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ABSTRACT

Englishis becoming an important or, in other words, indispensable tool in international
communication today as this language is extensively used in various aspects of life
ranging from education, health care, business, engineering and so on. In this context,
English speaking skill is emphasized and prioritized in both teaching and learning at
most universities, and Vinh Long University of Technology Education (VLUTE) is not
an exception. As a matter of fact, university students in general and VLUTE students in
particular have to deal with a certain number of obstacles in learning English speaking
skill and many of them have started to fear speaking classes. This article identifies the
difficulties faced by VLUTE students in learning English speaking skill and proposes
suggestions to assist them in overcoming those difficulties. The findings were achieved
with the use of an adapted questionnaire to collect VLUTE students’ opinions on their
difficulties in English speaking sessions and several suggestions were also made on the
basis of these findings.
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TOM TAT

Tiéng Anh dang tré thanh mot cong cu quan trong hay néi cach khac 1a khong thé
thiéu trong mai trudng glao tiép qubc té ngay nay, do ngon nglr nay hién dang duogc su
dung rong rai trong nhiéu linh vuc ciia cude séng nhu gido duc, y té, thuong mai, ky
thuat. .. Trong bdi canh do, k¥ ning néi tiéng Anh dang dugc chi trong va uu tién trong ca
viéc day va hoc tai hau hét cac truong dai hoc, va Pai hoc Su pham K¥ thuat Vinh Long
(PHSPKT Vinh Long) ciing khong phai 1a mot ngoai 18. C6 mdt thuc té 1a sinh vién dai
hoc noi chung va sinh vién PHSPKT Vinh Long néi riéng phai d6i mat véi mot sb kho
khan nhét dinh khi hoc tip k¥ ning néi tiéng Anh va nhiéu sinh vién da bat dau hinh thanh
su lo so khi néi tiéng Anh trong 16p. Bai nghién ctru nay sé xac dinh nhitng khé khan ma
sinh vién DPHSPKT Vinh Long dang gap phai khi hoc k¥ ning néi tiéng Anh. Dé thyc hién
cong tac khao sat, mot bang cau hoi da duoc diéu chinh va ap dung dé thu thap va khao
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sat ¥ kién ctia sinh vién PHSPKT Vinh Long vé nhitng kho khin ciia cdc em trong nhing
gi0 thuc hanh noi, dong thoi céc tac gia cling dé xuat cac giai phap trén co s¢ nhirng phat

hién thu duoc sau qua trinh khao sat.

Tir khoa: K¥ ning néi, khé khin, giao tiép, bang cau hoi

1. Introduction

Language is an indispensable part in
people’s life. All the additional languages
which people use in communication on
a frequent basis can be called second
language (Shastri, 2010). Today, English,
known as the global language, is used in a
wide variety of fields including education,
business, technology, medicine and other
important sectors and, in Vietnam, English
also acts as an important foreign language
to be taught and learned at all levels in
the education system. In the process
of modernization and industrialization
along with the deeper integration in the
international environment, the mission of
teaching and learning English has been
more prioritized and focused than ever.
Gradually getting rid of the traditional
teaching method where grammatical
competence has been overemphasized,
Vietnamese teachers and lecturers are
switching to a more communicative
approach in teaching English and speaking
skill receives more attention.

1.1 Definition and functions of
speaking

1.1.1 Definition

Speaking skill is developed through
exposure and practice, in which there are
stages of production beginning from the
conceptual planning to the actual speaking
(Garrett, 1982). Specifically, the speaker
forms ideas in his mind, chooses the words
and sentence structures and expresses
them verbally. In other words, speaking is
an interactive skill involving both listening
and speaking. When a person speaks, he or
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she starts the speech or responds to others’
speech.

1.1.2 Functions of speaking skill

The importance of speaking skill is
undeniable in human interaction. As noted
by Brown and Yule (1983), speaking skill
can help humans establish and maintain
social relations as well as exchanging
information  in  various  contexts.
Specifically, these functions are grouped
into three primary types including talk as
interaction, talk as transaction and talk as
performance (Richards, 2008).

Talk as interaction

Talk as interaction is reflected through
conversations on a daily basis and acts
as a primarily social function. People
normally have a need to communicate
with each other, e.g. exchanging greetings,
joining small talks, sharing experiences
and so on with an aim of building and
maintaining a friendly communicative
environment. The conversations may be
either casual or formal, depending on
specific circumstances. Examples of this
kind are chatting with friends, or talking to
teachers, family members and colleagues.
The speaker needs to know how to open
and close the conversation, choose the
topic, make some jokes or react to others.

Talk as transaction

Talk as transaction is reflected in
contexts in which what is said or done is
focused. The main purpose of speaking
in these contexts is to make listeners
understand the speaker clearly and
accurately. Inthese transactions, thetalksare
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linked with specific activities; for example,
group discussions in class, teachers’
guidance or instructions in class or phone
calls made to get flight information. The
main characteristics of talk as transaction
primarily focus on the information or the
message, not the participants. During
these talks, the speaker might make use of
communication strategies to get himself
understood or frequently make questions,
repeat the information and have certain
comprehension checks.

Talk as performance

Talk as performance is public talk
to deliver information to audience,
such as classroom presentations, public
announcements and speeches. This type
of speaking is normally in the form of
monolog rather than conversations or
group discussions and tends to be in a
formal way. The main feature of this type
is to focus on both message and audience
and it also requires a strict compliance in
terms of form and accuracy. Therefore,
this type requires the speaker to adopt an
appropriate format in speaking to deliver
information or messages in an appropriate
sequence and with correct pronunciation,
vocabulary and grammar. The audience
engagement is also encouraged to increase
the effectiveness of speaking.

2. Difficulties faced by students at
Vinh Long University of Technology
Education

According to Shastri (2010), the
objective of teaching the speaking skill is
to develop a person’s ability to express the
ideas intelligibly, reasonably, accurately
and fluently. Therefore, learners should be
taught grammatical patterns and lexical
items to present ideas in different contexts.
Phonology is not necessarily introduced
but correct pronunciation and stress
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need to be taught. The inability to speak
English fluently and accurately also leads
to common problems faced by students
during their speaking class. In reality, due
to their lack of command over grammar
and vocabulary and poor pronunciation,
students are likely to face psychological
barrier because they have to deal with the
fear of making mistakes and being ridiculed
in the classroom. According to the study
conducted by Shenin 2019, it was also found
that the problems in speaking classes were
divided into linguistic and psychological
aspects, in which difficulties relevant
to language factors and psychological
obstacles were highlighted.

Under such a circumstance, the case
of students at Vinh Long University of
Technology Education (VLUTE) is not
an exception as they also face a variety
of problems in speaking sessions in
the classroom. As part of the training
programs, VLUTE students can enroll in
three classes of English including English
1 (45 periods), English 2 (45 periods)
and English 3 (60 periods) while students
majoring in Tourism take an additional
class of English 4 (60 periods). In all these
classes, speaking is an important skill
and it is also considered a challenge for
most students as they previously had few
opportunities to practice in high schools.
Most students are not confident enough to
practice speaking in class due to various
reasons. They frequently lack vocabulary
to verbally express their ideas and they
also find it hard to say a complete and
correct sentence because of their poor
grammar. Seriously, a majority of students
hesitate to practice speaking with their
partners or present their ideas in front of
the class as they cannot overcome their
fear of making mistakes and become
afraid of being ridiculed by classmates
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or being corrected by lecturers. Their
speaking incompetence was also revealed
in the English competence exams as a large
number of students gained unsatisfactory
results in the exams. To investigate
and gain an insight into the situation, a
questionnaire was adapted to conduct the
survey on difficulties faced by VLUTE
students (Rizki, Atni Prawati & Masyhur,
2020). In the questionnaire, the problems
faced by them are classified into two major
categories including linguistic aspect and
psychological aspect and are reflected in
20 questions. While the linguistic aspect
involves difficulties related to vocabulary,
grammar and pronunciation that students
meet in their speaking sessions, the
psychological aspect covers the fear of
making mistakes shyness and anxiety and
lack of confidence and motivation. All of
the mentioned difficulties are considered
major obstacles contributing to VLUTE
students’ loss of motivation and fear of
class speaking, resulting in their poor
learning performance as well as their
inability to speak English in classes, exams
and future jobs.

3. Results and discussion

With regard to the linguistic aspect, the
survey results show that 48.6% and 42.6%
of students agreed and strongly agreed
(respectively) that their speaking skill was
affected by their limited vocabulary and
48.7% of students got confused to combine
and use proper vocabulary in speaking. Due
to their low level of speaking, most students
admitted that they tended to include their
mother tongue (Vietnamese) in speaking.
Furthermore, grammar was also their
weakness when 42.7% of students faced
troubles in arranging English words into
sentences during their speaking and they also
spent a considerable amount of time thinking
about grammar when they spoke. This factor
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also led to their hesitation to speak English in
the classroom and 76% of surveyed students
only spoke English in class when they were
sure that their grammar was correct. In terms
of fluency and pronunciation, 34% agreed
and 22.7% strongly agreed that they rarely
responded to their partners when speaking
because their partners spoke faster than them.
This result also indicates that students were
demotivated, had to speak under pressure,
and failed to interact with their partners in
classes.

From a psychological view, anxiety,
shyness and fear of being corrected and
laughed at are obvious difficulties faced
by VLUTE students. 19.3% (strongly
agree) and 30.7% (agree) showed their
fear of getting correction from teachers
in speaking sessions while those who
willingly accepted teachers’ correction
occupied 26%. Most students felt shy and
ashamed when they made mistakes or
could not speak fluently and a total rate of
74.7% ended up saying nothing or chose
to keep silent. A number of students were
discouraged from speaking as they were
afraid that their speaking partners could
not understand what they said. Public
speaking, or speaking in front of audience,
still remained a daunting obstacle for
students when 80.7% felt nervous in
speaking in front of the class. 52% of
survey students also preferred to work
individually rather than work in groups to
avoid speaking English or, in other words,
escape from speaking opportunities. 56%
of students admitted that they just tried
to speak English when they were told or
encouraged by their lecturers and this was
totally not a voluntary action.

4. Conclusions and suggestions
4.1 Conclusions

It is undeniable that most Vietnamese
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students in general and VLUTE students
in particular are weak at speaking English
and the situation needs to be carefully and
timely identified and addressed. From
the survey result, a significant rate of
students are facing difficulties concerning
vocabulary, pronunciation and grammar,
which deters them from learning English
speaking effectively, have poor classroom
performance and achieve unsatisfactory
exam results. In addition, psychological
problems are also regarded as a common
hindrance of students in most English
classes. Fear of making mistakes, shyness,
anxiety, lack of confidence and motivation
are identified as major obstacles making
students unable and unwilling to practice
and communicate in English. In order to
help students overcome the investigated
difficulties, several suggestions with
regard to both teaching and learning
English speaking at Vinh Long University
of Technology Education are provided as
follows.

4.2 Applying MINUS principles in
teaching beginners

As most students of VLUTE are at
preliminary level and they also lack the
English foundation; therefore, MINUS
principles should be applied to improve
the teaching effectiveness (I.S.P. Nation &
Newton, 2008). The acronyms “MINUS”
stand for Meaning (Focus on meaningful
and relevant language), Interest (Maintain
interest through a variety of activities), New
language (Avoid overloading learners with
too much new language), Understanding
(Provide plenty of comprehensible input)
and Stress-free (Create a friendly, safe and
cooperative classroom environment).

Principle 1. Focus on meaningful and
relevant content

In this principle, the purpose of
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learning, not the grammar or vocabulary
explanations, should be mainly focused. For
example, simple sentences and structures
should be taught very early in each class to
ensure students’ immediate use. Lecturers
could present these sentences and structures
verbally with gestures and lots of repetition
and encourage students’ engagement.
Sentences and structures could be written
on the board and students could write them
down to use as basis for pair work. This
way can make students memorize the useful
sentences and structure and understand
partners when they use them as well as
linking the written and spoken forms.

Principle 2. Maintain interest through
a variety of activities

To maintain  students’ interest,
activities should be designed to be short
and diversified and stimulate the students’
involvement. Simple ways to make
students interested in learning speaking
include doing activities that involve
movement, using real objects and pictures,
organizing activities outside the classroom
(speaking clubs with foreigners are a good
example), and introducing and practicing
new content through games and activities
(e.g. simulation of a game show).

Principle 3. Avoid overloading
learners with too much new language

The lecturer should not need to focus
too much on grammar or vocabulary in the
early stage of each class as it would be a
mistake when a lecturer introduces too
many grammatical rules or new words. This
could result in students’ losing control over
the language, thus the simple rule “learn a
little, use a lot” should be prioritized. To
make good use of this principle, the words,
sentences or structures need to be practiced
in various but simple ways (games and
activities).
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Principle 4. Provide plenty
comprehensible input

of

It is a matter of fact that students are
likely to use their mother tongue with local
accents and concentrate on mechanical
difficulties if speaking is introduced too
early. Before teaching speaking, the use
of visual aids and contextual support for
English learning such as pictures, gestures,
mime, objects and personal experiences
are required to ensure the understanding
of inputs. Lecturers should also pay proper
attention to their language used in class to
make sure that what they teach is simple,
but not simplistic or ungrammatical. The
suggestion is that one form for one meaning
should be adopted. For instance, “My name
iS...... “or “lam ...... ” could be taught to
students but lecturers need to choose only
one of them but not both; or lecturers should
also choose either “Where are you from?”
or “Where do you come from?”

Principle 5. Create a friendly, safe
and cooperative classroom environment

It is strongly proved that anxiety
has a significant influence on non-native
students’ willingness to speak English
in class (Yashima, 2002). It is important
that low-level students or beginners
should have successful and low-stress
learning experiences. A positive learning
environment should consist of contributing
factors such as variety, movement, physical
comfort, frequent interaction, successful
language experiences, and opportunities
for students to engage in the lessons and
make mistakes without penalties.

4.3. Placing an
pronunciation

emphasis on

Students can make their speaking
more intelligible thanks to their good
pronunciation (Derwing &  Munro,
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2005). As learners of a foreign language,
students’ learning speaking is certainly
affected by their knowledge of patterns
of pronunciation and grammar in that
language. It is important that lecturers
need to pay more attention to students’
pronunciation during the course to ensure
their stable pronunciation and become
familiar with English speaking patterns and
pronunciation rules. Specifically, lecturers
need to articulate individual sounds because
most students are able to mimic particular
sounds without much effort. When a
student makes a pronunciation mistake,
the lecturer can correct it by repeating the
word correctly several times with ordinary
stress and intonation until the student
self-corrects the mistake. Besides, stress
and intonation should also be focused
in teaching speaking. Lecturers need to
carefully teach word stress, sentence stress
and intonation to students and design
various activities to help students learn
and practice pronunciation in a natural
and positive way. As a result, students can
avoid making the common mistakes of
saying words with the stress in the wrong
place, or making every word, stressed or
unstressed, the same length (I.S.P. Nation
& Newton, 2008).

4.4 Teaching vocabulary for beginners

For beginners, direct vocabulary
teaching acts as an effective method with
the use of vocabulary cards. The cards can
have the English word with illustration
(if possible) on one side and Vietnamese
meaning on the other side. Besides learning
vocabulary in a physical class, students
can use these cards in their own time, look
at them on a frequent basis and create a
mental picture of each word and its usage.
Some other techniques can include the use
of first language definitions, synonyms,
pictures or demonstration.
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4.5 Correcting grammatical errors

Lecturers need to identify the cause
of errors to best correct them and, in some
cases, many errors have more than one
cause. Students should also be comforted
that making mistakes is unavoidable and
it is even beneficial when they can learn
from their mistakes. However, correcting
a student’s mistake should follow a proper
procedure. When a student makes a mistake
in speaking English, the lecturer interrupts
and provides the immediate correction.
The lecturer can also repeat the correct
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form several times or the lecturer might
make a written note of common mistakes
and give to students after class as this type
of correction does not interrupt students’
speaking. It is also necessary for lecturers
to spend some lesson time pointing out
common mistakes, explaining how to
correct them and encouraging students
to self-correct these mistakes in their
future speaking. Another effective way
for students to monitor and self-correct
their speaking mistakes is to record their
speaking and listen again in their free time
or they can have peer correction.
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