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Abstract: The purpose of this study was to explore challenges in English speaking skills encountered by
a group of students at B English center. In this study, the reasons for difficulties in English speaking skills
and the effects of these challenges on their speaking skills were investigated. This paper took the form of
quantitative research with the use of a questionnaire. The statistical analyses showed that students at B
English center had a number of challenges in English speaking skills, including pronunciation, listening,
grammar and vocabulary. Moreover, findings suggest that they lacked confidence, maintained high anxiety
or lacked opportunities for communicating in English outside the classroom. In addition, the results of the
study reveal that these challenges affected negatively on their English performance and the target of
learning the language as well as their motivation. Findings suggest that teachers may encourage students to
overcome challenges in English speaking skills through the employment of interesting activities, which
possibly provide students with more opportunities to practice English.
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1. INTRODUCTION

These days, the English language plays a crucial role to weave the world into a single thread. English has
the status of a second language in almost all countries where it is not the first language. Acquiring simple
language for day to day communication is the main aim of learning any language (Ahmad,2016) [1].
Regarding learning a language, speaking is one of the most important skills to develop and enhance as
means of effective communication. Speaking skills are regarded one of the most difficult aspects of
language learning(Leong &Ahmadi, 2017) [2]. However, many learners state that they have spent so many
years studying English language but cannot speak it appropriately and understandably (Bueno, Madrid, &
Mclaren, 2006) [3]. As a result, speaking communication has so far become one of the problems faced by
many foreign language learners. Moreover, some students do not know how to improve and overcome these
challenges. Thus, one of the main purposes of the study reported here is to explore reasons for challenges
in English speaking skills of a group of students at B English center. Besides, it is concerned with the effects
of such challenges on students’ communication abilities. Additionally, it was hoped that the findings would
discover several ways of improving students’ English speaking skills at B English center. The study
addressed the following questions:

Q1. What are the challenges facing students’ English speaking skills at B English center?
Q2. What causes these challenges?
Q3. How do these challenges affect student’s English speaking skills?

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Communication

According to Ahmad (2016) [1], communication is a sharing of feelings, ideas and opinions with others.
Moreover, this can be intellectual, personnel spoken or written in nature. The researcher suggested that we
live in groups and man is invariably a social animal. As the social needs insist, we share our thoughts with
others. The two-way processes of communication motivate, inform, suggest, warn, order, change behavior
and stably better relationships to make interaction meaningful and make oneself understood. Moreover,
communication is a skill that contains systematic and continuous process of speaking and understanding
[1].

It can be notified that communication is like a conversation with each other about daily life or the stories
around us. Communication is something natural, something every day even, yet most of us have only value
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notion of the rules that govern it. Day in, day out, we ask questions, read, explain, write, listen, argue,
discuss or hold our tongues (Mikael & Roman, 2018) [4].

Furthermore, communication can further be defined as giving, receiving or exchanging information, facts,
opinions or ideas by writing, speech or visual means, so that the message communicated is completely
understood by recipients (Burns & Joyce, 1997) [5].

2.2 English speaking skills

It claimed that speaking is a real language, which means that the capability to communicate in a language
can be shown through the skill of speaking (Woodrow, 2006) [6]. One function of speaking is to
communicate ideas in the situation where the other person is listening to words and can be in front of the
speaker, looking at the gesture and facial expression. An act of communication through speaking is
commonly performed in face to face interaction and occurs as a part of the dialogue or rather from the
verbal exchange (Efrizal, 2012) [7]. Moreover, speaking is an interactive process of constructing meaning
that involves producing, receiving and processing information (Lin, 2017) [8].

In addition, speaking is speech or utterances with the purpose of having the intention to be recognized by
the speaker and the receiver. The receiver will process the statements in order to recognize the speaker’s
intentions (Burri, 2015) [9]. Besides, speaking is a highly complex interactive skill that has added the
complexity of being very anxiety-provoking for learners of another language (Doff, 1998) [10]. Moreover,
speaking means that the students repeat sentences or dialogues, or chant in English (Nguyen, 2011) [11].
According to Trinh (2019) [12], human communication is a complex process. Communication is used when
they want to say something and transmit information. Speakers employ communication when they are going
to inform someone something. Speakers apply language according to their own purposes. So, speakers
should be both listeners and speakers at the same time for effective communication.

Moreover, it is important that speaking is the first mode in which children acquire language, it is part of
daily involvement of most people with language activities, and it is the prime motor of language change. It
provides our main data for understanding bilingualism and language contact. As language learners who had
learned English intensively, the students should be able to interact orally with each other through English
(Baker &Westrup, 2003) [13]. Speaking is of great significance for people interaction because they use it
everywhere and every day. Speaking is the way of communicating ideas and messages orally. If we want
to encourage students to communicate in English, we should use the language in real communication and
ask them to do the same process (Littlewood, 2007) [14].

2.3 Challenges in English speaking skills

Firstly, pronunciation is one of the most challenges in English speaking skills facing students who learn
English as a foreign language. For example, Htwe (2017) [15] suggested that numerous evidence points out
that pronunciation is a major problem in the communication process. She found out that the different
dialects of Chinese command use of tones differentiate diverse words with first tones whereas the English
language does not use tones to differentiate words from one another. Besides, pronunciation is a major
problem especially among Chinese students taking their studies in the U.S. The researcher claimed that
many languages do not use word stress, while word stress is key to understanding spoken English to
communicate rapidly and accurately, even in difficult conditions. As such, the common pronunciation
problems among Chinese students are often brought about by the dissimilar in structure between the two
languages (Robby, 2010) [16].

Secondly, speaking skills cannot be developed unless we develop listening skills(Gan, 2012) [17]. Because
students have to understand what speakers say or discuss. In fact, every speaker plays the role of both a
listener and a speaker. Therefore, one is certainly unable to respond if he/she cannot understand what is
said, which means speaking is closely related to listening (Kelly, 2013) [18]. However, according to
Higgins (1995) [19], another problem in listening is the elision of a sound or exactly a syllable in a word.
Thus, students cannot recognize the words that they hear. Once they try to comprehend every single word,
there is little chance for them to discover the key words which give them clues to understand the listening
text.

In addition, lacking ideas is one of the most challenges of English speaking skills. It is because speaking is
one way to communicate with ideas and through a message orally [14]. Students struggle to think and
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express their ideas. It is very difficult for learners to respond when their teachers ask them to tell things in
a foreign language because they have little opinions about what to say, which vocabulary to apply, or how
to use grammar accurately (Tanveer, 2007) [20]. Students find it difficult to have a conversation on a topic
that they know little about (He & Chen, 2010) [21].

Furthermore, students are also unconfident and shy when speaking English. Any other factors such as
nervousness and “afraid of making mistakes” result in failure to produce a correct form of English speech
(Bashir, Azeem&Dogar, 2011) [22]. Students are worried about making mistakes, fearful of criticism or
losing face [18]. As a result, they feel more depressed in learning English. It asserts that a foreign language
classroom to can create inhibitions and anxiety easily (Kurtus, 2001) [23]. Besides, their lack of self-
confidence in using the language is linked to their poor proficiency in various language skills, causing them
to become afraid or embarrassed of making mistakes (Baldwin, 2011) [24]. Fear of mistakes becomes one
of the main factors of students’ reluctance to speak in English in the classroom (Baker, 2014) [25].
Therefore, students’ lack of confidence usually occurs when students realize that their conversation partners
have not understood them or when they do not understand other speakers.

Besides, challenges in English speaking skills are believed to relate to other components of the English
language. English learners and some students with learning difficulties may respond orally with language
conversation errors such as grammatical errors or partial meaning (Bygate, 1987) [26]. English learners and
students with learning difficulties may not know many other words in the text that will be crucial for their
full understanding of the topic [26].Students’ speaking performance was not good because they did not
master the three elements of speaking, namely, vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation (Clifford, 1987)
[27]. Cambridge (2008) [28] explored obstacles to speaking skills confronted by English-majored students
in Hong Kong University and found that the students in this context significantly encountered several
problems leading to their limitation of fluent speaking performance such as lacking vocabulary and focusing
much on grammar structures.

2.4 The reasons for these challenges

The reason why pronunciation is also known to cause challenges in English speaking has been attributed to
the fact that most of these students lack neutral grounds to practice their English skills and to sharpen their
pronunciation skills, as a result it becomes difficult to speak English efficiently in the future (Eckard &
Kearny, 1981) [30]. In addition to difficulties in producing sounds, the difficulty in seeing the differences
between sounds is also another reason why learners might have problems with speaking (Flowerdew &
Miller, 1996) [31].

Besides, many factors cause listening challenges in speaking skills. The problems were believed to cause
by speech rate, vocabulary and pronunciation (Florez, 1999) [32]. According to Florez, (1999) [32], these
kinds of features may be encountered when the message is spoken at such a rapid speed that the sentences
uttered cannot be spoken word by word. Moreover, once they try to comprehend every single word, there
is little chance for them to discover the key words which give them clues to understand the listening text
(Tuan & Mai, 2015) [33]. Moreover, learners often concentrate on grammar and vocabulary test to past
examinations and tests at school.

Another reason for speaking challenges is the employment of mother tongue in class. Tuan and Mai (2015)
[33] listed some reasons why students use mother-tongue in class. It is easier for them to talk and share the
information. According to Leong & Ahmadi (2017) [2], the application of the mother-tongue is very natural
for learners to use. If teachers do not urged their learners to talk in English, learners will automatically use
their first language to explain something to their classmates.

Ur (1996) [36] also stated that the fear of speaking English is pertinent to some personality constructs like
anxiety, inhibition, and risk taking. They emphasized that speaking a language sometimes results in anxiety.
Sometimes, extreme anxiety may lead to despondence and a sense of failure in learners. According to
Varasarin (2007) [37], the primary reason of fear of mistakes is that students are afraid of looking foolish
in front of other people and they are concerned about how other will see them. Especially, speaking in front
of people is one of the more common fears that students encounter and feeling of shyness makes their mind
go blank or that they will forget what to say (Woodrow, 2006) [38].
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2.5 Impacts of challenges on students’ speaking skill

The difficulties of pronunciation affect students’ ability to speak English effectively. Woodrow (2006) [6]
investigated Chinese students in New York Universities and found that many Chinese students were
stressful to learn English language and to polish its pronunciation, which demonstrated that pronunciation
is a challenge that potentially affected the communication process. In particular, incorrect pronunciation of
American English by Chinese college students from Columbia University and St. Johns University have
been mostly blamed for interfering with optimal communication and success due to the wrong utterance of
words that made the communication process ineffective. Moreover, Chinese students struggling to get the
right pronunciations tended to shy away from participating in active school activities in fear of being looked
down upon as well as fear of being misunderstood (Krashen, 1982) [39]. Thus, incorrect pronunciation is
one of the most important factors that affect student’s speaking English.

According to Krashen (1982) [39], a variety of effective variables has been confirmed to be related to
success in second language acquisition in research over the last decade but most of those studies examined
three categories: motivation, self-confidence and anxiety. Meanwhile, the term of anxiety is an instant,
transitory emotion which can immediately impact on child cognition in specific condition and make them
feeling worried and nervous, all of these events can extremely impact on memory and learning process
(Beck, 1985) [40]. However, Littlewood (1984) [41] interpreted this issue and argued that anxiety has a
negative influence on working memory performance. Gan (2012)[ 17]concerned this with lack of
motivation in speaking English.

Besides, Thornbury (2005) [42] study explored obstacles to speaking skills confronted by English-majored
students in Hong Kong University and found that the students in this context significantly encountered
several problems leading to their limitation of fluent speaking performance such as lacking vocabulary,
focusing much on grammar structures, having limited in-class speaking opportunities, and lacking English
speaking environment. This lack of self-confidence also becomes a serious problem which affected the
students’ speaking performance. The author concluded that it was difficult for the students to master English
speaking skills if they were not confident with their own speaking ability [14]. Language anxiety influenced
learning and performance negatively [20]. Other authors also argued that anxiety causes negative effect on
performance (Liu, 2007) [43].Because of the impact of language anxiety in learning to speak a foreign
language (Indrianty, 2012) [44], it is certainly a problem if learners do not know what words to say. It is
asserted that being pointed out to perform in English class emerges anxiety for learner, and it has negative
effects on performance (Pennington, 2014) [45].

3. METHODS

3.1 Participants

To carry out this research, students at B English center were the participants of this study. The
questionnaires were delivered to these participants. There were 40 participants,17 males and 23 females
completing a survey in my research. Students were at the ages from 13 to 15.

3.2 Research instruments

The research was conducted in the form of a quantitative study. In order to be able to use mathematically
based on methods, the data have to be in numerical form (Muijs, 2011) [46]. Quantitative research is
necessary in collecting the data to explain a particular phenomenon. Therefore, it can be easy to collect the
information by using questionnaire. It is argued that particular questions seem immediately to be answered
using quantitative methods [46]. There were three parts in the questionnaire, including English speaking
challenges, the reasons and the effects of these challenges, as the data is ready to be available for us in
numerical form. The researchers developed a questionnaire in which students helped to rate a number of
statements (for example ‘do you have pronouncing troubles when communicating in English?”) as either
‘yes’, ‘definitely yes’, ‘no’, or ‘ definitely no’. Students could tick the answers of their choices. Quantitative
research is good at providing information from a large number of units, but not when the writer wants to
explore a problem or concept in depth.

There are 6 questions of part 1 with several answer options for students. The questions discussed their
challenges in English speaking skills. Part 2 includes 4 questions investigating the reasons for
communication challenges. This part targets the factors that may create communication challenges for
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students. The last part consists of 7 items investigating the effects of English speaking challenges.
Participants were expected to identify the challenges that influenced their English speaking skills.
4. FINDINGS

4.1 Speaking communication challenges
Table 1: Speaking communication challenges

Statements Yes Definitely yes
1.Students’ pronouncing troubles 87.5% 12.5%
2. Students’ listening troubles 60% 40%
3. Students’ grammatical troubles 75% 25%
4. Students’ vocabulary problems 73% 27%
5. Expressing a complex idea/problem 10% 0%
6. Difficulties in giving a question 67.5% 32.5%

The table above showed that pronunciation problems were the most important problems facing the
participants in English speaking skills with the highest percentage (accounted for 87.5%). The figure
pointed out that students met numerous pronunciation problems when communicating in English.
Meanwhile, just 10% of the students could communicate a complex idea/problem effectively. The lowest
rate illustrated that the participants obviously found it difficult in presenting a complex opinion or problem
in English speaking process.

4.2 The reasons for communication challenges

Table 2: The reasons of these challenges

Statements Percent
The chances of communicating in English 62.5%
Students’ confidence in English speaking 2.5%
The effects of bad listening skills 100%
The effects of narrow speaking skills 100%

As seen in the table above, bad listening skills and narrow speaking skills accounted for the highest
percentage, reaching 100% of the participants saying that was the most major reason for English speaking
challenges. Meanwhile, just 2.5% of the students were confident in English speaking.
4.3 How do these challenges affect your English speaking skills?

Table 3: The effects of these challenges

Statements Percent
Find it difficult to communicate with English teacher 90%
Affect your speaking performance 50%
Become more passive when speaking English 92.5%
Feel unconfident by challenges in speaking skills 95%
Make in misunderstanding in the conversation 90%
Influence on target language communication 45%
Feel worried about lacking the vocabulary, grammatical and pronouncing mistakes 100%
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The figures showed that most of the students strongly agreed and agreed on all the items. Specifically, many
students felt worried about lacking of vocabulary, grammatical and pronouncing mistakes with the highest
proportion (accounted for 100%). Besides, 95% of the participants thought that they were less confident by
challenges in speaking skills.

5. DISCUSSIONS

5.1 Research question 1: What are the challenges facing students at B English center in English
speaking skills?

In order to collect data for this question, 6 open-ended questions investigating English speaking challenges
were used to find out overall students’ challenges in English speaking skills. In general, the results collected
from the students’ questionnaires showed that many students at B English center faced the difficulties in
English communication.

As it was shown from the analysis, there was clear indication that pronunciation was the most important
challenge facing student participants. In general, the participants had the same problems which were an
obstacle to pronounce correctly the words. Especially, students at B English center mostly found word-final
and vowels challenging in English speaking. The findings supported the studies of other researchers. For
example, according to Htwe (2017) [15], pronunciation was the main difficulty in the communication
process. Moreover, the challenges were caused by the dialects of Chinese from Chinese students.
Meanwhile, [16] also pointed out that pronunciation was also the most challenges among Chinese students
taking their studies in the U.S. They preferred word stress to communicate rapidly and accurately.

These obtained results also demonstrated that just a few students could express a complex idea or problem.
In addition, many students did not have enough vocabulary and information to communicate this idea or
problem. Similarly, Tanveer (2007) [20] also stated that it was difficult for English learners to answer when
their teachers asked them to tell things in a language since they had not enough opinions about what to say,
which vocabulary to apply or how to use grammar accurately. Therefore, He and Chen (2010) [21] found
it difficult for students to have a conversation on a topic that they knew little about.

5.2 Research question 2: What are the reasons for these challenges?

In order to have data for this section, 4 closed-ended questions were employed to know the reason for these
challenges.

In term of listening, results showed that listening was the most significant reason related to English speaking
challenges. Florez, (1999) [32] stated that the speech rate, vocabulary, and pronunciation caused to listening
problems. However, it claimed that these kinds of features might be encountered when the message was
spoken at such a rapid speed that the sentences uttered could not be spoken word by word [32]. Moreover,
once they tried to comprehend every single word, there was little chance for them to discover the keywords
which gave them clues to understand the listening text.

The statistics showed that a few students felt confident in communication, while the others faced an obstacle
of lacking confidence in English speaking. In particular, the participants felt afraid of making mistakes.
Some students felt that someone else noticed their mistakes. Thus, they felt shy when speaking in front of
other people. The results of [34]’s study pointed out that student’s feeling of stress, anxiety or nervousness
may impede their language learning and performance abilities.

Moreover, [35] also pointed out that their low ability in speaking English was the main cause of students’
confidence. In this case, as they add, many students thought that their English was not good and felt that
they could not speak English well. In accordance with Ur (1996) [36]’s study results, the fear of speaking
English was related to some personality constructs like anxiety, inhibition, and risk taking. According to
Varasarin (2007) [37], students were afraid of looking ridiculous in front of other people and they were
concerned about how others would see them. Especially, Woodrow (2006) [38] also said that speaking in
front of people was one of the more common fears that students faced and feeling of shyness made their
mind go blank or that they would forget what to say.

5.3 Research question3: How do these challenges affect student’s learning English speaking skills?

In order to gather data for this question, 7 closed items were designed to find out the most common effects
of challenges in English speaking skills. In general, these challenges affected students’ English speaking
process seriously. The results showed that a great number of participants strongly agreed or agreed with
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most of the items in section 3 of the questionnaire. It also revealed that students agreed with the given
statements, which related to their influences of their communicating in English.

The results concerning EFL students’ expectations of their teachers’ orientation for more effective
promotion of learners’ English speaking skill can be summarized as follows:

* Find it difficult to communicate with English teacher
* Affect speaking performance

* Become more passive when speaking English

* Feel unconfident by challenges in speaking skills

* Make a misunderstanding in the conversation

* Influence on target language communication

* Feel worried about lacking the vocabulary, grammatical and pronouncing mistakes

The findings illustrated that most of students felt worried about lacking of vocabulary and grammatical and
pronouncing mistakes. Contrarily, Woodrow (2006) [6] investigated to Chinese students in New York
Universities that many Chinese students were stressful to learn English language and to polish on its
pronunciation, such as to demonstrate that pronunciation is a challenge that potentially impacted the
communication process negatively. It means that incorrect pronunciation is one of the most factors that
affect student’s speaking English negatively. However, most of those studies examined the three categories:
motivation, self-confidence and anxiety. Therefore, Suherdi (2012)[41] argued that anxiety had a negative
effect on working memory performance. Efrizal (2012) [7] linked this with lack of motivation in speaking
English. Moreover, the findings of Littlewood (2007) [14] found that lack of self-confidence also became
a serious problem which affected the students’ performance unexpectedly. According to Indrianty (2012)
[44] and Pennington (2014) [45], anxiety caused negative effects on performance.

In short, results of the current study show that students at B English center had many challenges in English
speaking skill. It seems that there was a shortage of effective methods to improve their communicating in
English. Future research investigating this issue is in need.

6. CONCLUSION

This paper investigated the challenges of the students in English speaking skills. It seems that the mentioned
factors in this paper have an important role in developing learners’ speaking skills. First of all, the factors
made students less confident when they speak with their friends. Moreover, they drove the students to be
shy in front of people. The findings of this paper indicated that learners with higher anxiety and low
motivation have serious difficulties in speaking skills. The results showed that pronunciation problems,
listening, even vocabulary and grammatical problems are the reasons for English speaking challenges.
Thus, students could not speak easily and effectively. Moreover, they could not express complex ideas or
problems fluently and even raise a question for partners. Based on the review of the literature in the study,
the teacher should design activities to catch students’ attention in order to improve the learners’ self-
confidence and choose the best way to encourage them more.

Secondly, the results show that students had a few chances of practicing English communication. Thus, it
is expected that students should have a friendly and international environment that can help them overcome
their difficulties in English speaking. They should limit the usage of the mother tongue in learning English.
Teachers may want to encourage students to spend much time to speak English by taking part in speaking
activities.

Finally, the participants hope the teacher has an effective lesson that makes them motivated in learning
English. The teacher should support students to overcome possible problems and remind them not to worry
about making mistakes. In addition, giving instructions in how to correct learners’ mistakes may lessen
students’ worries about making mistakes.
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NHUNG THACH THUC TRONG KY NANG NOI CUA HQC VIEN
TAI TRUNG TAM ANH NGU'B

Tom tit: Muyc tiéu cua nghién ciru ndy nham kham pha nhirng thach thic trong ky nang noi tiéng Anh ma
mot nhém hoc vién tai trung tam Anh ngir B gap phai. Nghién ciu tim hiéu nhiing ly do gay ra nhirng kho
khan nay va anh huong ctia ching Ién k§ nang néi ctia cac hoc vién. Nghién ciru st dung phuong phap dinh
lugng va bang cau hoi. S6 liéu nghién ciru cho thdy nhém hoc vién gap phai mot s6 thach thuc, bao gom
phat am, nghe, ngit phap va tir vung. Két qua nghién ciu cho thay rang, cac hoc vién thiéu ty tin, thudng
lo 1ang va thiéu cac co hoi giao tiép tleng Anh ngoai 16p hoc. Thém vao do, nhitng thach thuc nay anh
huong tiéu cuc dén kha ning sir dung tiéng Anh, dén muc dich va dong co hoc tap cua ho. Nghién ciu
khuyén nghi ngudi day sir dung céc hoat dong hoc thii vi, cung cap nhiéu co hoi dé ngudi hoc rén luyén ky
ning ndi nham gitp d&, khuyén khich hoc vién virot qua nhirng thach thirc nay.

T khoa: ki ning néi tiéng Anh, dinh tinh, déng lic hoc
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