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Abstract: English is becoming increasingly crucial in this era of globalization and worldwide
integration. Fluency in this language helps people obtain better job opportunities and develop themselves
in a variety of ways. However, acquiring English is difficult for Vietnamese people who use it as a foreign
language, and speaking is one of the most challenging skills to acquire for many language learners,
especially for those who are pursuing a second degree in English. For the purpose of discovering and
analyzing the difficulties in learning speaking skills faced by second-degree English-majored students at
Thu Dau Mot University (TDMU), a mixed-method study of both quantitative and qualitative designs
was carried out. The sample included 152 students and 5 lecturers in charge of the speaking courses for
these students. With the data collected through the questionnaire survey, the interview, and the
observation, the result reveals dominant difficulties commonly encountered by these students with
reference to the limitation of vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, students’ personal psychology, and the
habit of thinking in Vietnamese while speaking English. The findings of the study are applicable to the
process of teaching and learning English speaking skills among second-degree language learners in
Vietnamese context.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Statement of the Problem

Although English speaking skill is an important attribute of coexistence in the
contemporary global context, there are difficulties in using it in oral aspects. Many learners claim
that they have spent years studying English yet are still unable to speak it properly and
understandably (Bueno, Madrid & Mclaren, 2006). Learners have to spend much time thinking
and preparing what they would like to speak when they answer the questions, give their opinions
or express their feelings. It seems to be difficult for language speakers to speak and communicate
without having adequate vocabulary and understanding grammatical rules.

Indeed, speaking English is not an easy task as speakers have to deal with many aspects
of the language like pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, fluency, background knowledge and
comprehension at the same time. Adults, on the other hand, find learning a foreign language more
challenging than children due to their lower memory and flexibility. Krashen, et al. (1982) argue
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that acquirers who begin learning a second language in early childhood through natural exposure
achieve higher proficiency than those beginning as adults. Adults’ tendency to over-analyze
hinders their ability to pick up a foreign language’s subtle nuances, and straining harder and
harder will not result in better outcomes. As it is stated by Richard & Rerandya (2008), adult
learners do not seem to have the same innate language-specific endowment or propensity as
children for acquiring fluency and naturalness in spoken language. As the previous learning
process mainly was focused on specialized training, it can be noted that the English level of
Vietnamese adults is still rather low. Adults’ English speaking skills are primarily developed
through practical jobs or other supplemental education programs. Despite their efforts, many
adults still have difficulty speaking English, which is mostly due to issues with their
expressiveness, pronunciation, and confidence.

As speaking is not an easy process, students will have to encounter difficulties that come
from subjective as well as objective factors. Despite the growing amount of research supporting
the exploration of difficulties in speaking English for improving the foreign language
competence for Vietnamese students, there are still doubts and differences among the research
results with regard to distinguished research subjects.

1.2. Aims of the Study

From the above-mentioned reasons, the study is conducted for the purposes of: (1)
identifying difficulties in speaking English encountered by second-degree English-majored
students at TDMU; and (2) suggesting solutions to develop English speaking skills for these
students. These purposes then serve to fulfill the broader and more general objective that is to
improve the teaching and learning of English speaking skills among second-degree language
students at TDMU.

1.3. Research Questions

In accordance with the purposes of the study, the study was specifically designed to look
for answers to the following guiding questions: (1) What are difficulties in speaking English
encountered by second-degree English-majored students at TDMU?; (2) What solutions should
be taken to develop English speaking skills for second-degree English-majored students at
TDMU?

1.4. Significance of the Study

The study presents an overview in this area by highlighting the difficulties in speaking
English encountered by second-degree English-majored students at TDMU and arguing the
reasons for these difficulties. The study then gives recommendations for enhancing the English
teaching and learning process, particularly in speaking skills, to help second-degree language
students overcome their current obstacles.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Theoretical Background
2.1.1. Definitions of Speaking

Speaking can be defined in various ways. Among the widely-accepted definitions are the
ability to use oral language to explore ideas, intentions, thoughts, and feelings to other people to
make the message clearly delivered and well understood by the hearer (Nunan, 1995); the
reciprocally active process of building up meaning that involves producing, receiving, and
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processing information (Burns & Joyce, 1997); the active use of language to express meaning so
that other people can make sense of them (Cameron, 2001).

Speaking is the process of combining background and linguistic knowledge to create an
oral message (Chastain, 1988). This process is influenced by cognitive factors as well as
linguistic expertise. Speaking is also the process of building and sharing meaning through the
use of verbal and non-verbal symbols, in a variety of contexts (Chaney & Burk, 2001). It is the
ability to speak fluently and presupposes not only knowledge of language features but also the
ability to process information and language on the spot (Harmer, 2007). Speaking is concerned
not only with oral output but also with how the sub-skills are linked and assist the speaking
action. Vocabulary, pronunciation, and grammar are among these sub-skills.

Speaking is a high complex mental activity which varies from other activities because it
requires much higher effort from the part of the central nervous system (Bygate, 1998). It is one
of the most difficult skills language learners have to face (Bueno, Madrid, & Mclaren, 2006).
Even those who learn the language for so many years find it difficult to speak in real time
situations when it is demanded. Speaking is more difficult and complex than other language skills
as it is not merely producing sounds of the words but combining them to make meaningful
messages (Igbal, 2012).

Speaking can be generally understood from these studies as the act of creating sounds
that enable speakers to transmit their thoughts, feelings, and intents, which is a necessary
component of communication. Of the four language skills, speaking is the most critical since it
identifies someone as skilled or unskilled at utilizing a language (Bueno, Madrid & Mclaren,
2006). As a productive skill of the language (Siahaan, 2008; Bygate, 2001), speaking is a person's
ability to generate sounds that have meaning and can be understood by other people in order to
facilitate effective communication. Speaking is undoubtedly the skill to communicate effectively
to provide or receive information and knowledge from others.

2.1.2. Factors Affecting Speaking Skills

There are numerous factors affecting speaking skills. These factors can be grouped into
two broad categories: internal factors and external factors.

a) Internal Factors

The term “internal factors” refers to those pertaining to the learners themselves. The first
internal factor is concerned with linguistic components, such as phonology, syntax, vocabulary,
and semantics. Of these components, phonology is a particularly challenging area in language
learning among EFL students. The second internal factor is related to affective ones. Oxford
(1990) believes that one of the most critical components in language learning is the students'
affective side. A variety of affective characteristics that have been linked to second language
acquisition include emotions, self-esteem, empathy, anxiety, attitude, and motivation (Krashen,
1988). The last factor is topical knowledge which is defined by Bachman & Palmer (1996) as
the knowledge structure in long-term memory. Topical knowledge can be obtained from schools,
books and even from the process of accumulation and exposure to life. It enables students to
apply language with respect to the world in which they live. Topical knowledge has a great
impact on the learners' speaking performance (Bachman & Palmer, 1996).

b) External Factors

The first external factor affecting speaking skills is linked to performance conditions.
These conditions include time pressure, planning, the quality of performance, and the amount of



VNU JOURNAL OF FOREIGN STUDIES, VOL. 40, NO. 3 (2024) o1

support (Nation & Newton, 2009). Learners carry out a speaking activity under different
conditions, thus these conditions impact their speaking performance. In spontaneous
communication, planning is not possible and consequently a highly developed and subconscious
use of strategies is required for successful speaking. In other instances that do not require an
immediate response, speakers may be under less severe time pressure and can exercise relevant
speaking strategies at a more conscious level. They can have adequate time for planning,
executing, evaluating, and editing before speaking. Another external factor is related to feedback
during speaking activities. The decisions that the teachers make about how to react to students’
performance will depend upon the stages of the lesson, the activities, the types of mistakes made
and the particular student who is making that mistake (Harmer, 1991). If the teachers correct
whenever there is a problem, the conversational flow as well as the purpose of the speaking
activity will be destroyed. Baker and Westrup (2003) backed up the above assertion, stating that
if the students are corrected all the time, they can find this very demotivating and become
reluctant to speak. These authors suggest that teachers should always correct the students’
mistakes positively and with encouragement.

2.2. Previous Studies

English-speaking problems as well as difficulties that hindered English-majored students
in speaking have been considered controversial issues in the studies of English language teaching
and learning. However, the topics of these studies are not completely the same and the
participants may be from different backgrounds of educational levels. The following related
studies may give the supporting shreds of evidence for this research.

In 2014, Al-Jamal & Al-Jamal conducted the research “An investigation of the difficulties
faced by EFL undergraduates in speaking skills” to describe difficulties that EFL undergraduates
may encounter in an EFL setting. In the study, both qualitative and quantitative methods were
adopted, using the tools of a questionnaire and interviews. The participants included 566 EFL
students (247 males and 319 females), out of which 64 students were interviewed. The results of
the study showed a “low” speaking proficiency level among EFL undergraduates along with
negligible instruction of the speaking skill at the university. More highlighted difficulties
identified in this study are due L1 interference, large classes, and lack of time.

The research conducted by Feni (2014) on “Difficulties of learning speaking faced by the
second semester students of the English Department at University of Muhammadiyah Malang”
was intended to investigate the students’ difficulties in learning speaking. The research design of
this study was descriptive qualitative research because the writer only explained the current
conditions that happened, using the tools of a questionnaire and interviews. The sample of the
study included 63 out of 252 second-semester students from 10 classes. According to the study's
findings, students struggled with several aspects of their English speaking skills, including
difficulties in speaking with the correct structure or grammar, difficulties in vocabulary, and
difficulties in the students' habit of using the mother tongue, all of which had an impact on the
students' pronunciation, intonation, and accuracy in learning to speak English.

The research “Speaking difficulties encountered by Young EFL learners” by Hosni
(2014) was carried out as a case study to investigate strategies for dealing with difficulties that
students in basic education schools in Oman encountered in speaking, using the tools of
observations, interviews, and curriculum analysis. The sample of the study included 4 English
teachers and 3 classes from one cycle 2 basic education school in Oman. The result showed that
the main speaking difficulties encountered by these students are due to linguistic difficulties,
mother tongue use, and inhibition to speak.
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Natalia (2015) conducted a research entitled “An analysis of students’ problems in
speaking English daily language program at Husnul Khotimah Islamic Boarding School”. The
principal objective of the study is to find the students’ difficulties, the reasons, and the strategies
to deal with the problems in speaking English. The study's result showed that students of the
school encountered many problems in learning to speak English due to both their internal and
external factors. The external factors related to the environment do not support them to
implement English in classroom communication. Among psychological problems, lacking
motivation is also considered a factor affecting these students’ difficulties in speaking English.

Another research was done by Nakhalah (2016) entitled “Problems and difficulties of
speaking that encounter English language students at Al Quds Open University” with the aim to
explore the speaking difficulties encountered by English language students at Al Quds Open
University. The study conducted an experimental survey with the tools of observations and
interviews, and the participants being 14 randomly selected students. The results indicated some
difficulties in the speaking of the students due to various reasons such as fear of mistakes,
shyness, anxiety, and lack of confidence.

In a study entitled “A study of speaking class anxiety of the second semester students in
English Education Department at Univeritas Islam Negeri Aladdin Makasar”, Kurniawati (2017)
applied a quantitative method to describe the level of students’ speaking anxiety in their speaking
class. The results showed that the majority of students had a medium level of nervousness in their
speaking process. These students tended to have indecisive perception regarding their feelings
when they are asked to express their ideas in English language.

Mufidah (2017) conducted the study entitled “Factors affecting the speaking difficulties
of the tenth grade Hotel Accommodation students at VVocational High School”. The study used a
qualitative method to investigate the factors causing the students’ difficulties in speaking English.
The result of the study indicated that there were various factors contributing to students' difficulty
in the speaking process such as affective factors, social factors, instructor factors, facilities
factors, and linguistic factors.

In Vietnam, Vo, Pham, and Ho (2018) carried out a research entitled “Challenges to
speaking skills encountered by English-majored students: A story of one Vietnamese university
in the Mekong Delta” to investigate challenges of speaking skills faced by English majored
freshmen at Can Tho University. The findings of the study indicated that English first-year
students faced both internal and external challenges, with the latter ones being related to the
limitations of English practicing environment and extracurricular activities. To develop their
speaking skills, these students are suggested to join English clubs both inside and outside their
campus.

The other study was carried out by Trinh (2019) entitled “A study on difficulties in
English speaking skills of the non-major students at Hai Phong Private University”. The study
used a mixed method which aimed to find out the obstacles encountered by the students during
their speaking process. The findings of the study showed that quite a number of students (45%)
thought that they had difficulties with time to practice. Pronunciation and grammar are elements
that exert an influence on an individual's speaking abilities.

Despite the growing amount of research supporting the exploration of difficulties in
speaking English for improving the foreign language competence, there are still doubts and
differences among the research results with regard to distinguished research subjects. As every
study has its own limitations, the previous studies do not give a comprehensive analysis of factors
contributing to speaking barriers in different educational contexts in Viet Nam. In the current
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study, the researcher investigates various factors causing difficulties in speaking faced by adult
English-majored students at TDMU. From the survey results, these students can not only realize
their obstacles but also adopt suitable strategies to develop their skills.

3. Methodology

3.1. Research Setting

The research was conducted at TDMU, which is a public university of Binh Duong
province, in Vietnam. In June 2009, TDMU was officially established on the upgrading of Binh
Duong College of Pedagogy. Through years of establishment and development, the university
has been formed as and developed into an institution of multi-major and multi-field education,
focusing on application-oriented development and current advanced international standards.

TDMUF's Faculty of Foreign Languages was founded in 2010 with two majors: English
language and Chinese language (full-time mode or second-degree mode). With an educational
philosophy centered on effective teaching and learning through communication and experiential
activities, the English Language program prepares its bachelors with the necessary knowledge,
professional skills, political characteristics, ethics, professional behavior, and good health to
work effectively in their fields of study, meeting the requirements of society in the process of
international integration (TDMU, 2000).

The second-degree bachelor's program in English language of TDMU includes
approximately 2 years of training. The majority of these students are government officers from
government agencies and employees of companies in Binh Duong province and the surrounding
region.

3.2. Research Participants

Participants of the research survey are divided into two groups.

The first group includes 152 students taking the course for the second bachelor degree in
English language at TDMU in the academic year 2020-2021. These students are homogeneous
in terms of their learning conditions and share the same cultural background. According to data
from the University's Training Department, these students have an average age of 34.8 (range
from 23-55 years of age) which is much older than the average age of full-time students. They
all have a bachelor's degree or higher in their field and consider English as their foreign language.

The second group includes 5 fulltime lecturers who are working at TDMU's Faculty of
Foreign Languages. They are English lecturers with more than ten years of experience. The oldest
of them has worked for 28 years and the youngest for 11 years. As these lecturers have taught at
least one subject in above second-degree classes, they almost have a scientific and objective basis
for evaluating these students' speaking abilities.

3.3. Research Design

In order to find out the answers to the research questions, both quantitative and qualitative
research designs were used with the data collected from the tools of questionnaires, interviews
and classroom observations. While questionnaires were used to obtain numerical data, interviews
and observations were employed to obtain qualitative data.

The content of the questionnaire focused on the participants’ difficulties in speaking
English. Participants were requested to provide some background information in order to help
the author identify some characteristics of second-degree English-majored students at TDMU
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and the current level of their speaking skills as well. These learners' perspectives on the
difficulties they encountered while speaking English were gathered through the use of follow-up
questions. These difficulties were divided into three categories: linguistic difficulties,
psychological difficulties, and background knowledge. Additionally, the attitudes of respondents
towards some English-speaking skill-enhancement activities available to adult students are
investigated. 152 sheets of answers from 152 participants to be surveyed were collected.

The interviews were conducted with the participation of 5 lecturers from the Faculty of
Foreign Languages and 10 students randomly-selected from the second-degree English-majored
students at TDMU. The open-ended questions in the interview were designed based on research
objectives in order to identify second-degree students’ difficulties in speaking English deeply.

Three lessons of second-degree English-majored classes at TDMU were observed. Class
observations were conducted to see how students actually performed and what difficulties they
encountered throughout speaking sessions. Several categories were being observed, including (1)
Students’ activity before lesson, (2) Students’ participation during the lesson, (3) students’
speaking ability, and (4) Lecturers' teaching method. The objective of observation is to recognize
the current strengths and weaknesses of teaching and learning English speaking, thereby making
recommendations for this study.

From mixed data collected, the researcher could obtain reliable information from the
respondents to answer the questions of the research.

3.4. Data Collection and Analysis

The data in this study were synthesized and analyzed through the Microsoft Excel 2013
application. The authors chose this tool for data analysis in this study, firstly because of its
popularity. Most computers today come with the Excel application pre-installed. Secondly,
importing data into Excel for statistical analysis is more straightforward than other specialized
statistical software. Finally, Excel now has a comprehensive set of statistical analysis tools,
ranging from basic to advanced, to suit all of the requirements of this research.

For most qualitative data, the authors classified, counted, calculated and presented them
in the form of tables or charts to describe and discuss. Some other qualitative data needed to use
Descriptive statistics, ANOVA: Single Factor Test and Likert scale method for analysis. The
Excel application helps the author conduct descriptive statistics and ANOVA test, while Likert
scale method is performed according to the formula:

Series width

G idth =
ap wi Number of the group

The meanings of the values are shown in Table 1 and 2 below:
Table 1
Gap Widths of 5-Points Likert Scale

Items Item descriptions Score ranges
1 Strongly disagree 1.00-1.80
2 Disagree 1.81-2.60
3 Neutral 2.61-3.40
4 Agree 3.41-4.20
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Items Item descriptions Score ranges
5 Strongly agree 4.21-5.00
Gap width=4/5=0,8
Table 2
Gap Widths of 6-Points Likert Scale
Items Item descriptions Score ranges
1 Never 1.00-1.82
2 Rarely 1.83-2.65
3 Sometimes 2.66 - 3.48
4 Often 3.49-431
5 Usually 4.32-5.14
6 Always 5.15-6.00
Gap width = 5/6 = 0,833

Once analyzed, the data were interpreted and discussed in light of the research objectives.
To analyze the qualitative data gathered from the interviews, the researcher listened to the
recordings and transcribed all of the interviewee's words. After being provided with full
transcriptions, interview data were then organized according to the research objectives. The
author also identified and coded pertinent themes. Data from class observations were also
qualitatively analyzed in detail using descriptive analysis, including every students’ speaking
activities that occurred in the class. Both of the interview’s and observations’ findings were then
presented in a narrative form.

4. Results and Discussions

4.1. Results
4.1.1. The Results From the Questionnaire

4.1.1.1. English Speaking Difficulties

On the basis of the theoretical background as presented, difficulties encountered by
TDMU second-degree English-majored students in speaking English were identified including
those related to linguistics, psychology, and background knowledge.

a) Linguistic difficulties

Linguistic difficulties are demonstrated from statement 1 to 9, in which statement 1 and
2 deal with vocabulary difficulties, statement 3 to 5 relate to grammar difficulties, and statement
6 to 9 concern difficulties in pronouncing English words. Table 3 shows the survey findings
compiled using descriptive statistics (confidence level = 95%).
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Table 3
Descriptive Statistics of Linguistic Difficulties
(1 = Strongly disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Neutral; 4 = Agree; 5 = Strongly agree)

No. Linguistic difficulties Mean Standard Deviation
1 Insufficient vocabulary 4.31 0.82
2 Mispronouncing words 4.25 0.79
3 Thinking in Vietnamese and then translate into English 4.16 0.85
4 Using wrong words 4.03 0.88
5 Using wrong tenses 3.64 0.97
6 Giving wrong word stresses 3.31 0.78
7 Giving wrong intonation patterns 3.30 0.75
8 Using wrong sentence structures 3.10 0.82
9 Lack of connected speech 2.74 0.75

Overall 3.65 0.83

The descriptive statistics shown in Table 3 reveals the overall means of linguistic factors
is rather high (M = 3.65, SD = 0.83). This proves that the participants encounter quite numerous
difficulties in linguistic aspects in speaking English. The problems recognized by second-degree
students at TDMU as their difficulties in speaking English (Overall M > 3.41 in Likert scale),
ranked from high to low are: Insufficient vocabulary (M = 4.31, SD = 0.82), Mispronouncing
words (M = 4.25, SD = 0.79), Habit of thinking in Vietnamese and then translate into English
(M =4.16, SD = 0.85), Using wrong words (M = 4.03, SD = 0.88), and Using wrong tenses (M
=3.64, SD =0.97). There are four types of linguistic difficulties that adult students have “neutral”
opinion, which means between agree and disagree (M > 2.61 in the Likert scale), ranked from
high to low are: Giving wrong word stresses (M = 3.31, SD = 0.78), Giving wrong intonation
patterns (M = 3.30, SD = 0.75), Using wrong sentence structures (M = 3.10, SD = 0.82), and
Lack of connected speech (M = 2.74, SD = 0.75). From the above analysis, it is clear to see that
linguistic problems all create challenges for these students, to varying degrees. Among these
problems, lack of vocabulary is the most difficult one; and lack of connected speech is the least
one in speaking English from second-degree students’ perspective.

b) Psychological Difficulties

Among these survey items, statements 10 to 12 are in relevance to inhibition problems,
statement 13 to motivation, and statements 14 to 16 to confidence. Table 4 shows the survey
findings, which were compiled using descriptive statistics (confidence level = 95%).
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Table 4
Descriptive Statistics of Psychological Difficulties
(1=Strongly disagree; 2=Disagree; 3=Neutral; 4=Agree; 5=Strongly agree)

No. Psychological difficulties Mean Standard Deviation

1 Nervousness 3.72 1.01
2 Fear of making mistakes 3.57 1.02
3 Fear of losing face 3.45 1.06
4 Being overpowered by better students 3.42 0.96
5 Worrying about being misunderstood 3.21 1.04
6 Lack of confidence 3.00 1.15
7 Lack of motivation 2.95 1.07

Overall 3.33 1.04

The descriptive statistics in Table 4 present the total mean score of seven items of
psychological difficulties encountered by the participants in English speaking is (M = 3.33, SD
= 1.04). It can be concluded that the TDMU second-degree English-majored students have
psychology-related difficulties in English speaking with the average level (Overall M > 2.61 in
Likert scale). Ranking the psychological difficulties affecting speaking English from high to low,
we have: Nervousness (M = 3.72, SD = 1.01), Fear of making mistakes (M = 3.57, SD = 1.02),
Fear of losing face (M = 3.45, SD = 1.06), and Being overpowered by better students (M = 3.42,
SD =0.96). The remaining three problems which are Lack of motivation (M = 2.95, SD = 1.07),
Lack of confidence (M = 3.00, SD = 1.15), and Worrying about being misunderstood (M = 3.21,
SD = 1.04) are at a “neutral” level. It means the majority of TDMU adult students do not
acknowledge having difficulties in these aspects.

c¢) Background Knowledge

The survey results concerning students’ background knowledge problems which are
demonstrated by the Statement 17 - “Insufficient ideas” are presented in the chart below.

Chart 1
Insufficient Ideas

3%

Strongly disagree
21% 38% Disagree
Neutral
Agree

= Strongly agree

26%
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It can be seen from the chart that the number of the respondents who oppose this concept
is the highest, which accounts for 38% (n=58). 3% of the comments expressed strong opposition,
26% the respondents are “neutral”, while the percentages of students who agree and strongly
agree are 21% and 12% respectively. To explain the phenomenon why many opinions do not
think that “lack of ideas” is a difficulty in students' English speaking, the factor concerning
background knowledge must be considered. Because the second-degree English-majored
students have to finish at least one bachelor's program along with experiences of many years
working, they can be expected to have a wide knowledge base. As a result, they are almost
affected by a lack of speaking ideas. This argument is strengthened via the means of descriptive
statistics as the value of the mean (M = 3.01) indicates that “insufficient ideas” is really not a
problem for most of these students. However, a considerable number of students hold the belief
that their current grammatical and lexical abilities are insufficient to convey their thoughts
vocally, compelling them to substitute an alternative expression.

Table 5
The Impact of Each Type of Difficulties in Comparison

Anova: Single Factor

SUMMARY

Groups Count Sum  Average Variance

Linguistic difficulties 152 583 3.83 0.12

Psychological

difficulties 152 506 3.33 0.16

Background knowledge 152 458 3.01 1.18

ANOVA

Source of Variation SS df MS F P-value F crit
Between Groups 52.0632888 2 26.0316444  53.32163266 1.601E-21  3.015630968
Within Groups 2211547983 453  (0.488200438

Overall 273.2180871 455

To determine whether any of the differences between the means of linguistic,
psychological and background knowledge difficulties were statistically significant, Anova:
Single Factor test was conducted. The results from Table 5 reveal that the mean score of linguistic
difficulties (M = 3.83) is higher than that of psychological difficulties (M = 3.33), and also higher
than that of background knowledge difficulties (M = 3.01). Anova: Single Factor test is
conducted to determine if there is a significant difference between the means of the three groups.
As a result, we have F (53.32) > F crit (3.01), and P-value (1.601E-21) < alpha (0.05), leading to
the conclusion that the differences between the means of linguistic, psychological and
background knowledge problem are statistically significant corresponding to the significance
level alpha = 0.05. These results suggest that TDMU second-degree students’ speaking skills are
more affected by linguistic factors than psychological ones and background knowledge.

4.1.1.2. Personal Strategies to Develop Speaking Skills

The main question for the respondents in this section was “How often do you do the
following to develop your English speaking skills?””. On the basis of the theory presented in the
theoretical background, the survey gives some suggestions on solutions to improve TDMU
second-degree students' speaking skills. Table 6 shows the survey findings, which were also
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compiled using descriptive statistics (confidence level = 95%).

Table 6

Descriptive Statistics of Students’ Current Strategies t0 Develop Speaking Skills
(1=Never; 2=Rarely; 3=Sometimes; 4=0ften; 5=Usually; 6=Always)

No. Solutions Mean  Standard Deviation
1 Studying vocabulary and expressions 4.17 1.20
2 Hanging out with people who want to practice speaking 3.83 1.15
3 Practicing speaking exercises in textbook 3.52 1.07
4 Practicing singing English songs 3.45 1.22
5 Practicing thinking in English 3.18 1.51
6 Talking directly with foreigners 3.08 1.49
7 Chatting with foreigners via social networks 2.79 1.25
8 Travelling abroad 2.75 1.21
9 Joining English clubs 2.49 1.01
10 Practicing speaking via apps or websites 2.44 0.99
11 Joining specialized courses in English speaking and reflex ~ 2.32 0.91

Overall 3.09 1.18

The mean score for the frequency with which students perform solutions to improve their
speaking abilities is presented in Table 6. The small standard deviation (SD = 1.18) implies most
of the respondents had the same opinion again. The dispersion is higher than those in the
difficulty factor questions, proving that each learner has different opportunities to participate in
activities that improve their English speaking skills.

As can be seen from the table, the solutions that students frequently conduct, ranked from
low to high frequencies are Joining specialized courses in English speaking and reflex (M = 2.32,
SD = 0.91), Practicing speaking via apps or websites (M = 2.44, SD = 0.99), Joining English
clubs (M =2.49, SD = 1.01), Travelling abroad (M = 2.75, SD = 1.21), Chatting with foreigners
via social networks (M = 2.79, SD = 1.25), Talking directly with foreigners (M = 3.08, SD =
1.49), Practicing thinking in English (M = 3.18, SD = 1.51), Practicing singing English songs
(M =3.45, SD =1.22), Practicing speaking exercises in textbook (M = 3.52, SD =1.07), Hanging
out with people who want to practice speaking (M = 3.83, SD = 1.15), and Studying vocabulary
and expressions (M =4.17, SD = 1.2).

4.1.2. The Results From the Interviews

For the student interview, 10 of 152 second-degree English-majored students were
randomly selected to answer the two questions. The first section was held on October 15™, 2021
with 7 students from Course K202, and the second section was held on October 17", 2021 with
3 students from Course K203. The participants were coded from ‘S1’° to “S10”.

For the teacher interview, the author requested permission to consult with 5 lecturers from
TDMU's Faculty of Foreign Languages. These lecturers regarded teaching English as their
primary responsibility. They enjoyed teaching and were always looking for the best methods to
assist the students in their language learning. Due to these personal characteristics, the data
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obtained from teacher interviews were really valuable. The interview was conducted on
November 20", 2021. The participants were also coded, from “T1” to “T5”. The content of the
interview centered around the English speaking skills among adult students at TDMU. The
interviews were conducted in Vietnamese to ensure that the participants could fully express their
opinions. The interview contents were then translated into English by the research group on the
principle of accuracy, objectivity and respect for personal ideas and contributions.

The results of the interview to both groups were aggregated in two principal issues: (1)
Difficulties in speaking English encountered by TDMU second-degree English-majored
students; and (2) Strategies to develop English speaking skills for second-degree English-
majored students at TDMU. Based on the qualitative data collected, the frequency of these
difficulties appearing in the participants' opinions are summarized in Table 7.

Table 7
The Frequency of Types of Difficulties

No. Difficulties Numbers of
responses
1 Mispronouncing words 8
2 Insufficient vocabulary 7
3 Poor reflexes 5
4 Using wrong sentence structures 3
5 Having the habit of thinking in Vietnamese and then translating into English 3
6 Nervousness 2
7 Lack of confidence 2
8 Giving wrong word stresses 1
9 Using wrong tenses 1
10 Shyness 1
11 Stress 1
12 Feeling ashamed 1
13 Feeling panicked 1
14 Fear of being judged 1
15 Fear of being laughed at by others 1
16 Fear of being misunderstood 1
17 Fear of losing face 1
18 Lack of motivation 1
19 Insufficient ideas 1
20 Being unable to keep up with the speed of conversation 1

Table 7 shows that the majority of the difficulties cited by the author in the survey were
repeated in the interviewees' statements, with the difficulty of lack of vocabulary and improper
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pronunciation being the most commonly mentioned problems. This result supports the arguments
made in the previous section. Here are some extracts from students’ responses:
“I believe my biggest challenge is that I do not have enough vocabulary to express myself when
speaking, even though | can write English quite well. Maybe it's because the speed of conversation
is so fast that | can't remember the words I've learned. The second issue is that my English
pronunciation is bad...” (S1)
“I'm having trouble since I do not have enough words to convey what | want to say, despite
having a lot of ideas. | had to alter my thoughts and expressions to match the amount of
vocabulary I had...” (S5)
“My main problem is that my pronunciation is incorrect, so listeners are unable to grasp what |
am trying to say. This could be the result of the bad habit from high school...” (S7)

There were also other difficulties in speaking English noted from the interview. They
were primarily related to psychological obstacles such as shyness, stress, feeling ashamed or
panicked, fear of being judged or laughed at by others. Another point worth noting was that two
more general difficulties, which were “poor reflexes” and “unable to keep up with the pace of
the conversation”, were also identified. These difficulties can be classified as composite ones due
to the fact that they are closely related to various factors such as linguistic factors, psychological
factors, background knowledge, as well as listening skills and response abilities.

The responses from both the students and the lecturers in the interviews also imply certain
explanations for students' problems in speaking English. The objective causes for these problems
include lack of an environment to speak English, poor memory with reference to age, and
occasionally uninteresting topics in class. The subjective causes include lack of a suitable and
proper learning method, being unaware of their strengths and weaknesses, lack of time to practice
due to work and family responsibilities, incorrect pronunciation from high school and local
accent influences.

The results of the student interviews indicate that, in addition to the activities mentioned
in the questionnaire results, there are no other ideas on ways to develop speaking skills mentioned
by these students, which demonstrates that TDMU adult students have not really paid sufficient
attention to English speaking skill-enhancement activities. These students also proposed some
suggestions for the university to improve the efficacy of English language study, including the
following: (1) The training program's time of teaching English listening and speaking reflexes
should be increased; (2) The faculty should organize extracurricular activities to create an
environment for students to practice English communication; (3) More native lecturers should
be involved in the implementation of the course in order to arouse students’ interest and help
them enhance their English communication skills and pronunciation.

4.1.3. The Results From Class Observation

Class observation was conducted in May, 2021 to see how students actually performed
and what difficulties they encountered throughout speaking sessions. From careful and
considerate observation of the authors, the study came up with remarkable results:

a) Students’ Participation

Most students started the class with a lack of enthusiasm. After the warm-up activities
from the lecturers, the students seemed more excited and paid more attention to the lesson.
Discussion and presentation, combined with responding questions from the teacher, were the
three types of speaking activities observed in the three sessions. In the activities requesting to
work in pairs or groups, not all the students were excited to speak English. Some enthusiastically
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participated, while others talked little or not at all. Additionally, in the absence of teacher
observation, these students favoured discussing in Vietnamese. In the presentation activities,
while a group of students was giving a presentation, the other students in the class did not listen
attentively. Instead, they chatted with their classmates or prepare their own presentations.
Students who spoke well tended to express their thoughts and interact with lecturers. This caused
the students who had difficulties speaking to feel more pressured and anxious to talk.

In general, these adult students had a strong tendency to work in groups with their close
classmates. Despite having quite good diplomatic skills, these students rarely engaged in in-class
activities with people they did not have a close relationship with.

b) Students’ Speaking Abilities

It was obvious that the English speaking level among students was uneven. This
difference was quite independent of gender. A variety of speaking abilities were present among
male and female students. However, younger students frequently reacted more quickly than older
ones in communication.

Students could not speak English fluently in most of their tasks. They often resorted to
hesitation devices and thought carefully about what to say. Regarding linguistic-related
difficulties, these students almost used vocabulary at elementary lower levels when speaking.
They tended to use the words they already knew over and over again. The present simple tense
with simple sentence structures was used in most contexts. Some students tended to write in
details what they wanted to say on their notes and then read it aloud. This was especially true
during presentations, when most students read the sentences shown on the slides. Many errors in
students' pronunciation were also noted by the research group. A few students mispronounced in
their speaking due to the influence of their local accent. Regarding psychology-related
difficulties, students looked quite nervous when they spoke in front of the class. They sometimes
did not know what to say and needed the lecturer's suggestions to continue their talks.

It is clear from the observation results that, despite lecturers' great effort, students still
have certain difficulties speaking English. Fortunately, the difficulties that have been noted from
the observation are quite in line with the results from the questionnaire survey and interviews.

4.2. Discussions of the Results

The current study was conducted to identify difficulties in speaking English
encountered by second-degree English-majored students at TDMU. Through both qualitative and
quantitative data analysis, the study indicates that students face a significant number of
difficulties speaking English, which are due to a variety of factors.

Generally, there are various factors affecting students’ speaking performance. On the part
of the students themselves, these factors include linguistic components, affective factors, or
background knowledge. The results of the current study reveal that the most common type of
difficulties in speaking English faced by TDMU adult English-majored students is related to
linguistic factors. These language barriers include (1) insufficient vocabulary, (2)
mispronouncing words, (3) habit of thinking in Vietnamese and then translating into English, (4)
using wrong words, and (5) using wrong tenses. The study also reveals psychological-related
difficulties encountered by these students, which are: (1) nervousness, (2) fear of making
mistakes, (7) fear of losing face, and (8) being overpowered by better students. These results are
quite consistent with those from previous studies mentioned in the literature review.

Among linguistic factors, vocabulary is believed to be at the top of the list contributing
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to students’ problems in their speaking English. Other speaking difficulties are also noted through
the interview. These difficulties are primarily related to psychological obstacles such as shyness,
stress, feeling ashamed or panicked, fear of being judged or laughed at by others. Another point
worth noting is that the interview results also reveal two more general difficulties, which are“poor
reflexes” and “unable to keep up with the pace of the conversation”. These difficulties can be
classified as composite ones because these two problems can be caused by various factors,
including linguistic factors, psychological factors, students’ background knowledge, as well as
their listening skills and response abilities.

Different from other studies which investigate different speaking-related factors
separately, the current one provides a more comprehensive understanding of factors affecting
speaking skills, putting more emphasis on linguistic and psychological factors, which are causing
most of the problems in speaking English among adult language learners. It is interesting to note
that due to their experiences, TDMU second-degree English-majored students’ speaking skills
are more affected by linguistic factors than psychological ones and background knowledge.

From the survey results, the reasons why students encounter these difficulties are also
revealed. The first reason is due to the differences between the two language systems. These
differences can be found in various aspects, including word choice, grammar, and pronunciation.
The second reason has to do with students’ learning strategies, as these students have been
influenced by the traditional learning style from their high schools, which focuses on learning
grammar and writing essays without providing opportunities for them to practice listening and
speaking reflexes. The third cause comes from limitations in the learning environment, such as
the lack of opportunities to interact with English-speaking people, insufficient time to practice
apart from school hours, and the like.

Results from the questionnaire also reveal TDMU second-degree English-majored
students’ belief that expanding their vocabulary as much as possible is the best approach to
improve their English speaking abilities, and they almost attempt to do so more frequently than
other strategies. This finding is quite in line with the results collected from other instruments as
mentioned above, which indicates that expanding vocabulary is the optimal goal. Going out with
others who want to practice speaking is another simple solution because practicing speaking
English is believed to be an ever-increasing among Vietnamese people in the present time.
Additionally, enrolling in the same course makes it easy for them to make friends and practice
speaking English together outside class hours. Practicing speaking exercises in textbooks or
singing English songs are also basic practices that do not require a lot of time or money. The
exercises in the textbook often focus on helping students improve their vocabulary and grammar
skills, whereas singing in English will assist them in improving their pronunciation. As the
strategy of practicing thinking in English does not appear to have been considered or applied by
a large number of students, lecturers are required to pay attention and encourage students to
practice it more frequently in order to develop communication fluency. The strategies of
communicating directly or indirectly with foreigners (via social media) also appear to be of little
appeal, as few students have adequate time to establish friends with unfamiliar people,
particularly foreigners. They are, however, more likely to take advantage of the international
connections offered in their workplace. Another solution that students rarely take is practicing
speaking via apps or websites (ELSA, Cake, TalkEnglish, Italki, etc.). Although this is one of
the effective ways to increase pronunciation and communication reflexes, this learning method
is still relatively new to many Vietnamese, particularly adult students who lack the proficiency
with technology compared to younger ones. Additionally, traveling abroad is also a problematic
solution due to the expense, even though the real experience in English-speaking countries is
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well worth it. Finally, engaging in a foreign language course at English centers or joining English
speaking clubs appears to be inappropriate for the second-degree students at TDMU because
their time budget does not enable them to work and study in many places at the same time.

From the research results and lecturers' perspective, the following suggestions are put
forward:

For students, it is important to build an effective and appropriate learning method to speak
English. The most effective way to learn to speak is to practice constantly, so they should practice
speaking English outside of class more frequently. News, TV shows, magazines, English movies,
and songs are all excellent resources for expanding vocabulary, phrases, and expressions
depending on individual daily routines. Observation and imitation of native-speaker speech will
help students improve several aspects of pronunciation, grammar, sentence structure and build
confidence and reflex. When speaking English with friends or foreigners in daily life or
workplace, students should practice thinking in English. Avoiding worrying about making
mistakes when speaking will also help communication more smoothly.

For lecturers, they should provide clear instructions and sufficient assistance for their
students to find out an effective way of learning English speaking for themselves. During class,
lecturers should work cooperatively and harmoniously with their students to help them overcome
their apprehensions and inhibitions, thereby encouraging them to speak more freely. Besides,
lecturers should provide their students with more opportunities to speak English in class by
engaging them in a variety of activities that demand them to speak. Lecturers should also know
when and how to correct students’ mistakes so that they are less inhibited in speaking activities
and the conversation is not interrupted. Encouraging students to switch speaking partners is an
excellent strategy for training students' listening and speaking reflexes.

For the faculty and the university, there should be a reasonable limit on the number of
students in a class to ensure that they can adequately care for all students. It is also to improve
facilities and modernize equipment to give students a sense of comfort and enthusiasm when they
come to class.

5. Conclusion

This study was conducted to identify difficulties in speaking English encountered by
second-degree English-majored students at TDMU. From both qualitative and quantitative data,
the study reveals a significant number of difficulties in speaking English encountered by these
students, which can be due to a variety of factors. The results of the study also reveal that the
most common type of difficulty in speaking English faced by TDMU second-degree English-
majored students is related to linguistic factors. These language barriers include insufficient
vocabulary, mispronouncing words, habit of thinking in Vietnamese and then translating into
English, using inappropriate words, and using wrong tenses. With reference to psychological-
related difficulties encountered by these students, such factors as nervousness, fear of making
mistakes, fear of losing face, and being overpowered by better students were also noted. The
study also puts forward recommendations that may be beneficial to both the lecturers and the
students in teaching and learning English speaking skills at TDMU in particular and in
Vietnamese contexts in general. To help students overcome these difficulties and improve the
situation, these recommendations should extend to all of those who are involved in the course
including the lecturers, the students and other university members who are in charge of academic
affairs related to the course as well.
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KHO KHAN TRONG VIEC NOI TIENG ANH
CUA SINH VIEN VAN BANG 2 CHUYEN NGANH
NGON NGU ANH TAI TRUONG PAI HQC THU DAU MQT

Tran Thanh D, Khiu Hoang Kim Thu

Truong Pai hoc Thi Dau Mgt,
Tran Van On, Phii Hoa, TP. Thi Dau Mét, tinh Binh Diurong, Viét Nam

Tom tat: Tiéng Anh ngay cang tré nén quan trong trong thoi dai toan cau hda va hoi nhap quéc
té. Viéc thong thao ngdn ngir nay gilp moi ngudi c6 dugc nhiéu co hoi viec 1am tét hon va phat trién ban
than & nhiéu phuong dién. Tuy nhién, viéc tiép thu tiéng Anh 1a diéu khé khin déi vai nguoi Viét st dung
n6 nhu mot ngoai ngir, va ndi 1a mot trong nhitng ki ning khé dat dwoc nhat ddi véi nhidu ngudi hoc
ngoai ngir, nhat 1a d6i véi sinh vién van bang 2. Vi muc dich kham pha va phan tich nhitng khé khin
trong viéc hoc ky ning néi ciia sinh vién van bang 2 chuyén nganh Ngon ngit Anh tai Truong Dai hoc
Thia Dau Mot (TDMU), mét nghién ciru theo phuong phap hdn hop, két hop ca thiét ké dinh lwong va
dinh tinh, dugc tién hanh. Mau nghién ciu gdm 152 sinh vién va 5 giang vién phuy trach cac khoa hoc noi
tai Truong. Véi s liéu thu thap dugc théng qua khao sat bang bang cau hoi, phong van va quan sat, két
qué nghién ciru cho thay nhimg khé khan cha yéu ma nhiing sinh vién nay thuong gap phai lién quan dén
han ché vé tir vung, ngit phap, phéat am, tam Iy c& nhan va ca thoi quen suy nghi bang tiéng Viét khi noi
tiéng Anh. Nhiing phéat hién tir nghién ciru c6 thé ap dung vao qua trinh day va hoc ki nang noi tiéng Anh
ctia sinh vién vin bang 2 chuyén nganh Ngén ngir Anh trong bbi canh Viét Nam.

Tur khoa: ki nang noi tiéng Anh, kho khin, sinh vién van bang 2 nganh Ngén ngit Anh



