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ABSTRACT: The learners who are taking an in-service university course in English at the Foreign
Language Department (FLD) — Hai Phong University (HPU) share the ambition to be able to speak
English well to communicate at work and in real life and at the same time to get the degrees to meet
the requirements in their careers. While doing the course, these learners expose both strengths and
weaknesses in English learning in general and in English speaking lessons in particular. Therefore,
it is the teachers’ essential tasks to understand these types of learners and then create more adaptive
learning activities so that we can help them boost their strengths and overcome their weaknesses in
their English learning. In this way, we help the learners to fulfill their learning ambitions and make a
great contribution to the improvement of training quality of FLD, HPU.
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VIEC HQC KY NANG NOI CUA HOC VIEN HE VUA LAM VUA HQC TAI KHOA NGOAINGU,
TRUONG PAI HQC HAI PHONG: THU'C TRANG VA GIAI PHAP

TOM TAT: Hoc vién cac 16p dai hoc ngdn ngir Anh hé vira lam vira hoc tai khoa Ngoai ngtt, truong
Dai hoc Hai Phong mong muén c6 thé sir dung tiéng Anh thanh thao trong cdng viéc va trong cudc
S(‘Sng, déng thoi dugc nhan bé'mg dai hoc dé dap ung yéu cau cong vigc. Trong qua trinh hoc tép, ho bdc
10 nhiéu thé manh va han ché trong hoc tiéng Anh noi chung va cac gio hoc ky nang noi tiéng Anh noi
riéng. Vi vay, trach nhiém cua nguoi day la can hiéu 13 dic diém cta hoc vién, tir d6 t6 chtic cac hoat
ddng hoc tap phu hop va hiéu qua gitp hoc vién phat huy sé truong, khic phuc s doan trong hoc tiéng
Anh. Béng cach nay, chung ta giup hoc vién dat dugc nguyén vong hoc tap va gop phan nang cao chét
luong dao tao cta khoa Ngoai ngii, truong Pai hoc Hai Phong.

Tir khéa: hoc vién vira lam vira hoc, diém manh, diém yéu, hoat ddng hoc tap phu hop

command of English are also among the
indispensable requirements for those

I haflat world wh 1
nsuchaflatworld wheremanypeople apply for jobs, have their career

live, study and work overseas, English is
not only a means of communication but
also an effective tool for them to live
and work in harmony with the locals.
In Viet Nam, certificates and a good

standardized or pursuit the higher ranks
in the career. There are many options
for the people to acquire a satisfactory
command of and certificates in English,
and taking an in — service English course
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is a feasible solution. This accounts for
the remarkable number of in - service
learners who have graduated from
university and are working in various
sectors in the society and are struggling
to learn English for different purposes.

While the reasons for and the purposes
of mastering a satisfactory command of
English are obvious, how to do it is another
matter. Besides having a lot of advantages,
adult learners may face such difficulties
as personal and psychological obstacles,
work related problems, unsatisfactory
knowledge in English language and
insufficient basic language skills.

The research aims to investigate the sit-
uation of the in - service learners’ learning
English speaking skills at FLD, HPU so
that solutions would be suggested to help
them to learn improve speaking skills and
realize their learning ambitions. This ar-
ticle aims at answering the three questions:

1. What strengths do the in-service
learners at FLD, HPU have?

2. What are their weaknesses related to
their learning speaking skill?

3. What are the suggested solutions to
help the in-service learners at FLD, HPU
to learn English speaking skills better?

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature review only consists of
the theoretical issues related to learners’
participation and communicative approach
in teaching speaking skills as follows.

2.1. Student’s participation in class.

2.1.1. Definition and Classification

Students’ participation is an important
aspect of classroom interaction and
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possesses many benefits for both learners
and teachers.

In Collins English Dictionary (2015),
student participation means “the extent
to which students participate or involve
themselves in a class, course, etc.”

Participation can be seen as both physical
and mental involvement. Physical participation
refers to students being in class. The fact is
that students may have full attendance in
class but their mental participation is very
poor, they make little or no contribution to the
learning activities in class. On the other hand,
mental participation means that the students
show both their physical presence and mental
involvement in the learning activities. This
leads the teachers to consider the ways to get
the students involved as much as possible in
class activities.

Classroom participation can also
be classified into two types: verbal
participation and non-verbal participation.
Verbal participation means students
speaking in class, answering and asking
questions, making comments, and taking
part in discussion (Lee, 2003). It means
that students who do not participate in
the above-mentioned ways are often
considered to be passive in the classroom
activities. Non-verbal participation, on
the other hand, is related to behavioural
responses while the students are in class.

2.1.2. Benefits of students’ participation in class

There are so many benefits of student
participation in class. In his article, Weimer
(2011) presents several benefits as follows.

First, participation increases interest.
It’s hard to maintain students’ focus and
attention when all they hear is the teacher
talking. Getting students to talk gives the



class a chance to hear another voice as well
as an answer or another point of view and
thus increases the interest of whole class.

Second, participation gets students
engaged in the class activities. With a
good question, the teacher can attract
the students’ attention on the content of
the lesson and ready to participate in the
learning activities.

Another benefit is that when students
take part in the lesson by asking questions
or answering the teacher’s questions,
both the teacher and students get the
feedback. The teacher can see the extent
of students’ understanding and they also
understand what the teacher is satisfied
about their opinion. Thus, participating
in class discussions improves students’
comprehension of the learning materials. It
can also help them become more interested
in the class materials.

One more good thing about students’
involvement in class is that it in turn
promotes students’ preparation before
class. If a teacher regularly calls on
students and asks questions about assigned
reading or what is in their notes from the
previous class session or homework, this
can get students coming to class prepared.
Students who participate in discussions
show their teachers that they’re prepared
and interested in class contents. These
students tend to score higher in class
participation and at the final exams.

Participation can also be used to control
what’s happening in class. If a student
is dozing off, texting, quietly chatting,
or otherwise not attending to what is
happening, that student can be called on
or the student next to the offender can be
asked to respond. In this way, the teacher

can manage the class more effectively.

Last but not least, participation can
be used to develop communication skills,
especially public speaking skill. In many
professional contexts, people need to be
able to speak up in a group. They may
need to offer information, ask questions,
or argue for a different solution. If students
actively take part in learning activities in
class, they will get these skills because
the more students participate in class, the
better they will develop these skills. Then
they will be well-prepared for the future
and meet the job requirements.

2.2. Communicative Language Teaching

2.2.1. Definitions and characteristics

Communicative Language Teaching
(CLT), which is an approach to the teaching
of'second and foreign languages, emphasizes
interaction and problem — solving skills as
both the means and the ultimate goal of
learning a language. It is also referred to as
“Communicative Approach”. Historically,
CLT has been seen as a response to the
Audio-Lingual Method (ALM), and as an
extension or development of the Notional-
Functional Syllabus.

CLT makes use of real-life situations
that necessitate communication. The
teacher sets up a situation that students are
likely to encounter in real life. Students’
motivation to learn comes from their desire
to communicate in meaningful ways about
meaningful topics.

CLT tends to emphasize activities such
as role play, pair work and group work. It
switched traditional language teaching’s
emphasis on grammar and the teacher-
centered classroom to that of the active
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use of authentic language in learning
and acquisition.

CLT is interested in giving students
the skills to be able to communicate
under various circumstances. As such,
it places less emphasis on the learning
of specific grammatical rules and more
on obtaining native-speaker-like fluency
and pronunciation. Students are assessed on
their level of communicative competence rather
than on their explicit knowledge.

In a CLT class, learners are given
opportunities to negotiate meaning in
class. A CLT class is learner-centered. Far
from being a transmitter of knowledge,
the teacher is a facilitator. Far from having
minimal teacher-student interaction, a
communicative classroom holds such
interaction to be indispensable. Characterized
by high participation, the CLT classroom
becomes a place for students to engage
in meaningful language use. Authentic
materials, functional tasks, and group and
pair work are significant aspects of CLT.

Actually, CLT is more of an approach
or philosophy than a highly structured
methodology. Nunan (1999) famously

listed five key elements to the
communicative approach:
- An emphasis on learning to

communicate through interaction in the
target language.

- The introduction of authentic
texts into the learning situation.

- The provision of opportunities for
learners to focus, not only on the language
but also on the learning process itself.

- An enhancement of the learner’s
own personal experiences as important
contributing elements to classroom learning.
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- An attempt to link classroom language
learning with language activation outside
the classroom.

2.2.2. Changes in the role of teacher and students

Teachers in communicative classes will
find themselves talking less and listening
more - becoming active facilitators of
their students’ learning (Larsen-Freeman,
1986). The teacher sets up the exercise,
but because the students’ performance
is the goal, the teacher must step back
and observe, sometimes acting as a
referee or a monitor. A classroom during
a communicative activity is far from
quiet, however. The students do most of
the speaking, and frequently the scene
of a classroom during a communicative
exercise is active, with students leaving
their seats to complete a task.

Because of the increased responsibility
to participate, students may find they gain
confidence in using the target language
in general. Students are more responsible
managers of their own learning (Larsen-
Freeman, 1986).

Communicative language teaching
emphasizes  “self-direction for the
learners” (Oxford, 1990, p.10). As the
teacher will not be around to guide them
the whole time, especially not when the
learners speak the language outside the
classroom, they are expected to take on a
greater degree of responsibility for their
own learning. The learner should enter
into situations where communication takes
place as much as possible to increase his or
her communicative proficiency.

Teachers no longer rely on activities

that require repetition, accuracy and
the memorization of sentences and



grammatical patterns; instead, they require
the learners to negotiate meaning and to
interact meaningfully in the new language.
Learners have to participate in classroom
activities based on a cooperative rather
than individualistic approach to learning;
they need to listen to their peers in order to
carry out group work successfully.

The teacher adopts different roles.
On the one hand he/she is a “facilitator,
a guide and a helper” and on the other
hand a “coordinator, an idea-person and a
co-communicator” (Oxford, 1990, p.10).
He/She talks less and listens more to
the students’ output. In addition to that,
the teacher also identifies the students’
learning strategies and helps the students to
improve them if necessary and shows them
how to work independently. Instructional
tasks become less important and fade
into the background. That does not mean
that they are not used at all, but with less
significance.

These changes give the teacher more
scope for variety and creativity and she
gives up her status as a person of authority
in a teacher-learner hierarchy. It is the
teacher’s responsibility to be creative and
prepare appropriate materials at home. The
teacher can also assume other roles, for
example the needs analyst, the counselor
or the group process manager (Richards &
Rodgers, 2001).

3. METHODOLOGY

3.1. Participants

100 English majors chosen randomly
from the in — service English classes took
part in the survey. They finished the second
term of the English course at FLD, HPU.
They were aged from 25 to 48, owned at

least one university degree in one or two
other majors other than English and are
working in various sectors in Hai Phong
and the neighboring provinces.

3.2. Data
procedure and preliminary results

collection  instruments,

A questionnaire consisting of 3
questions was designed and deliveredto 100
chosen learners. Question I consisting of 4
minor questions gathered the information
about the learners’ background such as their
age, their work and their purposes of doing
the English course at FLD, HPU. Question
IT sought the information about the learners’
strengths as language learners. Question III
looked for the data about the participants’
weaknesses in their language learning.

The results from the survey
questionnaire provided the author with
an overall picture about the in - service
learners: their background, their strengths
and weaknesses as language learners.
Basing on the findings, the author would
suggest the most suitable ways to help
them to make great use of their strengths
and to minimize their weaknesses in their
English speaking classes.

4. FINDINGS, DISCUSSION AND
SUGGESTIONS

This section presents the information
aboutthe learners’background information,
their strengths and weaknesses and the
solutions to boosting their good points
and minimizing their limitations in their
language learning.

4.1. Findings and discussion

4.1.1. Findings from Question 1

The information gathered from Ques-
tion I gave an overview on the in - service
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learners’ background.

First, they are between 25 and 48 years
old. This wide range of age probably has
accounted for the mixed learning abili-
ties and speeds of the learners in English
speaking classes. While many can speak
English fluently, some find it difficult to
speak out what they want to say in English.

Second, most of the learners work in
various sectors in Hai Phong while some
of them work in the neighboring provinc-
es. This seems to be a big advantage for
the former to attend classes in the evenings
and at the weekends whereas it may be dif-
ficult for the latter to do so.

As far as learning purposes are con-
cerned, these adult learners are doing the
English language course for many pur-
poses. Most of them (62%) are learning
English so that they can pass the exams
of standardization or get promoted to the
higher rank in their career. 15% of the
participants said that they are doing this
course in order to be exempted from the
entrance examination into master course or
the application into doctoral degree. More
than 20% reported that they are taking this
course because they would like to be able
to communicate with foreign colleagues
and foreigners. The rest confessed that
they are in this English class just because
they liked English and wished to be able
to enjoy entertainment in English. For ex-
ample, they wish they could sing English
songs, watch films without subtitles or to
read books in English etc.

It is obvious that whatever their pur-
poses of learning English are, they share
the features that they wish to be able to
use English at work and in real life. Thus,
the solutions should be found to help these
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adult learners to fulfill their learning tasks in
an adaptive way.

4.1.2. Findings from Question Il

The information collected from
Question 2 showed that the adult learners
at FLD, HPU have many strengths that
can be made great use of in their language
learning. Most of the learners (85%)
reported that they were very good at using
modern technology at work. They were
able to use the internet as an effective
tool at work, which gives the hints for the
teachers to ask them to use the internet in
their English study.

More than half of the learners revealed
that they had broad knowledge about almost
all areas of life and rich experience in work-
ing in teams. This is very useful because the
learners can contribute their rich knowledge
and life experience to the lessons.

In addition, most of the participants
(73%) reported that they were very good
at communicating with people of differ-
ent ages and very confident in speaking
(Vietnamese, not English) in public. These
strengths could be a very big advantage in
English speaking classes because they help
the learners to overcome their psychologi-
cal obstacles when speaking English. This
can be seen clearly in the next section.

4.1.3. Findings from Question 111

Besides the great positive qualities as
language learners, the in - service learners
at FLD, HPU revealed a variety of weak-
nesses, which hindered them from acquir-
ing the speaking skills and using them ef-
fectively for the desired purposes.

The biggest limitation that most adult
learners (86%) shared was that their vo-



cabulary was limited and their grammar
was not sufficient for them to express
themselves in English. Therefore, they
made countless mistakes in pronunciation,
word use and grammar when they speak
English, which turns out to be both the
cause and the effect of their psychological
difficulties. Most adult learners, especially
those who were at a certain high rank in
their career revealed that they were very
afraid of making mistakes in speaking les-
sons and losing face. This explained why
they were inclined to refuse to speak Eng-
lish in front of the class, which exemplified
another difficulty for the teachers in the
sense that the learners themselves hardly
had full physical attendance in speaking
lessons, but even if they managed to come
to class, they failed to give mental or/and
oral participation.

Another weakness or so — called dif-
ficulties these adult learners had was that
they were so busy that they had to work
online during the time they were in class.
This means that they were showing their
physical attendance in class but not very
much mental/oral participation in the
learning activities organized by the teach-
ers. Most of the female learners were also
engaged in their parental roles in the sense
that they had to leave the class much ear-
lier to pick up their children from school or
to do shopping for food etc. The author’s
informal talks with the learners and her ob-
servations on the actual lessons also con-
firm this fact.

4.2. Solutions

The findings from questionnaire have
provided an overview of the positive and
negative features of the in —service learners
at FLD, HPU in learning English speaking

skills. Therefore, the author would suggest
some solutions to boosting their strengths
and minimizing their weaknesses in their
learning speaking skills as follows, which
serves as the answer to the final research
question.

4.2.1. Application of pair work and group work

First, pair work and group work help to
make use of the learners’ strengths such as
their ability to use technology, rich general
knowledge and life experience. When they
work in pairs and groups, they can benefit
from each other. For example, when the
learners are put in pairs and groups to do
a speaking task, they can share with each
other not only what they know about the
topic but also about the skills of searching
for the ideas in the internets and from
other sources. This is very useful in the
speaking lessons because those who are
very good at technology and have rich
general knowledge can look for ideas very
quickly and share what they know about
the topic with the weak ones. In this case,
what the teacher has to do for them is to
instruct them how to identify key words
when googling for information, how to
sort out the information they find and how
to organize ideas into an outline. In this
way, the learners actively get more involved
and show more mental participation in
creating the learning materials and make
them more authentic and closer to the real
life situations.

Second, pair work and group work
increase learners’ speaking time in
speaking lessons. When they are put in
pairs or groups, they have more time
and more turns to participate in speaking
activities because instead of listening to
one speaker in front of the class, almost
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all of the learners speak in their pairs or
groups. In this way, the learners’ talking
time increases and the teacher’s talking
time decreases. Moreover, in pairs or
groups, the learners speak to, listen to
and correct each other with the teacher
becoming a facilitator, a guide and a
helper, a coordinator, an idea-person and a
co-communicator. As a result, the learners’
speaking skills improve.

Furthermore, pair work and group
work activities also help to solve the
learners’ psychological difficulties such
as shyness, fears of making mistakes
in speaking English and losing face.
Learning in pairs and groups creates a
much friendlier learning environment
so that the learners feel safe and
confident. Instead of having to perform
an individual speech in front of the class
and getting the feedback from the teacher
and the classmates, they are put in pairs
and groups where they work with their
partners with the help of the teacher if
necessary. If they make mistakes, they
are corrected by their partners or have
the mistakes corrected in the small group
by the teacher. This also helps to create
a much more close relationship between
the teacher and the learners and among
the learners themselves.

4.2.2. Application of technology during the

learning process.

As mentioned in Section II. 1.3,
many leaners find it hard to have full
physical attendance in speaking classes
because of their workload and personal
difficulties. This seems to be the most
difficult problems for the teacher to solve
because it is out of the question in terms of
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teaching methodology. Instead, it requires
the problem — solving and sharing skills in
real life and once more modern technology
can help. Apart from the physical lessons
in which the teacher and the learners
work face-to-face, several groups should
be created on such social networks as
Facebook, Zalo, Zoom...so that the
learners can catch up with the missing
parts of the physical lessons and they can
share with each other what they know and
explore about the lessons. Moreover, the
learners have the opportunities to watch
their classmates speaking and compare
with theirs and learn from each other. This
is also an effective way for the teacher
to work with the learners. He/she can
watch the learners speaking and give them
feedback in the form of comments. In this
way, learning takes place not only inside but
also outside the physical classes, not only
during but also beyond the official hours. As
a result, both the learners and the teachers
benefit and the training quality improves.

5. CONCLUSION

FLD, HPU has good opportunities to
work with various types of learners and in
— service learners are the ones that benefit,
inspire and challenge the teachers a lot.

As far as the benefits are concerned,
these adult learners have a lot of strengths
such as god ability to use modern tech-
nology, rich knowledge and experience
at work and in life that both the teacher
and their classmate can benefit from. The
teacher and the learners learn from each
other and the former can get the latter
involved in the process of adjusting the
learning materials to make them more au-
thentic and useful.



In terms of inspiration and challenges,
the learners’ weaknesses at first seem to be
incompatible with their ambition but later
turn out to be the inspiration and encour-
agement for the teachers to be creative
in teaching. It is the learners’ ambition to
learn and their seemingly insurmountable
difficulties that inspire and motivate the
teachers to create the more adaptive learn-
ing activities such as pair work and group
work. In this way, the learners can obtain
their learning purposes and the teachers
can prove their good ability to provide a
flexible training service to various types of
learners and meet the demands of the so-
ciety for the all-rounded human resource.

This article discusses the detailed
description of the in - service learners’
strengths and weaknesses as language
learners when they are learning English
speaking skills at FLD, HPU and
suggests some solutions to promoting their
strengths and reducing their limitations.
The limitation of this research is that the
number of the participants is small and

the solutions are to some extent based on
the author’s own reflection of her teaching
experience. This means that there should
be a more extensive and intensive research
on this issue so that the results would be
more reliable and persuavive.
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