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Abstract: This study explores the out-of-school English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
learning experiences of eight fourth-grade female students in Saudi Arabia. Using arts-based
language maps and semi-structured interviews, we explored how the participants engaged with
English learning beyond formal schooling. Drawing on the concepts of scaffolding and situated
learning, a thematic analysis of the data revealed that the children’s English language learning was
scaffolded both intentionally and incidentally through human (e.g., mothers, siblings, friends,
domestic workers) and technological (e.g., notebooks, digital tools, online tutors) resources. While
engaging with these resources, the children demonstrated autonomy by initiating learning tasks
and seeking guidance from more knowledgeable others. The study further revealed that out-of-
school language learning occurred within hybrid spaces, where home literacy practices, digital
environments, and formal online learning blended to support language development. It was also
found that scaffolding and situated learning are co-constructed through children’s interactions with
their environments; however, access to these opportunities varied depending on the availability of
resources. This research empirically addresses a gap in current understanding of how children
engage in informal language learning experiences.
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Practising English outside formal English as Foreign Language (EFL) classroom settings
provides important opportunities for language learning (Sockett, 2014; Bai & Guo, 2021).
However, in many EFL contexts, opportunities for English language learning outside of school
have traditionally been limited, as English is not used in daily communication. While research
has shown that children’s out-of-school English learning is often supported by a range of human
and material resources including parents, siblings, peers, caregivers, and digital media
(Alghamdi, 2024; Alroqi, 2019; Sayer & Ban, 2014; Zhang et al., 2023), less is known about
how these sources of support operate together within children’s everyday lives, particularly for
young learners in EFL contexts. Existing literature has often focused on particular forms of
support in isolation such as parental involvement, digital tools, and tutoring, rather than
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exploring how children move across overlapping home, social, and digital environments in
which support is distributed among multiple actors and resources (Annamalai et al., 2022;
Estrada Chichon, 2022; Wolfaardt & Leung, 2025). This is important because access to such
support is uneven as children differ in the availability of English-speaking family members,
domestic workers, private tutors and digital resources, and these differences could shape the
quality and frequency of their opportunities to engage with English beyond school (Vadivel et
al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2023).

For this paper, we define out-of-school learning as any structured or unstructured English
learning activity that occurs outside the school. This includes linguistic interactions in the home
or outside the home, through media, peers, adults, which are either incidental or (self)-directed
(Sockett, 2014; Sundqvist, 2009). For young learners, early exposure to English through these
informal activities enhances their ability to notice language forms and engage in meaningful
language use, promoting learner autonomy (Gee, 2012; Schmidt, 1990). These learning
experiences are integrated into children’s everyday lives making them authentic and situated
within the context (Lave & Wenger, 1991) where both human and non-human resources help
scaffold English language learning as children operate within their Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1978).

Saudi Arabia presents a distinctive sociocultural and educational context in which English
language learning operates within complex dynamics of tradition, religion, and globalisation
(Almesaar, 2024). Although Arabic is the official language of Saudi Arabia, English has become
increasingly significant due to its perceived economic, academic, and technological values. It
serves as a fundamental language in higher education institutions, business and medical fields,
and English proficiency is often associated with upward mobility and access to global
opportunities (Al-Seghayer, 2023). As a result, recent educational reforms have introduced
English from Grade 1 (Human Capability Development Program of Saudi Arabia, 2021),
reflecting the growing importance of English for academic and professional opportunities in the
country. However, English maintains an ambivalent status in the social fabric of Saudi Arabia.
On the one hand, English is linked to global competitiveness and participation in the
international knowledge economy. On the other hand, it has historically been perceived by some
as a cultural threat, particularly due to its association with Western ideologies (Elyas & Picard,
2018). This tension is underpinned by religious, nationalistic, and educational concerns,
whereby the increasing dominance of English is sometimes viewed as undermining the status of
Arabic as a language of identity, heritage, and faith (Almesaar, 2024). Thus, cultural practices
in this study refer to the everyday routines, values, social roles, and patterns of interaction within
families that influence how children engage with English at home.

Similar to other EFL contexts, many Saudi children encounter English first in out-of-school
settings often through interactions with parents, siblings, domestic workers, and digital media
(Wolfaardt, 2022; Zhang et al., 2023). Yet little is known about how these supports interact
within Saudi children’s everyday learning environments, and how unequal access to such
supports shapes opportunities for English learning beyond school. As such, understanding the
dynamics of out-of-school English learning is essential for improving early language outcomes
and addressing educational equity for young EFL learners in Saudi Arabia.
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Scaffolding

Scaffolding, grounded in Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (1978), is the temporary support
provided by more knowledgeable others as learners are guided through their ZPD. It represents
“the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem
solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under
adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers.” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). In out-of-
school learning contexts, scaffolding is typically associated with human actors such as parents
(Estrada Chichon, 2022; Kalayct & Oz, 2018), whereas non-human scaffolding is more
commonly linked to the use of digital applications (Alghamdi, 2024; Annamalai et al., 2022).
Assistance in these forms is all critical in the development of early literacy of children,
especially, in EFL contexts, creating strong scaffolds for language learning.

The home environment is a favourable site for English exposure in EFL contexts, making
family-based scaffolding essential (Minalla, 2022). Parents regularly engage in meaningful
interactions such as daily conversations, storybook reading and video watching (Estrada
Chichén, 2022; Kalayc1 & Oz, 2018) and actively participate in children’s language and literacy
development, which in turn contribute to their language learning success (Zhang et al., 2023).
Mothers play a central role in language learning by offering academic support, emotional
encouragement, and monitoring access to digital tools (Sayer & Ban, 2014). This guidance helps
children move toward autonomy, as parents adjust support to suit their children’s developing
competence (Belland, 2017). Siblings and peers alongside parents provide social scaffolding
through collaborative plays, shared activities, and peer corrections (Gregory et al., 2004;
Sorenson Duncan & Paradis, 2020). It is suggested that the more proficient English-speaking
siblings scaffold their less proficient siblings’ learning through interactions, collaborations and
negotiations of meaning (Soyoof & Reynolds, 2024).

While the role of family members is well-documented, the influence of domestic workers
on children’s English learning in multilingual households remains underexplored though some
studies have begun to acknowledge their role as key language models, especially in affluent
households (Wolfaardt & Leung, 2025). For example, Wolfaardt's (2022) study of 8-9 year-olds
in a Hong Kong English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI) school found that children with
domestic workers possessed significantly larger receptive English vocabularies, highlighting the
domestic workers’ influence on children’s second language exposure. The study also revealed
that the effectiveness of familial resources (e.g., parents, siblings, and domestic workers)
depends on caregivers’ language proficiency and the time they dedicate to interactions. In low
resourced contexts, children often receive minimal interactions and scaffolding thereby
exacerbating educational inequities (Vadivel et al., 2023).

Beyond human support, technological tools have been found to be powerful scaffolds for
language learning. Vygotsky (1978) describes these tools as “mediating artefacts” that aid
cognitive development through interactions. Gamification strategies (i.e., rewards, levels, and
feedback) used by language learning applications, promote repetition and motivation, which are
crucial for vocabulary acquisition and syntax development (Cancino Avila & Castillo Fonseca,
2021). Studies in Saudi Arabia and Malaysia found that these tools improved students’ language
skills and confidence by offering interactive and meaningful English exposure outside the rigid,
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examination-focused curricula (Alghamdi, 2024; Annamalai et al., 2022). While technological
tools provide scaffolding for language learning, learner motivation also plays a key role,
particularly as learners must take responsibility and actively engage in self-directed activities
(Bai & Guo, 2021; Dafei, 2007; Liu, 2015). Learner autonomy involves learners actively
planning, monitoring and evaluating their learning (Little, 2022, p. 64), which can be supported
through the use of digital tools.

While informal education plays an important role in scaffolding children’s English
language learning, out-of-school formal education offers support ranging from online tutoring
to community-based learning programs. With the growth of e-learning platforms (Liu, 2023),
families connect their children with English language tutors for tailored learning and
conversation practice (Lau & Lee, 2021) as they offer scaffolding through visual aids, repetition
and feedback, which encourage children’s initiative to autonomously interact with videos, repeat
phrases, and do exercises. Such scaffolding tools support children’s self-regulation, autonomy
and language acquisition (Cadima et al., 2019).

Despite their potential, digital technologies raise concerns. Socio-economic disparities limit
access to digital resources and to competent scaffolding agents. Moreover, overreliance on
technology without human support may inhibit children’s language development (Salfin et al.,
2024). It is therefore crucial to dispel the idea of scaffolding as a series of separate interventions
and to conceptualise scaffolds as relational and material arrays of support that enable children’s
linguistic growth. As such, scaffolding should be construed as a network of relational and
material enablers that facilitate children’s linguistic growth (Salminen et al., 2021).

Situated Learning

Situated learning refers to the process by which knowledge is acquired through authentic,
context-dependent activity, situated with everyday life rather than isolated instruction (Lave &
Wenger, 1991). It positions learning as a social process that occurs through participation in
meaningful, culturally relevant practices. In the context of language learning, it highlights the
idea that learners develop proficiency through daily interactions and experiences in which
language serves a real communicative purpose (Gee, 2012; Rogoff, 2003). As learners engage
with English in authentic settings—such as conversations with caregivers, watching cartoons,
or listening to songs—they not only use language but also begin to nofice its forms and patterns,
in line with Schmidt’s (1990) Noticing Hypothesis. This hypothesis suggests that conscious
attention to linguistic features is necessary for second language acquisition; situated, contextual
experiences often provide such noticing opportunities naturally and meaningfully.

Studies have demonstrated that children's language learning is supported through both
incidental and intentional engagement with English in everyday environments. For instance,
Sundqvist (2009), in a study involving 80 Swedish children aged 10-11, found that frequent
engagement in English-mediated digital activities, such as video games or YouTube videos,
correlated with higher English oral proficiency. Similarly, Sockett (2014) reported that French
adolescents improved vocabulary and listening skills by intentionally engaging with English-
language music and social media content. These findings illustrate how informal learning spaces
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can provide the dual benefit of incidental exposure and intentional learning through motivated
engagement, especially when the content is emotionally or socially meaningful.

In the context of Saudi Arabia, incidental language learning in the home and community
becomes particularly significant. Alroqi (2019) notes that many Saudi children are introduced to
English through caregivers, cartoons, or interactive media before receiving formal schooling in
the language. These environments allow children to hear and respond to English in emotionally
engaging, low-stakes settings that support both internalisation and communicative confidence.
Through repeated exposure and interaction, learners notice recurring language forms and
gradually shift from peripheral participation to more active use of English in daily life (Lave &
Wenger, 1991).

Although scaffolding and situated learning offer distinct perspectives, their combined
application allows for a deeper analysis of children's informal English language learning.
Scaffolding, as a concept, helped explain how parents, siblings, domestic workers, and digital
tools support children’s learning by enabling them to work within and extend their ZPD, both
autonomously and with assistance. Situated learning helped explain how and why children’s
everyday encounters with English become meaningful learning opportunities through
participation in (routine) social practices. Considered together, these conceptual lenses, allowed
the findings to be interpreted in terms of how support for English learning was enacted and
distributed across different human and digital actors, how English learning was mediated
through everyday participation, and how opportunities for such participation were unevenly
available across children’s environments.

METHOD

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences and perspectives of Saudi primary-
aged students regarding their English language learning outside the classroom. The study
employed a qualitative case study design, chosen for its suitability in capturing in-depth insights
into participants’ lived experiences within specific contexts and enabling the exploration of the
social and familial dynamics shaping their informal English language learning. The study was
guided by the following research question:

What are Saudi primary-aged students’ experiences and perspectives of learning English outside the
classrooms?

In addressing this question, the study attended to how children’s English learning was
mediated through resources, situated practices, and support from others, as well as how access
to these opportunities varied across participants.

This study utilised an arts-based approach (ABA), an interdisciplinary approach that
combines creative arts principles within research contexts (Leavy, 2020; McNiff, 2018),
allowing young learners to express their experiences visually through language maps as well as
through verbal narratives in follow-up semi-structured interviews. In educational research,
creative productions, such as language maps are recognised as potent pedagogical tools,
providing learners from diverse backgrounds with a voice and with the opportunity to actively
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construct meaning, positioning them as co-researchers (e.g. D’warte 2014). This method not
only facilitated self-expression among young participants but also allowed the researchers to
access insights that may not have been fully articulated in verbal interviews alone (Leavy, 2020).
After each language map was completed, the researcher conducted semi-structured interviews
where students were asked to explain what they have drawn and why (see Appendix for the
prompts used) to gain deeper insights into their experiences and perspectives and allow the
children to provide a narrative around their drawings.

Participants

The Saudi education system consists of both public and private schools. Public schools are
government-funded and follow a unified national curriculum delivered predominantly in Arabic,
with English introduced as a subject from early primary years (Grade 1 since 2021 reforms)
(Human Capability Development Program of Saudi Arabia, 2021). Private schools, by contrast,
often offer bilingual or international curricula (e.g. British, American or International
Baccalaureate curricula), and provide more intensive English language instruction from early
childhood (Saudi Times, 2025). These schools tend to attract middle- and upper-income families,
and their students often demonstrate higher English proficiency levels due to extended exposure
and resource availability (Olwi, 2024). This dual system reflects broader social inequalities,
which are particularly relevant to understanding children’s access to informal English learning
outside school.

This study was conducted in four primary schools in Saudi Arabia, each representing a
distinct context (two public schools, two private schools; with one school located in metropolitan
area and one in a rural setting). The shared criterion across all sites was the inclusion of Grade
4 Saudi students who were, at the time of data collection (December 2024), enrolled in a Saudi
primary school. Grade 4 students were selected due to recent policy measures which mandated
English to be taught starting in Grade 1 (Human Capability Development Program of Saudi
Arabia, 2021), making this cohort the first learners to have been taught English since Grade 1.

Table 1. Participant Details

Participant Area School
Abeer Public
Mariam .
Laval Metropolitan

aya Private
Lama
Farah .
Hadiyah Public
< Rural

enaz Private
Misk

Eight Grade 4 students (aged 9-10), two from each all-girls school, were purposively
selected to offer varied perspectives on their English language learning outside the classrooms
and on their parents’ role in supporting their learning. To recruit the students, English language
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teachers served as essential mediators who assisted in the distribution of the participants'
information sheets of the study to all students in their classes. All interested participants were
encouraged to contact the researcher directly to express their interest. Finally, all families who
satisfied the inclusion criteria were contacted and the first two families from each school who
returned consent and assent forms, expressing their willingness to participate were chosen to
participate in the study.

Data Collection

Prior to data collection, ethical approval was obtained from [Blinded] University’s Human
Research Ethics Committee (Application Number: [Blinded]) and permission was obtained from
the regional Education Department in Saudi Arabia to ensure adherence to guidelines for
research involving children. Data were collected by the first author of this paper, a native speaker
of Arabic.

To capture the participating students’ own experiences and perspectives of out-of-school
English language learning, each participant was introduced to a drawing task, which is also
known as a language map (D’warte, 2014). They were asked in Arabic to “draw how you learn
English outside of school. Consider who you communicate in English with, what you
communicate and when.” Any objects, people, or places could be depicted, and students were
encouraged to use symbols, colours, or words they felt best represented their daily experiences
with English.

Children were given a blank sheet of paper and a selection of coloured pencils, crayons,
and markers. The researcher reminded the participants that there was “no right or wrong” way
to draw and that the emphasis was on freely expressing ideas about who, what, and when they
learned English (Leavy, 2020). If needed, gentle prompts were offered (e.g., “What else helps
you learn English at home?”’) to spark further detail, but care was taken not to lead the content
of the children’s drawings.

Using language maps provided an avenue for students to convey experiences that might be
difficult to articulate in purely verbal forms (Amina et al., 2024). Younger learners often find
drawing more natural than extended conversation, and visual outputs can overcome linguistic
barriers by reducing reliance on formal vocabulary (Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 2006). This
approach thus honours an ABA research ethos, foregrounding the child’s perspective with
minimal adult framing (Leavy, 2020).

After completing the language map, each student participated in a semi-structured interview
of 15-20 minutes. The flexible format allowed the researcher to probe elements of the drawing
while also following a basic guide of open-ended questions related to English language learning,
routines, feelings about learning English and parental involvement.

Interviews began with a simple prompt: “Could you tell me about your drawing?”. Follow-
up questions addressed any notable symbols, characters (e.g., a parent or sibling), or activities
(e.g., reading, using an iPad). If details were unclear, the researcher would ask clarifying
questions (e.g., “What does this person do to help you learn English?”), ensuring the child had
the opportunity to elaborate on or reinterpret the visual elements (D’warte, 2021).
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All interviews and documents, such as the participant information sheets, consent and
assent forms were in Arabic to ensure that participants and others involved comfortably
comprehended communications and expressed themselves. Interview translation process
followed Behr and Shishido (2016) three-step approach: translation, testing the translation, and
back translation. All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim in Arabic, then fully
translated into English. The translation was treated as an interpretive process, especially where
culturally embedded meanings or context-specific wording did not map neatly onto English. As
a native Arabic speaker, the first author undertook the initial translation of transcripts into
English. Attention was paid to preserving children’s intended meanings, especially where
colloquial expressions or culturally specific references were used. Where literal translation
risked obscuring meanings, explanatory phrases were used to retain the original intent of the
children’s statements. Any salient nonverbal cues (e.g., prolonged silence, laughter) were noted
in brackets.

To ensure confidentiality, all participants were assigned pseudonyms in transcripts and
publication of findings. Where cultural and religious sensitivities arose (e.g., drawing facial
features or reluctance to speak), the researcher remained alert, adapted her language or pacing,
and gave the child time to respond or decline.

Data Analysis

A thematic analysis using an iterative approach was applied to analysing both the language
maps and interview transcripts by applying initial codes to data, followed by refining and
consolidating codes and merging them into themes. Each language map/ interview pair was
treated as a single analytic unit by interpreting the visual and verbal data together and was
progressed through several stages. Initial coding was applied to the visual features in the
language maps such as the size of figures, proximity between people and tools, labels or speech
bubbles, learning spaces and activities alongside the children’s explanations to identify areas of
elaboration and emphasis. Firstly, In Vivo codes that captured the children’s own words that
named a practice or tool (e.g., “Cops and Robber”, “always with Dada”. Followed by descriptive
codes which summarised visual-verbal segments (e.g., mother checks homework, reads menu
restaurant). After that, second-cycle coding was applied, where the codes that emerged from the
first cycle were re-examined and pattern coding was used to cluster conceptually similar codes
into higher order constructs. For instance, multiple codes relating to “mother’s role” or “using
smartphones,” were grouped into broader categories (Saldafa, 2021). To construct candidate
themes, patterns were identified which later formed the building of the themes. For example,
“family/caregiver involvement” and “digital tools and apps” were recognised as recurring
categories (See Table 1). By completing these phases, a clear picture of potential themes had
emerged which were then reviewed by revisiting each language map and interview excerpt that
linked to the candidate themes. At the final stage, to ensure that the themes represent the data
two questions were asked: Do these data extracts genuinely reflect the essence of the theme?
Are there contradictions or exceptions that challenge the proposed theme?

As a Saudi Arabic-speaking researcher, the first author occupied an insider-outsider
position in this study. She shared linguistic and cultural familiarity with the participants and the
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wider social context which supported the rapport with the children and sensitivity to culturally
situated meanings as well. At the same time, as an adult researcher working across school sites
and interpreting children’s accounts, she remained outside the participants immediate worlds.
This positioning required reflexive approach to mitigating the possibility of taking familiar
practices for granted or over-interpreting implied meanings. To strengthen interpretive
credibility, the research team engaged in iterative discussions of codes and themes, revisited the
visual and verbal data where meanings were ambiguous, and considered contradictions and
expectations across the dataset before finalising the themes. During team discussions, translated
excerpts were presented alongside contextual explanations and, where needed, the first author
revisited the original Arabic transcripts to clarify wording and intended meanings. When needed,
themes were adjusted or renamed to align them more coherently with the dataset (Nowell et al.,
2017).

Table 2. Example of The Thematic Analysis Approach for One Theme

Initial Code Pattern Code Theme
Watch English videos on Digital input through
YouTube media

Resources that Mediate Language

Play English-based games Gamified learning Learning

Trace letters on educational

toys Material literacy practice

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
Findings

This study used arts-based language maps and semi-structured interviews to explore how
primary-aged Saudi children learn English outside of the classroom. Themes were generated
through code categorisation reflecting three distinct, though interconnected, dimensions that
capture children’s experiences and perspectives of out-of-school English learning. The first
theme revealed the children’s experiences of the resources they used in their learning, and how
they described or visually represented these resources as useful or enjoyable for learning. The
second theme highlighted the situated opportunities children had to notice and use English in
their everyday lives, showing both their real-world encounters with English and how they
interpreted these encounters as relevant to communication, play and everyday participation. The
third theme illuminated children’s experiences and perspectives of the human support that
scaffolded their learning by highlighting the forms of support they received from different actors,
and how they perceived these actors as important, available or sometimes unavailable sources
of support.

Material and Digital Resources that Mediate Language Learning

Children’s English learning outside the classroom was mediated by different digital and
material resources. These resources whether self-chosen or parent-provided, supported a wide
range of language skill development and reflected a range of purposes, from playful interaction
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to focused study. Many of digital resources integrated gamification with learning, where learning
was a part of a challenge or interaction. Some of these helped children notice, attend to language
form or meaning of the interaction, others supported translanguaging (i.e., meaning making
created through the interplay of English and Arabic).

YouTube was the most commonly used digital resource by the children, exposing them to
a high level of spoken English. It often provided a mix of entertainment and learning, thus
allowing children to learn at their own pace relying more heavily on their listening and
comprehension skills. Mariam, for example, stated that she tries “fo find English videos on
YouTube and listen to them” and then translates them into Arabic. Mariam’s approach
demonstrates an intentional language learning behaviour, as she purposefully attends to
individual words and phrases in an effort to translate them, an example of early metacognitive
strategy use and clear focus on meaning. In contrast, Misk described a translanguaging
experience where both Arabic and English were fluidly used: “/ watch a frog and a bunny
cartoon on YouTube. They converse partly in Arabic and in English.” Although Misk primarily
focuses on fun, she recognises the role of both languages in meaning-making and uses one
language to scaffold the learning of the other.

Other children highlighted how mobile games fostered English learning through
gamification, creating motivation and conditions for implicit learning. Misk, for example,
described playing “Cops and Robbers,” where she had to “gather all the letters” to access a
treasure. In this case, the desire to receive rewards motivated Misk to engage with the English
alphabet and in doing so, she learned to recognise and sequence the letters. The game
incentivised the noticing of English letters and turned literacy practice into a challenge-driven
activity.

Layal described a multimodal activity where reading and movement intersect. “There’s a
game called Just Dance. The words are written in English at the bottom, showing what
movements, we need to do.” Although the primary focus seemed to be on playing a game, the
integration of text with physical action helped with Layal’s English learning through immersion
and repetition.

Abeer provided another example of incidental learning, explaining that she “learned a lot
of things” by listening to how people pronounced words while playing Minecraft and eventually
"got used to saying them the way they do.” Through modelling and repetition in gameplay, she
was exposed to English in a way that helped her develop pronunciation skills, contributing to
her oral fluency.

Materials like notebooks, drawing, and writing were also prevalent by supporting alphabet
learning, vocabulary retention, and spelling through repetition and creativity. For example,
Hadiyah incorporated creative elements into her literacy learning by referring to writing
exercises as “drawing”, explaining “I sometimes bring a notebook and draw in English. [ mean
draw A, B, C.”. This creative approach may help reduce stress and maintain interest. Misk, on
the other hand, used a vocabulary memorisation strategy that involved writing English words as
a daily practice. She described her routine: “I write English words, like I write one word every
day. I write them on paper, and I memorise the paper.” Through this practice, she used spelling
and orthographic memory as an intentional self-directed learning strategy. The memorisation
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process demonstrates that she uses a systematic approach to learning by utilising both her visual
and verbal memory systems.

Layal and Lama also mentioned the use of educational tools, particularly those that helped
with handwriting and vocabulary. Layal described her experience with such tools, explaining
that “These are the toys... like educational toys. You trace the dots, and you connect it.” (see

figure 1).

Figure 1. Layal traces the dots (LOL)

Layal’s approach reflects implicit learning where language instruction is integrated into play-
based activities, reducing mental effort while supporting vocabulary retention. Likewise, Lama
described using flashcards as part of her learning, explaining: “Sometimes I play with cards that
have letters and pictures.” Here, “play” involves active recall by looking at the flashcards and
trying to remember what is on the other side, whether a word or a picture. This playful
engagement supports her memory of English words and vocabulary retention through repeated
meaningful exposure. Across several language maps, the children brought together digital tools,
printed materials, and home spaces within a single drawing, suggesting that English learning did
not occur in one bounded site but across overlapping material and digital environments.

Situated Real-World Practice and Application

The participating children learned English through both formal educational tools and
informal experiences in their everyday lives. The unstructured real-world experiences which
children encountered resulted in authentic learning opportunities that allowed them to notice
English in context while putting their knowledge into practice and building confidence. Schmidt
(1990) described noticing as the active identification of new language structures in meaningful
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environments, something evident in participants’ interactions with public signs, restaurant
menus, store labels and environmental text. These instances were typically self-initiated and
embedded into their daily routines. As Mariam shared, she tried “fo read English words” when
in "the market or anywhere.” While Hadiyah explained that she tries “to read the letters to
understand a sign written in English.” Both Mariam and Hadiyah demonstrated a natural
awareness and attentiveness to English texts in their environment. Their accounts indicate
purposeful practice using real-world language samples to test their reading and vocabulary. This
strategy closely aligns with noticing which involves intentional attention to language use.

Several children treated their noticing of English in real life as a casual competition which
made English reading more engaging. Abeer, for example, transformed a routine visual
encounter into a language play by setting up a time-based challenge for herself, saying “Most
car signs (plates) are written in Arabic and English, right? So I try to read the English part
quickly before the car passes.” This playful noticing, although incidental, likely enhanced her
processing fluency and responsiveness to English in motion.

Kenaz’s strategy extended beyond passive noticing. She actively recorded new vocabulary,
turning environmental print into personalised learning content, demonstrating both self-
regulated learning and metacognitive awareness of how to reinforce English input. Describing
her method, she said, “Here, in this drawing, I learn English by looking at the writing (like
prices and product names in English), and I write them down, and that way, I learn from it.”
Her language map extended her verbal account; rather than depicting English as a separate study
activity, she represented shelves, products, and interaction within a commercial space,
positioning environmental print as part of her social setting (see figure 2). This suggests that
English noticing was embedded in everyday movement through public spaces and not confined
to structured learning at home.

- ‘
) > 3 o

Figure 2. Kenaz learns English by reading the products' names in English
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Lama, along with other students, used English as a practical tool for navigating public
spaces, highlighting the relevance of language to real-world problem-solving. For example, in
an imagined scenario, she would envision herself using English for practical purposes: “Like if
I want to ask where the toy store is or where the restaurant is while I'm in a mall.” This reflects
her orientation toward communicative competence, using English for a purpose even when such
opportunities may not arise often. These experiences show how ordinary public spaces such as
markets, roads, and malls became situated learning environments where English was noticed,
interpreted and sometimes imagined as a tool for communication.

Support from Others through Social Scaffolding

English language learning outside regular classes depended heavily on children’s
interactions with family members, caregivers, peers, and online tutors. These individuals
provided different types of linguistic exposure, emotional support, and learning scaffolds, which
helped children notice and engage with English in meaningful ways. The absence or limitations
of such support posed significant learning challenges for some participants. The findings suggest
that the participants received their most frequent support from their mothers who provided
academic assistance and emotional support. In most cases, mothers acted as informal tutors
guiding children through memorisation activities, while correcting pronunciation, teaching
grammar and offering positive reinforcement and motivational support. This approach aligns
with the notion of scaffolding where the more knowledgeable adults offer structured support to
help learners perform beyond their current level. Abeer, for example, stated that her mother helps
her “the most” and Farah spoke about her reliance on her mothers’ assistance during difficult
tasks where she would go to her mother as “she is the one who helps [her] the most”. Abeer and
Farah used the phrase ‘the most’, to emphasise their mothers’ roles in supporting their English
language learning at home. This emphasis was also visible in Abeer’s language map where her
mother was drawn as a prominent figure positioned close to her within the learning scene,
making the mother-child relationship as a key site of support (see figure 3).

Figure 3. Abeer with her mother learning English
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Support from mothers came particularly when the children encountered difficult tasks or
when they struggled to understand something on their own. Misk explained that her mother
encouraged her to engage with digital resources, noting that her mother often tells her “fo
download English apps because” she believed they will help her English learning. This
demonstrates a rather indirect method of support, where her mother opted for a more hands-off
role in her child’s English language learning. She supported Misk’s learning by ensuring access
to external resources and opportunities to extend her learning at home.

In contrast, Hadiyah illustrated a structured routine, where she and her mother worked side
by side during test preparation. “We sit on chairs at a table. I sit next to her, and then she teaches
me. I repeat and repeat until I memorise them so I can get a good grade in reading English”,
she explained that her mother corrected her when she said “/lout/ instead of ‘Love’” These
moments reflect not only academic scaffolding but also language awareness and noticing, where
mothers, either directly or indirectly, help children pay attention to form, pronunciation, and
accuracy. Farah, by contrast, noted that while English learning was not difficult, the frequent use
of Arabic at home reduced opportunities for English practice. The results show that exposure
alone is insufficient without meaningful interaction.

Another important finding was that children, with domestic workers in their homes,
benefited from practising English with them as these workers played an essential role in
providing daily conversational exposure. In certain households, nannies were the primary source
of English language interaction for the children. Lama said, that she talks with her “nanny in
English”. Lama’s language map reinforced this interaction, as the domestic worker “Dada” was
drawn as the largest figure positioned directly beside Lama. The size and proximity of the figure
suggest the importance of this relationship within Lama’s everyday learning environment (see

figure 4).

Figure 4. Lama interacts with her domestic worker “Dada” using English



Alnafia et al., Scaffolding Language Learning beyond the EFL Classroom 15

Layal expanded on this, saying that her nanny “teaches [her] English” and when she does not
“know a word” she “will sneak away to ask the nanny, then come back and use the word”. These
examples demonstrate how repeated, informal conversations with nannies facilitate noticing of
vocabulary, form, and meaning in real time. They also point to domestic workers as significant
yet underexplored language-learning mediators within children’s English learning ecologies.
This represents a low-pressure partnership between the children and the more knowledgeable
adults although accessible, their support was not stable as Layal noted that, “sometimes the
nanny travels back to her home country.”, revealing the instability and temporary nature of this
informal learning environment making it important for children to access multiple support
systems.

Peers and siblings also played an important role in the children’s outside-the-classroom
English language learning. This support took the form of collaborative playful interactions
contributing to the children’s language exposure and noticing. Misk, reflecting on a classmate,
said, “Like when she says things in English, I can memorise them and write them down ”. Layal
describes a similar experience with her cousin: “...my cousin and I play together. For example,
we say, ‘Dont touch the floor! ... We have to speak English while playing.”. In these cases,
English was used organically allowing children to acquire new forms, noticing vocabulary, and
gaining confidence in using English for communication with their peers.

Siblings, especially older ones, often provided academic guidance. Hadiyah, noted that her
older brother tells her “what to read and study” and gives her "a paper with questions and
explains them [to her].” describing her older brother’s involvement in exam preparation.
However, sibling support varied in quality and availability. Some children acknowledged their
family’s limited English proficiency or time constraints made it hard for them to consistently
rely on these informal supports. While siblings contributed to informal learning moments, some
children emphasised that their parents, especially mothers, remained their primary support
figures. Farah summarised this dynamic by stating: "yes, my siblings do help, but not all the
time. My mum helps me the most."

The findings also indicate that online tutors provided the children with more structured
exposure. In these cases, children engaged in listening activities while speaking and occasionally
received interactive corrective feedback. The participating children tended to identify their tutors
as authoritative language models who implemented educational approaches that mirrored
traditional classroom procedures.

Both Hadiyah and Lama refer to their online tutors as 'feachers' thereby formalising the
learning process and positioning themselves as language learners. During these sessions,
Hadiyah prepares for exams, demonstrating purposeful learning for academic achievement. In
contrast, Mariam referred to her online tutor as a teacher who ‘‘follows the curriculum and
[provides] extra conversation tutoring sessions”. Her mention of ‘conversation’ underlines the
value of interactive practice opportunities as they are not always accessible at home. Through
these conversational exchanges, learners’ cognitive engagement increases, helping them
consolidate the language forms they have noticed during passive activities like watching English
cartoons on YouTube.

The findings from these experiences suggest that online teachers delivered scaffolded
instruction, reflecting the expanding role of technology in providing direct language instruction
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beyond traditional classrooms. In the interviews, at least four participants (Mariam, Hadiyah,
Lama, Misk) stated being enrolled in formal online tutoring. This suggests that structured online
learning is a growing trend among Saudi primary learners, supplementing informal exposure
with explicit language teaching and personalised feedback. However, not all families could
afford or maintain such programmes, with Abeer mentioning “If Mum wasnt here, I'd need a
private tutor.”

Both Farah and Abeer shared their desire for more structured help which indicates the
importance of consistent, expert-led interaction to advance these learners’ English language
skills. This highlights an important equity issue, while some children had access to ongoing
private support, others experienced gaps in guidance.

Discussion

The findings of this study extended existing literature on children’s out-of-school English
learning in three main ways. First, they highlight domestic workers as significant yet
underexplored mediators of children’s English language learning. Second, they show that
children’s learning occurred within hybrid spaces where home routines, digital entertainment,
public encounters, and formal online tutoring overlapped rather than functioning as separate
domains. Thirdly, they demonstrate that children’s access to these learning ecologies was
uneven, shaped by differences in household resources.

The findings of this study support the important role of scaffolding as a necessary tool for
children to acquire English language skills in informal environments. Drawing from Vygotsky's
(1978) concept of scaffolding and ZPD, the data revealed how various "more knowledgeable
others" such as mothers, siblings, domestic workers and online tutors offered both academic and
emotional support which enabled children to operate just beyond their current English language
proficiency. Mothers, in particular, actively took part in providing scaffolding support for their
children to learn English language. The maternal support followed the instructional scaffolding
described in literature (Belland, 2017; Kalayc1 & Oz, 2018), through direct instruction (e.g.,
helping with pronunciation or guiding memorisation) or through encouraging their children to
engage with digital tools. The scaffolding process in some cases involved collaborative and
dynamic interactions which included repetition and correction along with emotional reassurance,
all of which facilitated both children’s comprehension and confidence.

A key contribution of this study lies in showing that social scaffolding extended beyond the
commonly discussed parent-child and teacher-student relationships. Domestic workers (e.g.,
nannies) acted as everyday language mediators by providing informal linguistic input through
low-pressure casual conversations, which supported real-time vocabulary use and encouraged
spontaneous language production. This is important because their role remains underexplored in
studies of children’s EFL learning, despite emerging evidence that domestic workers can
contribute meaningfully to children’s English receptive vocabulary and fluency (Dulay et al.,
2017; Wolfaardt, 2022; Wolfaardt & Leung, 2025). In this study, the domestic workers were not
just background figures in the household; for some children, they were active participants in
English practice. At the same time, their support was uneven and sometimes temporary,
highlighting both the value and instability of this form of informal scaffolding.
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Crucially, this study also highlighted the rise of digital scaffolding through structured online
tutoring which has become an essential element of current educational practices. The children
viewed online tutoring sessions as an expansion of their school learning that provided them with
personalised help and curriculum-aligned instruction. These findings echo those of Liu (2023),
Alshammary (2020) and Yeh and Lai (2019) who observed that e-learning environments create
scaffolded spaces for focused and individualised instruction. Furthermore, the significance of
online tutoring in this study lies in how it contributed to hybrid learning spaces. Children moved
between home support, digital entertainment, everyday encounters, and online tutoring, drawing
on each context in different ways. In other words, their English learning was neither fully formal
nor fully informal. It was distributed across overlapping spaces where formal instruction, digital
tools and everyday practice interacted. Yet, the data revealed that access to such platforms was
uneven among the participating children, with some expressed a desire for support that was
either inconsistent or financially out of reach. This disparity draws attention to the issue of
educational equity; a theme that cuts across all the conceptual lenses of this study which reminds
us that scaffolding while essential, is not always equally available to all learners.

Learners’ interactions with digital tools also provided strong evidence of learner autonomy
and self-regulated learning among young Saudi EFL learners. Many participants described
initiating learning activities on their own, whether it was searching for English videos on
YouTube, practising writing in notebooks, or memorising vocabulary through repeated
exposure. These behaviours reflect what Namaziandost et al. (2024) call the learner’s
“ownership” of their educational development, an essential element of autonomy. Autonomous
engagement was often mediated by children’s own interests, a point consistent with previous
research that emphasises motivation as a key driver of language learning outside formal
education (Bai & Guo, 2021; Dafei, 2007; Liu, 2015). For instance, the children autonomously
used Minecraft and Just Dance games, although these games were not approached as learning
tools per se but became vehicles for incidental learning for vocabulary acquisition and
pronunciation practice. This finding supports the idea that gamification makes learning easier
by reducing mental effort while embedding language within purposeful and enjoyable activities,
as reinforced by other studies (Annamalai et al.,2022; Cancino Avila & Castillo Fonseca, 2021).

However, autonomy did not automatically translate into independence in every case. For
some children, their self-initiated learning activities were underpinned by the presence of
supportive adults or peers who scaffolded their efforts either directly or by facilitating access to
resources. This finding demonstrates that autonomy and scaffolding are not contradictory but
rather complementary, as children take initiative of their learning within a framework of support
which help them to gradually internalise the tools and strategies, they need for independence
learning (see also Cadima et al., 2019). Several children demonstrated metacognitive awareness
as they recognised what learning strategies worked for them (e.g., writing for memorisation and
video translation) and expressed their preferences of how they learned. These practices suggest
a level of learner agency and intentionality that goes beyond passive exposure and show that
even if structured instruction is absent, children still can actively shape their own language
learning trajectories.

Children in this study encountered English in authentic, everyday contexts such as reading
street signs and cars plates, identifying words on shop fronts and using English to navigate
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shopping malls. These brief and incidental moments created meaningful opportunities for
noticing (Schmidt, 1990), which enabled the children to connect new language forms with real-
world purposes. The contextualised encounters exemplify what Garcia and Kleyn (2016) term
translanguaging moments, when bilingual learners move fluidly between languages to construct
meaning in their interactions. For example, children who watched cartoons or played games in
both Arabic and English often interpreted and used words from each language flexibly according
to the context of the situation. These translanguaging practices, although cognitively demanding,
serve as bridges between languages which help learners draw on their full linguistic repertoire.
The use of English in social play with peers or cousins, even when limited, suggests that some
children were engaging in what Lave and Wenger (1991) describe as “legitimate peripheral
participation” in emerging communities of English use. Although these children were not
immersed in English-speaking environments, they were gradually internalising roles and rules
of interaction through repeated, meaningful engagement. These experiences show that out-of-
school English learning was shaped by situated opportunities for noticing and use, rather than
by exposure alone.

Yet again, the benefits of situated learning were unequally distributed. For children whose
families lacked time, language proficiency, or resources, opportunities to engage with English
in everyday life were more limited. This reinforces the point that language-rich environments
do not arise organically in all households, and that the capacity to convert exposure into learning
depends on both material and relational resources (Dong et al., 2020; Lau & Richards, 2021; Li,
2007). This inequality is one of the study’s key findings as unequal access was not simply a
matter of having more or less English around the child. Rather, the children differed in their
access to mediational support, digital tools, English-speaking family members, private tutors,
and opportunities to practice English. This finding is particularly important in the Saudi EFL
context, where English carries increasing academic and economic value (Al-Seghayer, 2023),
but access to out-of-school English learning opportunities remains uneven.

CONCLUSION

This study explored how Saudi primary-aged learners engage with English outside the
classroom through a combination of language maps and semi-structured interviews. Three key
themes emerged from the data: 1) the use of material and digital resources that mediate language
learning; 2) situated real-world and application of English; and 3) the support children received
from others through social scaffolding which shaped their exposure and motivation.

Several important contributions are made to the growing body of literature on English
language learning in out-of-school contexts, particularly within EFL contexts such as Saudi
Arabia. By centring children’s voices and using arts-based methods such as language maps
alongside interviews, the study adds depth to understanding how children interpret and navigate
their home environments. Empirically, it draws attention to the role of domestic workers as
meaningful language-learning mediators in some children’s daily lives, extending current
understandings of who may function as a scaffold in home-based English learning. Conceptually,
the study shows that children’s English learning often occurred in hybrid spaces where home
routines, digital practices, public encounters, and formal online tutoring intersected. It also
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highlights that access to these learning ecologies was uneven as children’s opportunities were
shaped by the availability of supportive resources.

Despite these contributions, the research was limited by its focus on a specific cultural
context and its small sample size. While both are appropriate for qualitative research, they limit
the generalisability of findings to broader populations. A further limitation relates to recruitment.
Since participation in the study depended on the first two families returning consent and assent
forms from each school, the sample may have represented families who were more responsive
or more invested in English learning. As a result, the findings might underrepresent the
experiences of children whose families had less time to support or lower levels of involvement
in English learning. Notwithstanding these limitations, the findings highlight the blurred
boundary between formal and informal English language learning. For many participating
children, English learning was neither restricted to the classroom nor wholly outside it. They
routinely transitioned between their schoolwork, home practice, online tutoring and digital
entertainment activities, drawing on elements of each to reinforce their English language
learning. Thus, the home emerged as a hybrid learning space where scaffolding from human and
non-human actors intersected with learner autonomy.

However, access to these hybrid learning opportunities was shaped by structural inequities
as not all children had access to private tutors, digital subscriptions, or English-speaking family
members. Children who had access to supportive parents, digital and material resources, and
English-rich environments were more likely to benefit from gamified learning, scaffolded
practices, and situated encounters with English. As such, while the findings illustrated the active
engagement of young Saudi children, it was revealed that English language learning
opportunities do not take place on an even playing field. Longitudinal research is needed to
extend these findings across diverse socio-economic contexts and age groups and over time,
tracking how informal English learning evolves over time and interacts with formal schooling.
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APPENDIX
Language Map

Draw how vou learn English outside school. Consider who vou communicate in
English with, what you communicate and when.

Individual Interview Questions for Students

1.
2.

What do you enjoy about English language learning?

What makes learning English or communicating in English outside of the classroom
enjoyable? What makes it difficult

. How do your parents support your learning of English at home? Do they encourage learning

English at home? If so, how? What would help you learn English at home? What might your
parents do to help you?

What activities do you participate in outside the classroom to enhance your English language
skills? Do your parents participate in these activities? Why or why not?



