical and social concerning curriculum, teaching practices, and aids and teaching approaches, namely the communicative teaching approach. This result is not line with that by Saito et al. (2022) concluded that a variety of nonlinguistic elements such as speaker, age, gender, and microphone may affect automated speech recognition.

The third research question: Are there any differences in teachers’ methods of practicing language comprehensibility in an EFL context due to years of experience?

There were differences in the means of the responses about teaching language comprehensibility based on years of experience with the teachers with the most years of experience showing the most significant difference. This result means that the teaching experience played a role in varying the participants’ views on teaching language comprehensibility. The teachers who had more years of teaching experience surpassed employing language comprehensibility practices than their peers who had less teaching experience. This result may be because of the accumulative teaching experiences that EFL teachers acquire through their working years, in which they are more exposed to different teaching practices and curricula of English language skills. The current result accords with Kosar and Dolapçıoğlu (2021) study, which indicated significant differences in EFL teachers’ beliefs concerning teaching practices attributed to teaching experience.



Conclusion

The study focused on EFL teachers’ teaching practices concerning language comprehension, interaction, and context. Furthermore, EFL teachers’ practices of teaching language comprehensibility correlated with their gender and years of teaching experience. The results showed that EFL teachers used comprehensible teaching practices at a high level. No difference existed in the teaching practices according to gender; however, the teacher’s level of experience was a significant variable for the high years of experience. These results imply that students need to identify the role of teaching practices on comprehensibility in their language comprehension, interaction, and use to achieve better learning outcomes. Considering the results of the present study, the researchers suggest paying more attention to integrating language comprehensibility practices in EFL contexts through training courses that enhance these strategies.


Limitations and recommendations

The current study focused only on EFL teachers’ foreign language comprehensibility teaching practices to facilitate students’ language comprehension, interaction, and use. Also, the present study was applied at the tertiary level in one university in Saudi Arabia; therefore, the generalization of results may not apply. In addition, this study was quantitative; a closed-item questionnaire was used to collect data; therefore, the reliability of the data depended on the participants’ seriousness in answering the questions since no other instruments were used to triangulate the data. Further research is suggested on examining the effectiveness of comprehensibility teaching practices on EFL students’ language proficiency level from their point of view.
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