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Abstract. This paper investigates the concept of willingness to communicate 

(WTC) within online educational environments, with a focus on second language 

acquisition (SLA). As digital platforms increasingly replace traditional 

classrooms, understanding how to foster WTC in these settings becomes crucial 

for effective language learning. The study examines both the opportunities 

provided by online education, such as increased accessibility and reduced 

communication anxiety, and the challenges it poses, including limited social 

presence and technological barriers. Through a comprehensive review of 

literature and current practices, this paper highlights how digital tools can 

transform educational approaches by enabling more flexible, inclusive, and 

engaging learning experiences. However, it also addresses the need for careful 

consideration of the psychological and social dynamics at play, which can 

significantly impact learners’ communicative willingness and overall language 

proficiency. The findings suggest that while online environments can enhance 

WTC by reducing learners’ anxiety and increasing their confidence, they require 

specific pedagogical strategies to overcome inherent limitations. These strategies 

include the integration of synchronous communication tools to foster real-time 

interactions, the use of multimedia to maintain student engagement, and the 

provision of extensive support to navigate digital platforms effectively. This 

paper contributes to the field of applied linguistics by proposing a nuanced 

understanding of WTC in online settings and offering actionable strategies for 

educators to enhance communicative effectiveness. Future research directions are 

recommended to further explore the adaptability of these strategies across 

different cultural contexts and their long-term impact on language learning. 

Keywords: Digital Language Learning, Sustainable Education, Willingness to 

Communicate. 

1 Introduction 

In the rapidly evolving landscape of education, the digital era has ushered in profound 

changes, especially in the field of language learning [1,2]. A crucial concept in this 

domain, willingness to communicate (WTC) in second language acquisition (SLA), has 

become increasingly important as both educators and learners shift from traditional  
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al classrooms to online platforms [3]. Defined as a speaker’s intention to initiate or 

avoid communication when free to do so [4], understanding WTC within the online 

learning context is essential for effective language acquisition. 

The transition to online education presents both opportunities and challenges [5, 6]. 

While digital tools offer unprecedented access to resources and connectivity, they also 

introduce barriers that can inhibit communication and interaction, which are critical 

components of effective language learning [7]. This paper explores how these digital 

barriers can be reimagined as facilitative bridges to enhance WTC in online SLA 

classrooms. 

The significance of this investigation is paramount. By enhancing WTC in online 

settings, we can not only boost second language (L2) proficiency but also increase the 

overall effectiveness of language education in fostering global communication [8]. 

This paper will dissect the components of WTC, identify the challenges of the online 

environment, and propose innovative strategies to transform these challenges into 

opportunities. By turning digital barriers into bridges, educators can foster more en-

gaging, effective, and communicative language learning experiences suited to the 

digital age. This exploration aims to serve as a guide for educators, curriculum de-

signers, and policymakers committed to enhancing the communicative capabilities of 

language learners worldwide. 

2 Willingness to communicate 

English is used as a means of communication by over 1.5 billion people worldwide, 

whether it is their first language, L2, or a foreign language [9]. The focus in English 

education has shifted from purely learning grammatical rules to using the language 

effectively for communication [10]. This shift has made communication a central 

element in the field of second language acquisition (SLA), as highlighted by numer-

ous studies [11,12]. Consequently, teaching approaches have evolved to prioritize 

communicative skills, encouraging teachers to use tasks that promote active participa-

tion in communication activitie [4,13,14]. These activities are characterized by the 

learners’ WTC, which is the intention to either speak or remain silent when given the 

option [4]. 

Recent studies [9;16,17] indicate that WTC includes traits related to personality 

and context. Moreover, recent research has shown that WTC is a dynamic concept, 

varying significantly during communicative events [18,19,20]. These findings empha-

size the complexity and importance of WTC in language learning environments. 

To better understand the factors influencing L2 communication behaviors, [21] in-

troduced a comprehensive model of L2 WTC. This model, structured as a complex 

six-layered pyramid, incorporates various linguistic, communicative, and social-

psychological factors that can affect an individual’s WTC in a second language. The 

researchers posited that WTC is a dynamic, situational variable that varies depending 

on the context. In other words, a person’s decision to engage in a discourse may 

change in different situations. 
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The model’s six layers are divided into two main groups, each encompassing six 

variables that underpin linguistic, communicative, and psychological elements. The 

first three layers focus on situation-specific influences on WTC. Layer 1 represents 

the actual communicative behavior influenced by the interactions of all layers. Layer 

2 is dedicated to situational WTC in L2. Layer 3 includes precursors like the desire to 

communicate with a specific person and state self-confidence. 

The second group, comprising Layers 4 to 6, represents more stable influences on 

WTC. Layer 4 encompasses motivation types and L2 self-confidence. Layer 5 relates 

to the usual affective and cognitive context, reflecting the learners’ fear and desire 

concerning the target language. The final layer, Layer 6, focuses on the intergroup 

climate and personality, highlighting the characteristics of the L2 community and 

learners’ attitudes towards it. 

According to this model, as learners progress upwards through these layers, their 

frequency of using the L2 increases. Furthermore, from Layer 3 to Layer 1, the impact 

of these variables can shift depending on the situation. The model also broadens the 

concept of communication to include activities like speaking in class, reading L2 

newspapers, watching L2 television, or using L2 in a professional setting, implying 

that WTC encompasses not just speaking but also other language skills like reading. 

3 Online language learning environment 

This paper defines the online language learning environment as utilizing virtual and 

technological tools for educational purposes, occurring outside the traditional physical 

Fig. 1. Heuristic Model of Variables Influencing WTC (Adapted from [21]) 
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classroom setting. It explores various types that facilitate this mode of learning, as 

briefly described in Table 1. 

Table 1. Types of online language education environments. 

Types Brief description 

Fully online learning Entirely digital, no physical classrooms 

Blended learning Face-to-face & online learning 

Synchronous interaction Real-time conversations via platforms (e.g., Zoom) 

Asynchronous interaction Engagement at own pace (e.g., email, forums, social media) 

3.1 Fully online learning 

Fully online learning represents a mode of education where all teaching and learning 

activities are conducted through digital platforms, with no physical classroom interac-

tions [22]. This approach provides students with the ultimate flexibility, as they can 

access course materials, participate in discussions, submit assignments, and even take 

exams from anywhere in the world, at any time that suits their schedules. Ideal for 

non-traditional learners, such as working professionals, parents, or those residing in 

remote areas, fully online learning removes geographical and temporal barriers to 

education. The format typically utilizes a variety of multimedia content, such as vide-

os, podcasts, and interactive simulations—to engage students and enhance learning 

outcomes. Additionally, advanced communication tools, like forums, chat rooms, and 

video conferencing, facilitate rich interaction between students and instructors, pre-

serving the collaborative spirit of a traditional classroom in a virtual environment. 

This educational model not only emphasizes learner autonomy but also demands a 

high level of self-discipline and motivation to succeed. 

3.2 Blended learning 

Blended learning, a hybrid teaching methodology, ingeniously merges traditional 

face-to-face classroom interactions with online educational technologies [23]. This 

approach capitalizes on the strengths of both physical and digital learning environ-

ments. In a typical blended learning scenario, students might attend in-person classes 

where they engage directly with teachers and peers, while also completing online 

assignments that can be accessed at their convenience. This method facilitates a flexi-

ble learning experience, allowing students to review complex materials at their own 

pace through digital platforms, while still benefiting from the social interactions and 

immediate support of classroom settings [24]. Moreover, blended learning supports 

differentiated instruction strategies, enabling teachers to provide personalized re-

sources and assignments that cater to the varied learning speeds and styles within a 

diverse student body [1]. The result is a more inclusive, effective, and adaptable edu-

cational experience that meets the needs of today’s diverse student populations. 
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3.3 Synchronous interaction 

The widespread availability of digital communication platforms, such as Zoom, 

Google Meet, and Microsoft Teams, has created unparalleled opportunities for lan-

guage learners. According to [25], these platforms enable learners to engage in real-

time conversations with native speakers and fellow learners from around the world. 

Such dynamic, online interactions have been identified as powerful tools for enhanc-

ing English language proficiency. Studies such as [26,12,27,28] support the idea that 

these virtual exchanges can significantly boost English competence. 

3.4 Asynchronous interaction 

In contrast to the immediate, real-time nature of synchronous communication, asyn-

chronous interaction offers unique benefits for SLA. Asynchronous modes such as 

email, discussion forums, and social media posts allow learners to engage with lan-

guage at their own pace. This slower pace is particularly advantageous for those who 

require more time to process language input and formulate their responses, as noted 

by [27]. The opportunity to pause and reflect is a key advantage of asynchronous 

communication. Learners can take time to analyze and digest the language used, en-

hancing their understanding and engagement with the material. This reflective prac-

tice, highlighted by [28], fosters deeper linguistic insights and aids in retention. Addi-

tionally, the predominantly written nature of asynchronous platforms supports the 

development of literacy skills in the target language. Platforms like forums or social 

networking sites not only facilitate interaction but also provide a lasting written rec-

ord. According to [25], these records are invaluable resources that learners can revisit 

and analyze, further enriching their learning experience. Thus, asynchronous online 

communication plays a crucial role in the digital SLA landscape, complementing the 

dynamic and instantaneous interactions characteristic of synchronous communication. 

4 Benefits of online language learning in fostering willingness to 

communicate 

The benefits of online language learning in fostering willingness to communicate 

(WTC) are multifaceted and significant. Online platforms provide unique opportuni-

ties to reduce anxiety and enhance confidence among learners, key factors that posi-

tively impact WTC. Unlike traditional classroom settings, which can often exacerbate 

social pressures and language anxiety, online environments offer a more relaxed and 

less intimidating space for communication. This shift is crucial, as research consist-

ently shows that learners are more willing to engage and communicate in these digital 

settings. Additionally, the integration of technology, such as mobile learning devices 

and digital games, has been shown to further decrease anxiety and increase enjoy-

ment, making the learning experience more effective and conducive to communica-

tion. As the following sections will explore, these benefits are not only about reducing 

negative emotions but also about actively engaging learners in a more dynamic and 
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interactive learning process that fosters long-term communicative abilities (see Table 

2). 

Table 2. How online language learning benefits willingness to communicate. 

Benefits How 

Reducing anxiety & enhancing 

confidence Lower social pressures 

Computer-assisted language learning: digital 

games, social media, online chats, etc. 

Helping with emotional dimen-

sions 

Making learning engaging 

4.1 Reducing anxiety and enhancing confidence 

Research on classroom environments and learning modalities reveals complex inter-

actions that significantly impact students’ psychological well-being and their WTC in 

language learning settings. Studies by [29,30,31] highlight how both traditional and 

online learning environments profoundly influence learners’ emotional states, either 

positively or negatively. These findings underscore the importance of the physical and 

digital climates in shaping the emotional and educational experiences of students 

In the context of online versus traditional classrooms, [32] finds that online environ-

ments tend to enhance WTC by reducing social pressures and anxiety, making them 

more conducive to language learning. Conversely, [33] point out challenges such as 

low self-confidence and high anxiety in online settings, which can diminish WTC 

despite efforts by educators to employ interactive strategies like games and technolo-

gy-enhanced activities. These contrasting findings illustrate the dual nature of online 

learning environments, which can either foster or hinder communication based on 

various underlying factors. 

The role of technology also emerges as a significant theme. [34] demonstrate that the 

use of mobile learning devices for accessing podcasts can reduce listening anxiety and 

improve comprehension among EFL learners. This indicates that integrating technol-

ogy in learning settings can make the experience less stressful and more effective, 

particularly in enhancing WTC in informal contexts. 

Additionally, several studies highlight the motivational factors influencing WTC. 

[35] explore how self-confidence, anxiety, motivation, and perseverance correlate 

with students’ readiness to engage in communication across various settings. Their 

findings, supported by [32], suggest that while factors like perseverance and self-

confidence universally promote WTC, enjoyment and reduced anxiety specifically 

enhance it in online settings. In contrast, high anxiety levels are consistently detri-

mental, as seen in the negative impact of speaking anxiety on WTC. 
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4.2 Reducing anxiety and enhancing confidence 

Research into the emotional impacts of online learning on language learners has 

shown significant shifts in emotional states, influenced by the learning context. For 

example, a longitudinal study by [30] involving 158 postgraduate students over ten 

weeks found a notable decrease in language anxiety. Participants exhibited more 

positive attitudes towards using educational technology, increased participation, and 

enhanced awareness of their academic progress. The study noted that students felt 

more comfortable and secure in this digital learning context, facilitating easier 

interactions with both the technology and their peers. 

[36] explored the effects of digital game environments on the emotional experienc-

es of EFL students. They discovered that using pseudonyms and avatars helped stu-

dents feel more secure and relaxed, allowing them to communicate more freely in 

English. This contrasted with traditional classroom settings, where concerns about 

grammatical accuracy and peer judgment were prevalent. The shift from physical 

classrooms to digital game environments significantly enhanced students’ WTC, un-

derscoring the potential of online learning platforms to foster more positive psycho-

logical states and reduce communication-related anxieties. 

[22] investigated how learners regulate their emotions to enhance enjoyment in 

online collaborative learning settings. The study identified various strategies for emo-

tional regulation-individual, cooperative, and shared, which learners used to foster a 

more enjoyable learning experience. 

[37] examined the effects of automatic speech recognition-based websites on Indo-

nesian EFL learners. This research highlighted improvements in vocabulary acquisi-

tion, a reduction in speaking anxiety, and increased enjoyment among learners. 

[38] explored the effects of online chat on the WTC in English among Japanese 

university students. The study involved 36 female sophomores and freshmen from a 

women’s university in Japan, proficient in using online chat. Participants were divid-

ed into small groups and engaged in tasks using both online chat and face-to-face 

conversation in a counterbalanced design. Data were collected from student-produced 

discourse, responses to post-test questions, and overall word output. The results indi-

cated that students were more willing to communicate in English during online chat 

sessions compared to face-to-face conversations. This suggests that online chat pro-

vides a more comfortable environment that enhances students’ WTC in the target 

language, highlighting the potential of integrating online chat in language learning to 

improve students’ communicative abilities. 

4.3 Making learning engaging 

Across contemporary studies, the recurring theme is that engagement and interest are 

pivotal to enhancing learners’ WTC. Various digital platforms, such as online class-

rooms, virtual worlds, massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs), and social 

media provide unique, engaging, and flexible environments that foster these qualities. 

Each platform offers different but complementary opportunities to enhance language 
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learning by making the process more interactive, less intimidating, and more enjoya-

ble 

In a study by [39], an investigation into online EFL classrooms revealed how emo-

tional factors like boredom and enjoyment directly influence learner engagement. 

Boredom significantly decreases WTC by creating a disengaged environment, where-

as enjoyment counters this effect by motivating participation and supporting commu-

nication. This study underscores the importance of designing emotionally engaging 

online learning experiences that foster an environment conducive to communication 

and language acquisition. 

[40] focused on the virtual world of Second Life, examining the affective dynamics 

of motivation, boredom, and anxiety, alongside fluctuations in WTC. The research 

highlights how engaging and interesting interactions within the virtual world can re-

duce anxiety and boredom, enhancing learners’ WTC. The immersive nature of Se-

cond Life provides a less formal and more flexible communication context, which not 

only sustains interest and engagement but also offers continuous, context-driven lan-

guage use opportunities, dynamically shaping learners’ WTC. 

[41] synthesized studies on massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs), illumi-

nating how these platforms support second language learning through social and af-

fective affordances. MMOGs are shown to create a socially supportive and emotional-

ly safe environment that reduces language anxiety and enhances WTC. The interac-

tive, engaging context of MMOGs, characterized by real-time communication and 

collaborative problem-solving, increases motivation and enjoyment, which are crucial 

for reducing anxiety and boosting WTC. 

[42] explored the long-term effects of social media use on Thai EFL students’ 

WTC. Using Instagram to facilitate language practice, the study found a significant 

increase in WTC over time, suggesting that social media can effectively enhance lan-

guage learners’ WTC in the target language. This study points to the potential of inte-

grating social media into language education to foster greater engagement and sus-

tained interest among learners. 

5 Challenges of online language learning in fostering 

willingness to communicate 

A significant challenge in encouraging L2 learners’ (WTC in online learning envi-

ronments is the limited social presence [43,44]. The psychological distance inherent 

in online learning can lead to a lack of interpersonal interactions, contributing to a 

sense of social isolation [45]. This absence of physical presence can hinder the for-

mation of social connections, which are crucial for effective communication. Moreo-

ver, discrepancies between students’ actual experiences and their preferences for so-

cial interaction can impact their learning experiences [46]. The centrality of social 

interaction, referred to as interaction integration, can be challenging to achieve in an 

online setting. Additionally, norms surrounding social distance and low social pres-

ence can adversely affect collaborative knowledge construction [47]. These complexi-
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ties underscore the need for innovative solutions to enhance social presence in online 

learning. 

Technological barriers in online learning, such as unreliable internet connections, 

inadequate hardware, and a lack of familiarity with digital tools, can significantly 

hinder effective communication [48,49,50]. These barriers, often categorized as first-

order barriers, encompass issues related to access, time, support, and training [49]. 

They can lead to frustration and withdrawal, thereby reducing students’ WTC [49,51]. 

Furthermore, these challenges can impact the quality of the learning experience and 

students’ mental health [51]. Therefore, addressing these technological barriers is 

crucial for enhancing the effectiveness of online learning environments. 

In traditional classrooms, immediate feedback through verbal and nonverbal cues 

can encourage and guide students in their communication efforts [52]. However, in 

online learning environments, feedback can often be delayed, less personal, and 

sometimes harder to interpret [53]. This lack of immediate feedback can lead to a 

sense of disconnect, as students may have to wait longer for feedback on their as-

signments and assessments [54]. The absence of instant validation can impact stu-

dents’ motivation and confidence, as they miss the sense of accomplishment that 

comes from promptly receiving feedback on their efforts [53]. Moreover, when stu-

dents receive delayed or absent feedback, they might reinforce misconceptions by 

making the same mistakes repeatedly without correction [52]. Therefore, addressing 

these feedback-related challenges is crucial for enhancing the effectiveness of online 

learning environments. 

While the online learning environment can be engaging, maintaining student en-

gagement and motivation presents unique challenges [55,56,57]. The absence of a 

physical classroom may result in less active participation from students, directly af-

fecting their WTC [55]. Additionally, online learning environments can challenge 

students’ motivation and engagement with their learning content, making it difficult 

for them to stay up-to-date with coursework and achieve desired learning outcomes 

[56]. Technical issues, feelings of isolation, and time management struggles can fur-

ther diminish their motivation to participate actively in online courses [57]. Conse-

quently, a lack of engagement may lead to missed assignments, reduced participation 

in discussions, and ultimately, lower academic performance [55]. Therefore, address-

ing these challenges related to engagement and motivation is crucial for enhancing the 

effectiveness of online learning environments. 

Moreover, fostering WTC among L2 learners in online platforms involves enhanc-

ing their self-regulation [58]. This includes the ongoing development of time man-

agement and technological skills, which are essential and uniquely tied to each stu-

dent’s capacity for self-regulation. This capability is critical for each learner and plays 

a central role in navigating the complexities of online education. [59] also highlight 

that the effectiveness of online learning is significantly influenced by the regulations 

enforced by leaders of educational institutions. These regulations provide a crucial 

framework that supports both instructional and learning processes in the digital envi-

ronment, ensuring efficient deployment of online learning and promoting student 

success. 
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6 Strategies to overcome challenges 

To address the listed challenges above, educators can implement several strategies: 

- To overcome the challenge of limited social presence, educators can incorporate 

synchronous communication tools like video conferencing to simulate face-to-face 

interactions. Additionally, creating opportunities for group work and peer interaction 

can foster a sense of community and reduce feelings of isolation. Regularly scheduled 

check-ins and open office hours can also help maintain a sense of connection and 

support. 

- Providing students with technical support and training can help overcome first-

order barriers. This could include tutorials on how to use digital tools, troubleshooting 

guides, and a dedicated IT support team. Additionally, institutions could consider 

providing students with necessary hardware or subsidies to ensure equitable access. 

- To address the challenge of delayed feedback, educators can leverage technology 

to provide timely and personalized feedback. This could include automated feedback 

on quizzes, peer review systems, and regular individual feedback sessions. Addition-

ally, clear and detailed rubrics can help students understand expectations and self-

assess their work. 

- Incorporating interactive elements such as quizzes, discussion boards, and multi-

media content can enhance student engagement. Gamification elements like badges 

and leaderboards can also motivate students and encourage active participation. Addi-

tionally, providing clear guidelines and expectations can help students manage their 

time and stay on track. 

- To foster WTC among L2 learners, educators can provide resources and training 

on time management and digital literacy. Regular self-reflection activities can also 

help students monitor their progress and develop self-regulation skills. Furthermore, 

clear and consistent regulations from educational institutions can provide a supportive 

framework for online learning. 

It should be noted that these strategies should be tailored to the specific needs and 

contexts of the students to ensure their effectiveness. It’s also important to regularly 

gather feedback from students to continuously improve the online learning experi-

ence. 

7 Conclusion 

The exploration of fostering WTC in online educational environments, as discussed 

throughout this paper, underscores a dynamic landscape of both significant opportuni-

ties and formidable challenges. The integration of digital tools has undoubtedly 

broadened access to educational resources, connecting learners globally and facilitat-

ing an unprecedented level of interaction that transcends traditional classroom bound-

aries. These advancements have proven instrumental in reducing language anxiety 

and enhancing communicative confidence, thereby bolstering learners’ WTC in SLA. 

Yet, the digital realm is not without its hurdles. The limited social presence and 

technological barriers, such as unreliable internet connections and lack of digital liter-
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acy, have posed persistent challenges that can dampen learners’ willingness to en-

gage. Moreover, the asynchronous nature of online interactions, while beneficial for 

thoughtful reflection, often lacks the immediacy and personal connection that face-to-

face interactions foster, potentially leading to feelings of isolation and reduced moti-

vation. 

Addressing these challenges necessitates a multifaceted approach. Educators and 

curriculum designers must continue to innovate and adapt pedagogical strategies to 

enhance the social presence within online platforms. This includes leveraging syn-

chronous communication tools to simulate real-time interactions and incorporating 

rich multimedia content to engage students deeply. Additionally, providing robust 

technical support and fostering digital literacy among learners will be crucial in min-

imizing barriers and enhancing the overall effectiveness of online language learning. 

As we move forward, it is imperative that the advancements in educational tech-

nology are matched with a keen understanding of their psychological and social im-

pacts on learners. The journey to enhance WTC in online environments is ongoing, 

requiring persistent efforts from educators, technologists, and policymakers. By em-

bracing both the opportunities and challenges presented, we can sculpt an educational 

landscape that not only supports effective language learning but also prepares learners 

to thrive in an increasingly digital world. 

In conclusion, this paper has laid a foundation for further research and develop-

ment in the realm of online language education. Future studies should aim to refine 

these strategies, ensuring they are culturally responsive and adapted to the diverse 

needs of learners globally. The goal is clear: to transform the potential of digital edu-

cation into a palpable reality that fosters effective, engaging, and inclusive language 

learning experiences, which plays a key role in sustainable education. 

Disclosure of Interests. I have no competing interests to declare that are relevant to the 

content of this article. 
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