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Abstract 

Many hypotheses have been passed by professors in the language teaching profession concerning the effects of 
remedial courses in enhancing the skills of students in the English language. Most people share the sentiment that 
remedial courses are quests in vain when it gets to improving the skills of students learning English as a first or 
second language (EFL/ESL). Others claim that the teaching strategy is the key to attaining the positive results in 
students taking remedial courses. This research looks into evidence presented by other researchers about the 
effectiveness of remedial courses. The research material used is mainly secondary. Through a comprehensive 
exploration of the information from various researchers, the paper has presented those researchers’ findings on the 
issue. The research hypothesis is, ‘remedial courses have no effect in increasing the performance of EFL/ESL 
students.’ The research findings indicate that the remedial courses in the Arab universities have been ineffective in 
increasing English language skills of students learning EFL/ESL. 
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1. Introduction 

Learning one’s foreign language is very easy. It comes naturally to the mind and as one gets older, their skills in 
using the first language increase. This is all the action of the cognitive development in human beings that is the basis 
of learning. When one starts learning their first language, the skills are acquired through observation and listening to 
the people around. English is one of the most widely used languages in the world.  

The English natives are fluent and eloquent in the use of the language, but those who learn English as a first 
language or as a second language have problems with different areas in the use of the language. Many a times, the 
learners have to be taken through short or long courses to learn the appropriate use of the English language. 
Normally, students joining college in the Arab nations are given remedial courses in English while those looking to 
master the language are taken through basic skill courses. 

Students in some colleges in the Arab region are expected to pass their English tests when they enroll for their 
college education. This is mainly because most of the teaching in colleges is done by professionals using English. 
The influence of the western nations on the Arab nations and the rest of the world have prompted the need for 
students to at least learn basic skills in English. Personal experience has revealed that the effectiveness of remedial 
teaching of students in their EFL/ESL studies varies.  

2. Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

The difference in effectiveness may be attributed to the reception of the students in the programs as well as the 
ability of the students to understand what is taught during the programs. This paper is a descriptive study which 
looks into how effective the remedial courses are about improving the EFL/ESL student’s performance in college. 
The research paper will highlight the possible causes of low performance in the English language after the remedial 
courses, highlight the possible solutions to the issue and make a comprehensive conclusion of the hypothesis that 
remedial courses have no effect on the performance of students. 

The paper addresses the following two interrelated questions: 

1) How effective are the remedial courses in improving the EFL/ESL student's performance in college? 

2) What are the possible causes for the EFL/ESL student's performance after taking the remedial courses required? 
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3. Discussion 

3.1 Language is not Requisite in their Society 

One of the most important parts of learning English as a foreign or second language is the extent of using it in the 
daily interactions with other people. This could be simple conversations with the rest of the students or with the 
remedial course lecturers. A student may also choose to recite some of the words, phrases and sentences learnt in the 
remedial classes to enhance their comprehension of the language (Sapkota, 2013). This is the basis of learning a 
foreign or second language. It is the equivalent of a child learning to pronounce words correctly after a long time of 
practicing with the parents and guardians. In the College setting, the students from the Arab origin are normally not 
exposed to such scenarios where they have to use the language out of the remedial classes (Moussu, 2010). 

Traditionally, the Arab students have been using their native language as the main, if not the only language, to 
communicate even in the class setting (Malallah, 2000). It gets rather hard for the student to start using English as 
their default language because of two reasons. First, there are very few students who are ready to engage in the use of 
English to communicate. The fact that they have an alternative language of communication that is far more efficient 
makes it difficult for them to use English (El-Dib, 2004).While remedial course lecturers may oblige their students to 
use the language outside class for practical reasons, the school setting presentsa big challenge to them. Second, the 
Arabic language is primarily used in the teaching of other courses in the colleges. The students do not get enough 
exposure to the use of English from other professors apart from those in their remedial classes (Moussu, 2010).  

The effectiveness of the remedial courses is also influenced by the negative attitude developed by the students 
towards the English language (Elmetwally, 2012). Most of the failing students who are enrolled for the remedial 
courses in EFL/ESL studies are already frustrated by their first failures. Some report to have developed a negative 
attitude towards the language and this compels them to assume a passive approach to learning it (Tremblay, 2011). 
They put little or no effort to study it. Some are only motivated to study for their remedial course tests to get over 
with the course. 

3.2 Lack of Prolonged Exposure 

Many students who undergo a remedial course in EFL/ESL studies finish their course work without improvement in 
their performance because they are not exposed to practical use of the language outside their lecture halls. The main 
reason for this is that most of the students start using their native language as soon as they step out of the class rooms. 
This means that the only time they use English exclusively is when they are in class. Failure to expose the students to 
the use of English in prolonged periods leads to the erosion of the new ideas that they learn in class (Wang, Shang & 
Briody, 2012). 

According to the cognitive development theory, the human brain learns a new language by having prolonged 
exposure to its use (Ilustre, 2011). This can be achieved through listening to other people using the language, reading 
texts written in the language and having access to the professors to aid them where they fail to comprehend the 
meaning of words (Ahmed, 2010).The experience should be turned into an enjoyable course where the student has 
the new things he or she learns, running through his or her mind constantly.This is the kind of environment that lacks 
in the Arab nations like Kuwait (Bacha & Bahous, 2011). The use of English as a medium of communication is yet 
to mature among the students and the professors alike; therefore, the effectiveness of remedial courses in EFL/ESL 
studies becomes greatly jeopardized with relation to improving the student’s performance in English (Wang, Shang 
& Briody, 2012). 

The use of the English language is based on sets of rules. The tests used by the colleges to measure the skills of 
students in the language are mainly based on grammar. Remedial lessons acquaint the students with the rules in 
English on a theoretical context. They ignore the practical use of the language, where the student is supposed to 
interact with his or her counterparts in the presence of the professors to correct their mistakes. Follow up in the 
colleges on the part of the lecturers is not comprehensively made to help the student correct their mistakes in the use 
of the language. It is also quite inappropriate that most of the learning work is done theoretically in books. The 
students need to converse in the language more as opposed to writing the language (Wang, Shang & Briody, 2012). 

3.3 Elementary Teaching 

The methods used in the remedial course teaching process are not effective yet the professors continue using them. 
The cumulative result is a student society with very basic information on the use of the English language. The 
essence of learning English as a foreign or second language is to fit into a society where the language is used as the 
primary language of communication. English is an international language that demands from the users to have a 
good level of expertise in its use to communicate effectively. The remedial courses offered in the colleges focus on 
delivering the basic learning of the language, which is quite ineffective in helping the students, fit into societies 
where they have to constantly use the English language (Moussu, 2010). 
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Students in the remedial courses for ESL/EFL attend the lectures under pressure because these are additional lessons 
in their busy schedules. The teaching process is also too basic to capture the attention of some of the students. As 
Widdison notes, the use of remedial courses has very little positive effect on the performance of students in learning 
English as a first or second language. This sentiment is derived from the fact that most of the work covered in the 
remedial classes is similar to the rest of the work covered prior to the enrollment test (Moussu, 2010).  

In order to help students improve their performance, the professors need to come up with better teaching strategies 
that enable the students to cover more work within shorter periods. The exposure of the brain to pressure and 
constant ideas results in faster learning and easier memorizing of the ideas. The current teaching practices are 
ineffective in transferring short-term memory to the long-term memory, which is the basis of comprehension of 
languages (Moussu, 2010). 

3.4 Lack of Students’ Seriousness  

The learning of English as a foreign or second language is directly influenced by the purpose of learning in the 
students. Those who are in the course of a long-term learning process are motivated by their urge to attain 
professional skills in the English language to study hard. Those who are only in the course to pass their tests, and 
move on to other major courses in their quest for education fail to put any significant effort in the remedial course. 
This indicates that the effectiveness of remedial course in the learning process of EFL/ESL studies is directly 
influenced by the significance of learning the English language. There are students who have no option but to excel 
in the language while others are just in the remedial course to pass their language test (Wang, Shang & Briody, 
2012). 

In the Arab world, education is delivered through the medium of Arabic i.e.  he learning material and the lectures 
are primarily delivered in the Arabic language. This indicates the lack of relevance of the English language to some 
of the students. Students report having little or no interest in learning the English language based on the fact that 
most of them seldom use it or pursue it on a professional level. Remedial courses in the language are mainly based 
on learning the basics of the language. The students are taught how to construct simple sentences and how to apply 
grammar rules. This learning process is rather hectic and the students feel like it lacks objectives. The results a bored 
lot of students, who do not enjoy their remedial classes (Wang, Shang & Briody, 2012). 

Lack of participation in classes and leniency in the teaching process is also common in the ESL/EFL studies in 
colleges around Kuwait. The remedial courses are viewed as punishment for failing the placement tests by the 
students enrolling in college. With this attitude in their mind, some students fail to give the remedial courses the 
required attention. Researchers have established that the issue of negative attitude towards language learning is more 
prominent among the male students (Sunderland, 2000).Lecturers need to develop new teaching strategies that will 
enhance the performance of the students (Tremblay, 2011). 

3.5 Lack of Motivation 

There is nothing more motivational about sending students to remedial courses even before they get to start studying 
the main courses they enroll to in the colleges. Most of the students who are sent to the remedial courses claim that it 
is demoralizing, especially when they are not planning to study the language as part of their mar course. The students 
further claim that they only engage in the remedial classes to get through to the enrollment process. In the reality, 
very few students indicate significant improvement in their test results after going through the remedial course in 
English. It appears that the courses are just a waste of time and since their purpose is seldom served, some feel that 
the remedial courses should be abolished from the system (Chen, Chen, Chen & Wey, 2013).  

Learning a new language requires patience and the learner should be motivated to continue pushing harder to 
progress their knowledge in the use of the language. The language learning atmosphere in the Kuwaiti context is 
quite uninviting for the students because they are literally forced to take up the learning of the English language by 
the learning institutions (Wu & Alrabah, 2009). It is an involuntary process that is quite demanding because the 
students have to grasp a lot of information within a short period of time. Instead of learning the language, most 
students end up cramming the ideas which they download to the test papers and forget the ideas almost immediately 
after; they lack the culture of extensive reading (Chen, Chen, Chen & Wey, 2013). 

The interaction between the lecturers and the students in the remedial courses should be very close to attain the 
required and intended results. For the performance of the students in the English language to improve, the lecturers 
have to follow up on their performance and motivate them to keep trying to enhance their skills in the language 
within the short time allocated to remedial courses. The essence of this course is to bring the student closer to 
someone who can offer him or her, the attention required in learning a first or second language (Chen, Chen, Chen & 
Wey, 2013).  

One cannot simply grab an English language learning book and start grasping the ideas presented. Most of the 
lecturers in the colleges treat the students like they already know the basics of the language and, the meaning of 
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words; thus, the ineffectiveness of the remedial courses in improving the skills of EFL/ESL students in the language 
becomes quite conspicuous. The English language skills gathered in the remedial courses are short-lived mainly 
because the teachers focus on having their student passes his or her test instead of giving them general information 
(Chen, Chen, Chen & Wey, 2013). 

3.6 Lack of Standardized Examinations 

Tests in colleges are the traditional measure of the levels of competencies that different students possess. This type of 
measure has been used in many parts of the world to ensure that the students enrolling for different courses are 
directed to the relevant course works according to their ability in comprehension. In the Arab countries, the use of 
tests has been altered into a system of placement based on the skills of the students in using the English language 
(Troudi, Coombe & Al-Hamliy, 2009).The students who go through the remedial course feel demoralized because it 
highlights their inability to comprehend new ideas even before they join the colleges. It is embarrassing to some of 
the students and it has been sighted as one of the reasons why some students fail to apply for college courses (Wang, 
Shang & Briody, 2012).  

The nature of the tests offered in different colleges is the testing of basic English language skills. In the past, the tests 
were simple and objective in determining the actual skills of the students in the language. Many students would pass 
the tests and get enrolled in the colleges for their respective courses; however, in the recent times, the setting of the 
questions in the tests is random and very demanding on the part of the students (Wu & Alrabah, 2009). Despite the 
efforts they employ in their remedial courses, they still fail or pass with a small margin over the cut off points 
because the tests are not standardized (Wang, Shang & Briody, 2012). 

3.7 Teachers Majoring on Specific Parts of Language 

Research has indicated that the language teaching process in the learning institutions is based on giving the students 
some basic ideas and general rules governing the languages. The students get educated but they lack the wisdom of 
implementing their acquired skills. For instance, in the process of learning EFL and ESL, students are acquainted 
with the basic knowledge in the English language. Compared to the English natives, no matter how long the remedial 
courses take, but the skills in the use of language change insignificantly (Moussu, 2010).  

It has been established that the education system in Kuwait and several of the Arab countries is yet to attain the 
comprehensive state it desires concerning the training of students to use the English language. The teaching syllabus 
focuses on giving the students textbook skills in the use of the language. The students may perform remarkably on 
the tests but their usage of language in a practical context is very poor. This indicates that the remedial courses are 
only suited to enhancing the theoretical part of language learning (Chen, Chen, Chen & Wey, 2013).  

After exploring the vast amount of information presented by various researchers and by analyzing the situation in the 
Arab Universities, it is quite evident that the remedial courses have failed in their quest. Students continue giving 
poor results in their skills in the use of the English language. Some professors have indicated their concern on the 
issue, but an interventional program is yet to be developed. The researchers’ findings indicate that the problem lies 
within the relationship between the lecturers in the remedial classes and the students (Sabeh, Bahous, Bacha & 
Nabhani, 2011). They further reveal that the attitude of the students towards the remedial courses is a major factor of 
their poor performance. The recommendations given hereafter are influenced by the implications of some effective 
methods that have been used by different people to enhance the performance of the students in their language 
learning. 

4. Recommendations 

4.1 Effective Remedial Courses 

In some cases of remedial teaching in the college setting, students have indicated significant progress in their 
abilities to use English as their first or second language. The effectiveness of the courses is influenced by the 
implementation of strategic plans in the approach towards instilling permanent language skills in students. Remedial 
courses, when delivered appropriately, as research indicates, can positively influence significant improvement in the 
use of language in students (Selvarajan & Vasanthagumar, 2012). Some of the proven strategies that have indicated 
an effective influence on the performance of university students in the Arab universities are discussed below. 

4.2 Extensive Studying of Language 

Rigorous coverage of the different areas of the English language that build up the proficiency of students in the use 
of the language is very important. A study has revealed that students who allocate more hours in their private time to 
study English by going through their lecture notes record higher performance in their language skills. The students 
are more fluent in the language and their understanding of the grammar rules is impressive compared to those who 
only study the language in class. Basic skills in the use of English as a second language can only be instilled in the 
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minds of students if they are exposed to prolonged periods of studying the language (Selvarajan & Vasanthagumar, 
2012). 

Studying the English language is not only about the theoretical part. It is also good to have the students talking in 
English and attempting to construct sentences to express themselves. This way, they get to train their brains to start 
articulating the ideas learnt in class to become proficient in the language. As the old saying goes, practice results to 
perfection in whatever a person sets his or her mind to do. Critical thinking is important in the cohesion of language 
ideas in English (Maibodi & Fahim, 2012). Students with the passion to learn the language through the remedial 
courses always emerge victorious in their quest, and most of them continue using the language even after the 
remedial courses are over. They are the students who have effectively fallen out of the monotonous use of the Arabic 
language exclusively in learning (Selvarajan & Vasanthagumar, 2012). 

4.3 Strategic Approach to Learning Language 

The trick in the effectiveness of the remedial courses has been identified to lie in the approach that the lecturers use 
to introduce new ideas to the students. Teachers who move directly to the textbook rules as dictated by the remedial 
course syllabus notice minimal improvement in their students after the courses (Khan, 2011). Those who develop a 
more friendly approach to teaching English to EFL/ESL students record more positive influence on their students. In 
most universities in the Arab world, remedial courses for EFL/ESL students have generally failed to improve the 
performance of the students, but there are few cases where students excel in the language after the courses 
(Selvarajan & Vasanthagumar, 2012). This is attributed to the lecturer’s effort integrated with the passion in the 
students. 

A strategic approach is one that is focused on the individual needs of the students. Most of the colleges offered 
remedial courses that cover specific topics under the guidelines of a school syllabus timetable. These programs only 
tackle specific areas of the language at a time and this can be discouraging to the students who need help in areas not 
covered. This ultimately leads to poor performance. Changing this eventuality in improving performance requires for 
students to be guided in their specific areas of weakness (Al-Tamini & Shuib, 2009). Lecturers who offer student 
focused remedial courses are normally graced with the joy of watching their students prosper in the English language 
after the courses(Strong, Torgerson, Torgerson & Hulme, 2011). 

Students’ motivation is also a crucial part in ensuring that the remedial courses are effective in improving the 
performance of EFL/ESL students. Teachers should develop a teaching strategy that is fun and interesting. Students 
who learn different languages through the exclusive use of textbooks, as in the case in the Arab universities, seldom 
record any significant improvement in their use of the respective languages. Some of the most effective approaches 
that have been used by various lecturers to effectively influence the improvement of the student’s performance 
include the use of music and films as learning material. Supplementary language learning material is very effective 
in enhancing student’s performance (Jonas & Chwo, 2010). Selecting music that the students enjoy captures their 
attention and they can learn the words and the rules of the language by evaluating its usage in the music and films. 
This practical approach is strategic in motivating students to learn via the remedial courses (Selvarajan & 
Vasanthagumar, 2012). 

4.4 Simple Short Stories (SSS) 

Students in elementary schools in different parts of the world learn the English language through reading short 
interesting stories in and out of class. The stories act as a motivational factor in the learning process. They also 
enable the students to relate certain lessons to the characters in the stories. This approach has been used on Japanese 
students trying to learn English and the results so far have been remarkable. Researchers looking into the 
effectiveness of this approach have concluded that the method is very effective in influencing the learningof new 
languages. Story telling has been established to be quite effective in helping children with learning disabilities with 
their comprehension in language (Lee, 2012).Some lecturers in the Arab universities have also adopted this teaching 
method whereby they avail interesting story books to the students and require them to analyze the short stories 
verbally in class. During this process, the students get to learn the sentence construction rules in English (Strong, 
Torgerson, Torgerson & Hulme, 2011). 

The SSS is an approach that is designed to captivate the students to learn the new language. It is an approach that has 
been associated with enhanced comprehension of students in EFL/ESL learning. Reading a short story and 
understanding the context and plot of the story indicates the level of improvement in students. Through SSS, students 
can perform self evaluation in learning English (Connerty, 2009). The lecturers can easily pinpoint the areas of 
weakness in their students by evaluating their comprehension abilities in the simple short stories (Strong, Torgerson, 
Torgerson & Hulme, 2011).  
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4.5 Sustained Silent Reading 

The use of simple short stories is very effective in improving students’ performance on a short-term basis. Students 
who fail in their remedial courses have one thing in common; they all do not continue studying through reading 
outside the remedial classes (Chen, Chen, Chen & Wey, 2013). Those who indicate improvement spend a lot of their 
time reading and improving their language in different areas like understanding vocabulary, spelling difficult words, 
and constructing sentences after reading. Students who develop a reading culture starting with short stories and 
moving on to longer stories and eventually reading English novels experience great improvement in their language 
skills. Silent reading for a long time enhances the comprehensive ability of the students (Karim, 2004). 

Reading should be voluntary when it comes to learning foreign language. As indicated in the previous sections in this 
paper, many students fail in their remedial courses because they have no urge to learn the English language beyond 
the basic level because it does not form an integral part in their major courses. Lecturers who manage to eliminate 
this lack of interest in learning portrayed by their students help them to improve. The elimination of the mindset that 
the learning of English in the remedial courses is a punishment takes a strategic approach in teaching (Chen, Chen, 
Chen & Wey, 2013). 

4.6 Practicing Language Skills 

Widdison’s sentiments on the effectiveness of remedial courses in improving the language skills of EFL/ESL 
students in the language are not universally true in the Arab universities. Indeed there are students who prosper in the 
attainment of English skills through the remedial courses. Students who are in the universities to study the language 
professionally are motivated to keep pushing for prosperity, and the majority of them emerge victorious in their quest. 
This is normally attained after rigorous practicing of their attained skills in the language amongst their peers 
(Selvarajan & Vasanthagumar, 2012). 

The Arab colleges and universities have a requirement for the students enrolling for different courses to have good 
skills in the use of the English language, but most of the universities use Arabic language exclusively. The wise 
students looking to develop a career in the English language develop learning groups amongst themselves and they 
engage in discussions aimed at improving their skills (Santiago Sanchez, 2010). The improvement in performance 
solely rests on the efforts of the students. The lecturers are only there to guide the students but the main effort should 
emanate from the student’s interest in learning. Lecturers who manage to clearly paint this picture for their students 
witness great improvement in the student’s language skills. Personal evaluation in the groups is also a healthy way of 
helping each other to learn the English language (Selvarajan & Vasanthagumar, 2012). 

5. Conclusion 

English placement tests in the Arab universities are offered to newcomers as a preparatory test that orients the 
students to the university education environment. Most students fail in the tests and the universities have come up 
with a strategic idea to place the students in EFL/ESL learning remedial courses. The courses are aimed at furnishing 
the students with the basic skills in the English language. Over the years, some professionals offering the remedial 
courses have claimed that the effectiveness of the courses in improving the skills of students in the foreign language 
is greatly challenged. Some believe that the remedial courses are just a waste of time for the students because they 
fail to portray any significant improvement in their test performance. This sentiment is supported by the claims of 
many students who feel like the remedial courses are a mode of punishment. Their general attitude towards the 
courses is negative. Others believe that the teaching approach is to blame for the lack of efficiency in remedial 
courses. Researchers and professors who negate Widdison’s sentiment on the issue claim that using the best 
approaches to teaching students through the remedial courses has recorded positive effects not only in the Arab 
universities, but also in other parts of the world. Remedial courses for EFL/ESL students should be given a new 
teaching approach to influence the required results in relation to the skills of the students. 
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