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Abstract. In the context of Kazakhstani university of Narxoz, the current
study tried to explore the difficulties faced by Bachelor Degree students and the
possible causal factors of these difficulties while speaking English as a foreign
language. In this study, the researcher applied two qualitative approaches: open-
ended questionnaire and semi-structured interview as a research tool to collect
data. 10 students from the Faculty of Digital Engineering at the University of
Narxoz were invited to participate for both interview and questionnaire. The
collected data were analyzed through thematic analysis in terms of two major
categories: challenges and causes which were divided into four sub-categories
of broad terms. Moreover, the study attempted to reveal some 1deas and ways of
solving these speaking difficulties suggested by students themselves. The
findings found out the most common speaking difficulties which were divided
into linguistic, personal and social problems , while teacher and teaching, course
content, poor schooling and classroom environment were found to be the
primary causes of speaking deficiency. The most common ideas to improve
speaking skills and to overcome their language barriers, students were advised
to attend language courses or to be actively involved in classes at the university
as well as to do more self-study work. As regards suggestions for teachers, they
were recommended to changes their current methods to more effective and to
more practical ways of teaching. Also, students wished that their educators focus
on more practice of oral production which can be provided in form of different
competitive games and activities.

Keywords: speaking challenges, English language learners, university
students, speaking fluency.

ok

Angatna. Kazakctan Hapxo3 yHHBepcHTeTIHIH KOHTeKCTIHZTe, Oy
3epTTey OakalaBpHAT CTYAEHTTepIHIH jKoHe aFbUIIbIH TUIH LIeT TUIl peTiHIe
ceilley Ke3lHIe Ke3JeCeTIH KHBIHIBIKTaphl MeH OCHI KHBIHJBIKTAPIbIH
pIKTHMan ceGenTik (aKTopiIapelH 3epTTeyre THIPBICTEL. by 3eprTeyie
3epTTeVIN €Kl calalbl TCUIAl KOMIaHIBl: alllbIK cayaJHaMa jKoHe JepeKTepl
JKHHAY Kypadel peTiHAe JKapTelaail KypeUleIMIanraH cyxOat. Hapxos
VHIBepCcHTeTIHIH HHPABIK HHKeHepHa pakyabTeTiHIH 10 cTyaeHT! cyxOaTka
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Ia, cayalHamara Ja KaTbICyFa IIaKbIPhLIABI. JKHHAIFaH JepeKTep eKl Heri3rl
KaTeropiisi OOIBIHIIA TaKBIPHINTHIK Taldlay apKbUIbl TaAJaHIbl: Macernenep MeH
cebenTep Tarbl Ja KeH TakKbIPBIIITAp HEri3jle 1Teil TOPT caHATKa OeIHIL
3epTTey HATIDKEIEpi Coillley Ke3iH/e eH Kell Ke3IeceTiH KUBIHIBIKTAp PeTiHIe
THHTBHCTHKAIBIK, JKEKe, SKOJOTHATBIK JKSHE 2IeYMeTTIK MacelelepiH
allKBIHIAbI, a7l MYFallM MeH OKBITY, KYPCTBIH Ma3MYHBI, MeKTeNTerl Hamap
OL1IM KoHE CBHIHBINITAFbl OpTa €epKIH celinell aaMay TambUIBIFBIHEIH HeTi3T1
ceemnrepi peTiHIe TAHBUIILI.

Tyiiin ce3zep: aybi3eki ceilney KIBIHIBIKTaphl, AFBUIIBIH  TLUTIH
yilpeHyIILTepi, JKOFaphl OKY OPBIHIaPBIHBIH CTYIEHTTEPL, EPKIH Ccoilrey.

ok

AnHotanua.B kxoHtekcre Kazaxcranckoro yHuBepcuTera Hapxos B
HACTOSIIEM HCCIIeI0BaHNH OblIa MpeANpHHATA MOMBITKA H3YUHTh TPYAHOCTIH, C
KOTOPBIMH CTAJKHBAIOTCS CTYAEHTH OakazaBpHaTa, I BO3MOKHEIE MIPHYHHHEBIE
(bakTopel STHX TPYAHOCTeIl IpPH TOBOPEHHH HA AHITIHIICKOM S3bIKe Kak
HHOCTPaHHHII A3BIK. B 3TOM HcciIeoBaHHH IHcciIeoBaTelb NPHMEHHT IBa
KaueCTBeHHBIX II0JXO0JA: OTKPBITYI0 aHKeTy H II0Jdy CTPYKTYPHPOBaHHOE
HHTEPBBIO B KaueCcTBe HHCTPYMEHTOB HCCJIeIOBaHHA UId cOopa JaHHBEIX. 10
cTyaeHTOB (akynbreTa HdpoBoil MH:KeHepnn YHupepcurera Hapxo3s Owum
OpHTIalleHbl U8 y49acTHs KakK B HHTEPBBIO, TaK H B AaHKETHPOBAHHIL
CoﬁpaHHble JaHHEBIC OB/ HpOaHa."IIBIIpOBaHBI HOCpEI[CTBOM TEeMAaTHYECKOI O
aHaJIH3a C TOYKH 3PCHHA JBYX OCHOBHBIX KaTeTOpHIl: IPOOIeMBI H IIPHYHHBI
OB pa3ZeOeHBl ¢ YeTHIPEMSA IOJKATETOPISAMH INHPOKHX TeM. Pe3yrbTarhl
BBIABIUTH HanOoJIee pacrpocTpaHeHHBIe TPYAHOCTH C Peublo, KOTOphle OBLIH
pa3zeneHBl Ha JIHHTBHCTHYECKHE, JIHYHbIe, 3KOJIOTHYEeCKHe I COLHaIbHbIe
npoOieMBl, B TO BpeMs KaK YUHTelIb U IIpelojiaBaHIe, COJep/KaHHe Kypca,
IINIOXO0E HIIKOJIBHOE 06pa.3OB‘clHHe H Cpella B KIacce GBIJIII IMPH3HAHBI OCHOBHBIMH
IpHYITHAMH TeHIINTa Pa3TOBOPHEIIT pedll.

KarueBrle c/a0Ba: TPYAHOCTH pa3TOBOPHOI pedH, H3ydaroIlHe
AHTJIHIICKOTO A3BIKA, CTYA€HTHI BY30B, OST/IOCTh pey.

Introduction

The main success of learning English as a foreign or second language tend
to be measured by students” proficient speaking abilities and good
communication skills. However, the problem is that speaking is not always
accepted as an easy experience for most learners of the English language, due to
some speaking difficulties that students encounter in their day-to-day English
classes. As Ur (2002) stated, compared with other skills of English language,
speaking plays an essential role and at same time it is considered to be a difficult
skill to acquire. In Kazakhstan, as in most countries in the world, English plays
an important role in many spheres and 1t 1s taught as a foreign language. Even
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though, the education system of Kazakhstan has been showing the considerable
interest in the improvement of the English language from school ages till
university level, learners still seem to have challenges in learning, especially in
speaking skills. Therefore, the main aims of the current paper was to identify the
most common speaking challenges experienced by Narxoz university
undergraduate students and also to discover some causes of these challenges of
speaking in English as well as to elicit the possible solutions to eliminate these
speaking difficulties from students.

The significance of the study.

Working as an EFL teacher at the university of Narxoz, what the researcher
observed from students’ attitudes to speaking exams was that they tend to prefer
written tests to oral ones, as they find them highly stressful and they believe that
there are more probability to fail their exam. On the basis of such observation
results, the researcher found it necessary to reveal the possible reasons and
causes of any difficulties that arise during students’ speaking practices or tests .
Furthermore, the findings of the study may certainly provide some help other
EFL teachers to build better relationship and mainly to create a positive
atmosphere where students might face fewer challenges and get more motivated
to achieve better results in their studies.

Speaking skill in the English language

As Masduqi ( 2016) stated there are four types of skills in English
language, such as receptive (reading and listening) and productive skills
(speaking and writing). As the main goal of learning any foreign language is the
ability to speak, to communicate effectively and to be understood by other,
speaking is regarded to be the most important skill among other skills of English
language.

This can be confirmed by the fact that speaking enables learners to hold
successful conversation and manage interaction. [Dieuha, 2020]. According to
Nazara (2011). learners feel the need of improving their speaking skills in
English, as they believe that their language proficiency is measured by speaking.
Brown and Yule (2001) also emphasized the fact that success of learning foreign
language can be measured by the capability of making a conversation and
exchange of information in that language which reinforces the importance of
speaking skill development. Despite the vital role of speaking skills in English,
speaking has been overlooked in many schools and universities, where the
possible reasons outlined by Dieuha,T.N.(2020) outlined could be ‘emphasis on
grammar and unfavorable teacher-student proportions’. Due to other different
reasons behind the speaking issues, speaking is still found as a difficult skill to
learn. Many learners claimed that they have spent so many years studying
English language but they still cannot speak properly and understandably.
[Bueno, Madrid, McLaren, 2006].

Speaking challenges faced by EFL or ESL learners
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Speaking 1s one of the most important skills for learners as a tool for
communication. It 1s also vital to develop this skill in English language, as Nunan
(1991) emphasized the vitality of speaking development in learning English as
learners’ success can be assessed by the ability to communicate in English.
Brown (1987) reported in his study most foreign language learners find speaking
in FL, especially in public, due its ‘anxiety-provoking character in nature’
which in its turn might lead to the failure in talking to the interlocutors, especially
with native speakers. Even though the main goal of teaching speaking is to foster
students’ communicative efficiency, they often face such challenges as
hesitation, repetition and too many pauses. These issues might be due to lack of
interest in subject, lack of confidence and so on. Ur (1991) outlined common
problems in mastering speaking in their EFL classes which are: mhibition,
nothing to say, low or uneven participation and mother tongue. By the problem
of inhibition, it can be inferred that learners often feel inhibited and lack of
confidence to speak up in front of their classmates, due to the fear of making
mistakes and criticism. Even they are not worried about their speech, learners
often say that they have nothing to say which may be explained by their lack of
motivation and little preparation for the task. The third speaking issue of learners
1s little or unbalanced participation in the classroom. As teachers do not always
design their lessons using appropriate teaching materials, methods and strategies
that improve their learners’ oral skills, such as grouping them properly in pairs
or in small groups, talkative and active students may dominate the class, by
leaving little or no time for others to talk. The last speaking challenge is the used
of students” L1. This is because learners tend to feel more comfortable and easy
to speak in their native language especially, in monolingual classes where
everyone including teacher speaks in their language. Hammer (2001) stressed
out the fact the use of mother tongue is natural and we all use translations in our
head during learning process. However, he confirmed that it is not only learners’
responsibility, teachers should also control their use of L1 and encourage their
students to practice foreign language more often than L1 as this hinders the
improvement of speaking skills. As regards the problem of audio medmum, Ur
(1991) proved in his study that listening plays a crucial role in promoting
speaking skill. He reinforced the correlation of speaking and listening, by saying
that listening feeds speaking, by getting appropriate exposure from listening,
learners will apply them into their oral production. Many researchers pointed
out the role of the affective factors in speaking challenges. According to Oxford
(1990), they were ‘self-esteem, empathy, anxiety, attitude, motivation’. ‘The
feeling of uneasiness, frustration, self-doubt and apprehension’ by Brown (1994)
played an important part in making learners’ speech slower.

Previous studies

There were numerous similar studies conducted in different areas around
the world. One of the them was by Chand, G.B. (2021). The study was aimed to
explore the speaking difficulties that university students faced and also to
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identify causal factors to these problems. The findings of the study showed that
speaking difficulties were divided into sub-categories such as social , personal,
environmental, and linguistic problems. While classroom environment, teacher
and teaching methods. overuse of L1, the content of course and poor learning
were considered to be main causes of speaking problems. In the same line,
Wandi. S et al (2019) conducted a research in Indonesia which imnvestigated
Bachelor Degree students’ perceptions and their difficulties encountered in both
private and public universities. The study found that shyness, lack of vocabulary
and learning environment, dealing with mistakes and lectures’ reaction during
English speaking classes. The researcher found some differences in causal
factors perceived by students from public and private universities. Another
similar study conducted was by Al-Esaifer & Alshareef (2018) which was aimed
to discover speaking challenges that encounter 2 and 3 year EFL university
students. The study results revealed the some problems related to classroom
conditions and methods that teachers use in their teaching. Ratnasari, A.G (2020)
carried out a case in an Mechanical Engineering Department so as to find out
EFL students speaking challenges at the university. Along with that, the study
found out the main strategies used by students to overcome speaking difficulties
such as using google for translations, building a good rapport with a teacher,
supporting and stimulating yourself and code-switching and so on. Furthermore,
another local study done by Batyrova, A (2020) explored Kazakhstani school
pupils’ challenges on speaking skills and their strategies to eliminate these
speaking problems, through the use of phenomenography study. It found out that
students’ speaking challenges were mainly ascribed to psychological and
linguistic unpreparedness. The results of the studies previously conducted were
almost similar and some of them focused on the problems and solutions of EFL
speaking practices, while others tried to elicit some strategies or more causal
factors affecting these speaking difficulties in English classroom.
Research Questions:

1 What challenges do undergraduate level students encounter in speaking

English?
2 What are the possible causes of their speaking issues?
3 How can learners deal with speaking challenges? (from students’
perspectives)

Research Methodology.
The present research was carried out at the University of Narxoz, in Almaty
using a qualitative research design. The participants of the study were second-
year students (2022-2023 academic year) from Digital Engineering faculty of
Narxoz University, speaking Kazakh as a native language and approximately
showing pre-intermediate-level proficiency of English. 10 students were
sampled applying purposive sampling procedures, who could not speak fluently
according to their previous speaking assessment results and presentation skills.
Being an English teacher of this group, the researcher observed their presentation
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skill and oral performances many times. Therefore, the researcher selected
students who were having problems in oral speech. To obtain the needed data,
the researcher employed two research tools: open-ended questionnaire and semi-
structured interviews for the participants. Firstly, students had gone through
open-ended questionnaire and then later they were asked to have an individual,
face-to-face interview based on semi-structured interview protocols.
Findings.
The data gathered from the interview and questionnaire were categorized into
three main groups: Problems of speaking, causes of speaking challenges and
student’s suggestions to solve out the speaking problems.
Problems of Speaking
In both questionnaire and interview, students responded to the question of what
challenges they encountered during their speaking in English classroom. As a
result, students’ speaking difficulties were highly repetitive mentioning one and
same problems almost in everyone’s experiences. So, the most striking problems
that majority of students described were: feeling shy and nervous, lack of
vocabulary and grammar knowledge, fear of criticism from peers as well as fear
of making mistakes. The responses from both interview and questionnaire were
grouped into three categories: Individual, Social and Linguistic problems.

Table 1. Problems of Speaking

Themes generated Specific problems

Nervousness;

Hesitation;

Shyness:

Anxiety about personal accents;

Personal problems

® Problems in selecting a right word:
Linguistic problems e Problems in fluency:
e Problems in using grammar
structures properly;
Mother tongue interference;
Relving on memorized speeches
during exams;

Social problems e  Fear of criticism from peers: Fear of
making mistakes

Personal Problems.

Even though students’ speaking difficulties can be largely affected by their
environmental and some other external factors, the participants of the study
mentioned that feeling of nervousness, hesitation, long pauses, shyness and
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worries about their accents were mainly what often hindered their oral
communication. Most of respondents shared the most common problem was
nervousness. One of students pointed out that “I start feeling nervous and
worried when 1 make long pauses because for me it is hard to express my
opinions.” (S5). Another participant noted that I find it so stressful to speak up
in public at length, especially spontaneously, if I did not memorize my speech
very well.” (S2). Apart from that, students focused much on their personal
accents, and thus they often felt anxious and fearful of others’ criticizing them.
“T know that I have a Kazakh accent and I often feel less anxious about it,
because I believe it does not sound natural or beautiful.”(S10).

Linguistic Problems.

These are the most widely experienced challenges of speaking English as
FL. The lack of vocabulary or mability of choosing appropriate words or
forgetting the words was the problem stated by most students of the target
university. One of the students noted that “T think that I can’t speak English
fluently because I take too much time to choose the right words and I often forget
or get confused which words suit best in certain cases’. Another apparent
problem was that the participants reported that they did not know grammar
structures and did not understand how to use them in both practice and
production as followed. The next speaking challenges that impede speaking
fluency was mother tongue interference, and this is because students often
practiced switching to their own language quickly especially during group work
activities in the classroom.

Social Problems.

Due to various reasons and cultural influences, majority of students from
the study outlined that the fear of being criticized or insulted in front of other
students when they express their ideas with improper grammar or vocabulary
use. Similarly, students are also afraid of making mistakes in their speech,
especially i1f it 1s an open class discussions. One of participants of the study said
that “it is Kazakh people’s mentality to laugh at someone if the person
mispronounces the words or misuses the structures in their speech. Ialways pay
attention to others’ reactions because it is very important for me what others say
about my speaking. Because of'it, I always get nervous while speaking in English
. While another student pointed out that “T felt so stressed to speak freely even
within small groups, as there students who had more fluent speech than me and
they were always dominant in speaking, whereas other lower leveled students
like me, kept silent all the time.” (S6). Due to the disbalanced proportion of
speaking time among peers, where more active and more proficient students
dominate other passive students with their speaking abilities.

Causes of Speaking Difficullties.

In the second part of data collection, students were asked to list the possible
casual factors of their speaking difficulties and they were presented in the table
2 and later they were described in detail in this section. The main factors caused
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speaking challenges were divided mto four categories: Teacher/teaching
methods, classroom environment, poor schooling and course content.
Table 2. Causes of speaking problems

Themes generated Specific problems

Teacher and teaching methods e Old fashioned teaching methods:

e Mixed ability classes;

o Large class sizes:

e Lack of motivation to speak English:
Classroom environment e Unfavorable classroom atmosphere:

e Relving on memorized speeches
during exams:

e Disbalance of presentation and
practice of new materials:

Poor schooling e Students from poor background
knowledge from school:

e Courses focused more on written

Course content factors tasks not in speaking:

e Insufficieicy of classroom activities
for speaking fluency:

Course content:

Teacher and Teaching Factors

In this research, many students highlighted the important role of teachers
in their English classes. They can be a motivator, a facilitator and a creator of
positive atmosphere and various speaking activities. One of the student
mentioned that “This semester, I became more stimulated to study English
compared to the previous year, as this year we had a new teacher who was
always friendly and supportive. Mainly, she could keep the variety of activities
in the lessons, so we could do different interactive activities and games.”(S1).
The causal factors that were revealed as a result of the questionnaires and
interview were mostly interrelated. For instance, teachers at the university still
seemed to use conventional methods, making more teacher-centered classes
where they waste huge time on explanations of new language items in front of
class and thus leaving little time for students to practice target language orally.
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The responses from the student 8 and 4 can confirm these issues mentioned
above. “We usually have little time to practice speaking in pairs or in groups,
what we mostly do is to listen to the teacher’s explanations and after that we do
a lot of written exercises .” Another issue related to Narxoz university was the
size of the groups which was too large for language classes (20-28 students in
one group),and also the time devoted to English classes was only 70 minutes,
which seemed too little time to control everyone’s contributions. Moreover,
student number 7 commented that they studied at mixed ability group in the
first year of Bachelor Degree where she often felt nervous and shy to speak out
in front of more proficient students who expressed themselves more freely. This
means that a mixed ability classes may also cause some speaking difficulties
such as anxiety or frustration when there are students with more fluent speech.

Classroom environment.

Most of the participants confirmed that there are lack of practice on
speaking skills in English classes and that they mostly accomplish more written
tasks. Moreover, teachers do not always try to bring some more interactive and
collaborative tasks which make them discuss some issues in a group, do role-
plays and other different games and activities. “We do not have much time for
speaking tasks, and teachers also do not attempt to change their methods to more
communicative” (S2).Therefore, as teachers were often less desired to create
more encouraging and more friendly atmosphere in the classroom, students tend
to lose interest in speaking English and they seemed to perceive speaking as
something unattainable and difficult to learn. Moreover, what students reported
that teachers do not devote enough time to do more productive oral tasks, which
make learners prepare longer speech or some presentations.

Poor schooling.

From the data, it was found that students saw the reason of their current
difficulties in speaking in their background knowledge at school, where they had
little or no speaking practice at all. Student 8 and 5 pointed out “I think that I
have a fear of speaking English in front of class 1s that we almost never had such
experience of speaking in pairs, in groups or in front of the whole class.”(S8 and
S5). So, it was clear that if they could get good knowledge at school, students
could speak more fluently at the university period.

Course content and Intuitional system.

During the interview, some of the students also pointed out that the content
of course do not include a lot of speaking activities, despite some pair
discussions. Therefore, students did not have much chance to develop their oral
production. The activities that the students had to do were to read some texts, to
answer some questions in pairs and to learn some new words from there.
Furthermore, they were always listening teacher’s long explanations on
grammar/vocabulary on the board which made them again become passive. One
of the students argued that “I and my groupmates find speaking exam really
stressful and i order not fail we always try to memorize texts prepared by
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ourselves. This i1s because, we do not practice speaking skills much and instead
of preparation for speaking, we do lot of tests on use of English.”

Students’ suggestions to students and teachers on how to develop speaking skills
The most common ideas that participants advocated were to rely more on
yourself, by doing a lot of home tasks, revision of previous materials and doing
self-study as well as to try to speak a lot both in and out of classroom paying less
attention on accuracy. As regards the ideas for teachers, they mostly wished that
their teachers changed their old methods to more effective ones and to motivate
their students to practice speaking more. Furthermore, they suggested EFL
teachers to organize more competitive games and activities in small groups as
they found it both entertaining and team building activity.

Conclusion

From the analysis of results outline above, it can be said that speaking is
regarded as the most significant skill among other skills in the English language.
Speaking was also found to be the toughest skill to master by EFL students of
Narxoz University, Almaty. The study revealed four major speaking difficulties
such as personal problems, linguistic problems, social problems and
environmental problems. On the basis of participants’ answers, the primary
causes of speaking difficulties were categorized into four main groups such as
teacher/teaching methods. classroom environment, poor schooling and the
course content factors. As a result of interviews, students’ ideas to overcome
these difficulties were mainly to rely on more on self-study in enlarging
vocabulary word stock and to actively participate in classroom as well as out of
classroom activities. As regards their suggestions for EFL teachers, they were
mainly to make the learning atmosphere more fun and positive by bringing more
effective teaching methods to their speaking classes as well as to make more
interactive oral practices in the classroom. Along with students’ ideas and
suggestions, the study also suggested creating English-speaking atmosphere in
the classroom, changing existing English teaching methods and the course
content to more learner-centered and more communicative way of teaching.
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