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1. Introduction 

English nowadays is considered as a tool to help people all over the world communicate and 

understand one another. However, people who use English as a foreign language (EFL) often find 

it difficult to communicate effectively with the native and their communication, in most cases, is 

assessed to be unnatural and even inappropriate with the speaking setting. Even though most 

native speakers accept such errors in the speech of non-native speakers, they may feel 

uncomfortable because of the non-native‟s overly formal language. It is said that “classroom 

English” or „textbook English‟ has often proved less than useful for „real‟ communicative 

purpose [1]. In the native‟s communication process, real people use mostly „the language of the 

streets‟ that consists of various colloquial or informal expressions [2] and it is the non-standard or 

colloquial expressions that are the uniqueness of everyday English used by the native [3]. This 

feature mainly creates the naturalness of real everyday English, about which many non-native 

people may not know.  

There have been different studies about colloquialism. The first one comes from Trimastuti 

[4] who showed the impact of social media through students‟ writing on WhatsApp, Twitter, 

Instagram, etc. The result of study showed teenagers used slang or colloquial words only in their 

circle. The second research is from Amir and Azisah [5]. They conducted the research about 

gender analysis on slang language in students‟ daily conversations. In this study, they categorized 

the use of slang words between male and female. Based on the research result, male and female 

students used slang language in different ways and also frequency. Similarly, according to 

Shahraki & Rakesh [6], males used slang words and expressions more than females. By using 

these expressions, males could display their toughness, representing their masculinity society; in 

contrast, females usually were more cautions than males in their choices of styles. Thirdly, the 

study by Salma [7] revealed that the most frequent slang words that were used among teenagers 

were acronym, loan, and substation.  

Although studies have been conducted concerning colloquialism, most of them focus mainly 

on slang language. Working on the relationship between other features of colloquial form of 

English language and the learners‟ competence of making conversations is rare. Therefore, to 

explore whether or not English is used naturally and appropriately by English major students at 

the School of Foreign Languages, the study on colloquial English to make conversations in their 

speaking classes was carried out. This study put three research questions as following. 

 How frequently do English major students at the School of Foreign Languages use 

colloquial English in making conversations?  

 How does the frequency reflect the students‟ competence of speaking colloquial English?  

 What factors influence the students‟ acquisition of colloquial English in their speaking classes? 

To do this, the definition and several main features must be clarified at the onset. 

1.1. Key terms: Colloquial/ informal/ casual English  

Colloquialism is a familiar style used in speaking and writing. Similarly, informal speech 

means informality and not much strict attention to set forms. In The Five Clock [8], the colloquial 

comprises both the consultative and the casual style. The casual style is used for friends and 

acquaintances, and is marked by frequent ellipsis and slang.  

In terms of the using context, colloquial language is informal language that is not rude, but 

would not be used in formal situations. It is the language of private conversation, of informal 

letters, etc. It is the first form of language that a native speaking child becomes familiar with. 

Because it is generally easier to understand than formal English, it is often used nowadays in 

public communication of a popular kind; for example, advertisements and popular newspapers 

mainly employ colloquial or informal style [9]. 
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1.2. Main features of colloquial English speech 

1.2.1. Phonetic and phonological features 

It is realized that „informal English is sloppy and a victim of “lazy tongues” [10]. Spoken 

English of all registers is characterized by reductions of sounds and ellipses. „Reduction of 

sounds is characteristic of informal spoken English. Vowels drop or reduce to schwa, and other 

sounds change or blur; for example, „can‟ /kæn/ has the vowel dropped to /kən/, „how about‟ is 

reduced to „how‟bout‟, „madam‟ to „ma‟m‟, „and‟ to „‟n‟, „every‟ to „ev‟ry‟, etc. We do not 

pronounce words letter by letter with the written form. “Gotta”, “gonna”, and “wanna” look 

strange to students when they are printed in a dialogue, yet the students hear these forms all the 

time. Referring to Weinstein‟s listings on reduced forms in her book “Whaddaya say” [11], 

approximately 95 percent of the reduced forms are function words.  

1.2.2. Morphological features 

Weinstein [11] says, „in speech, people take shortcuts. However, there is not the same danger 

of misunderstanding as there is in writing. The context is clear and comprehension can be easily 

verified since the audience is present.‟ For example, a university student‟s saying such as „I‟ve an 

eight in the univ tomorrow‟ (an eight = the class that starts at eight, univ = university) will be not 

in danger of being misunderstood if it is placed in the specific speaking context.  

1.2.3. Syntactical features 

Václav Řeřicha [12] explores that when native people use colloquial language, they tend to 

use active rather than passive structures. For example, ‘I’ll do this task’ is much preferred rather 

than ‘this task will be done by me.’ 

When native people talk to each other, ellipsis tends to be used all the time. This language 

phenomenon refers to the omission from a clause of one or more words that would otherwise be 

required by the remaining elements [12].  

The other most prominent syntactic features of colloquial English are active voice prevalence 

in the speech, coordination (parataxis) prevailing over subordination, incomplete structures, 

chunks of phrasal and clausal structural units. In other words, loosely organized structures with 

conventions of “standard” language often being violated are much used and preferred by the 

speaker [12]. 

1.2.4. Lexical features 

Colloquial language uses specific vocabulary, normally short and simple words of Germanic 

origin rather than of Latin origin. Interjections such as „oh‟, „yeah‟, „gee‟ are often much 

exploited. In everyday language, the native tend to add discourse markers or fillers while they are 

speaking, for example „kind of‟, „sort of‟, „like‟, „you know‟, „well‟, „actually‟ and parenthetical 

elements „indeed‟, „sure‟, „no doubt‟, „no way‟, „obviously‟, „perhaps, „maybe‟. In most 

conversations, conjunction „and‟ is frequently used. Hesitation markers are often used in 

colloquial English speech [13]; for example: uhm, err, uh huh, etc. After all, hesitation markers 

serve an important function: they give a person time to think and hold the floor [14]. 

Conversational English speech is also marked by certain modifiers that are not found in other 

registers. „Pretty‟ and „real‟ used as adverbs are two common examples. Other modifiers, such as 

„a lot‟ and „a bit‟ find their way into the speech of native speakers easily [15]. 

2. Methodology 

A random sample of 146 students (107 females and 39 males) majoring in English at the 

School of Foreign Languages – Thai Nguyen University participated in the study. The 

participants were fourth-year students studying in five different classes of course 40. Their 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clause
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English was generally assessed to be at the advanced level. This general assessment was based on 

the requirements of their language skills in the fourth academic year when they had to achieve 

English oral/ written proficiency at advanced level. The assessment was also drawn through 

students‟ long duration of studying English. Most of them had been exposed to English as a 

foreign language for more than 10 years on average.  

Another sample consisted of 2 Vietnamese teachers and 3 American teachers. They were 

currently teaching spoken English to the classes at the School of Foreign Languages, Thai Nguyen 

University. This sample was selected to attend semi-interviews with the researcher. All of the 

teachers held an M.A. degree. They had the experience of teaching English for 5 years at 

minimum and for 10 years at maximum in Vietnam.  

 The first instrument used in this study was questionnaires which were administered to 

students to gather information of the participants‟ language background, their frequency and 

competence of utilizing colloquial English. All students were given instructions in Vietnamese and 

a brief explanation about the questionnaire. Participants were advised that they could ask the 

researcher if they did not know the meaning of a particular word or understand a particular 

concept, etc. After that, the questionnaire was completed by every participant. On average, it 

took them 20 minutes to fill out all of the information in the questionnaire.  

Based on the results collected from the assessment, the researcher carried out some semi-

interviews with the native teachers and non-native teachers to know what affected the students‟ 

competence of using colloquial English speech in their classroom. The interviews were 

conducted either after the speaking lessons or at the break time. The interviews were then 

transcribed into texts. 

3. Findings and discussion 

3.1. Frequency of applying colloquial English by the surveyed students 

The following tables reported back the results collected from the assessment scale in students‟ 

questionnaires.  

Table 1. Analysis of phonetic features used in students’ speaking classes 

Frequency 

Phonetics 

Almost 

always 
Often Sometimes Seldom Never 

Reduced speech 0% 0% 33.6% 66.4% 0% 

Fast speech pace 0% 0% 16.4% 77.4% 6.2% 

Elision 0% 0% 0% 25.3% 74.7% 

Linking 0% 8.2% 69.9% 21.9% 0% 

Stress 0% 23.3% 66.4% 10.3% 0% 

Intonation, rhythm 2.1% 25.3% 46.6% 22.6% 3.4% 

It can be seen from table 1 that most of the surveyed students seldom used reduced speech in 

making conversations and the rest number of the students sometimes did that. Many of them 

admitted that the most preferable reduced form in their speech was yeah/yep. The others found it 

quite difficult to use reduced speech because their speech pace was not fast enough to drop 

vowels or reduce them to schwa, and make other sounds change or blur in careless pronunciation.  

This fact was solidly proved through the figures showing student‟s frequency of using fast 

speech pace. 77.4% of them seldom spoke with fast speech. A small number of the rest students 

reported that they sometimes or even never used such pace when speaking in the classroom. In 

terms of elision, a prominent phonology feature to characterize colloquial English, the result 

pointed out that the majority (74.7%) of English major students never used elision when making 

conversations and that this feature was just used occasionally by the others.  
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The collected results also demonstrated that a large number of students sometimes spoke 

English with linking, stress, intonation and rhythm.  

In brief, the results collected from table 1 showed that not many English major students 

used the phonetic and phonological features of colloquial English speech frequently in their 

speaking classes. 

Table 2. Analysis of morphological features used in students’ speaking classes 

Frequency 

Morphology 

Almost always Often Sometimes Seldom Never 

Abbreviated forms 0% 0% 19.2% 67.1% 13.7% 

Contracted forms 0% 15.8% 77.4% 6.8% 0% 

As shown in table 2, in terms of abbreviated forms, the majority of students seemed 

unfamiliar with this item as a token of colloquial language identity. Thus, 67.1% of these students 

chose “seldom” as their immediate answer. Further talking about this, some of them expressed 

their doubt of these “new forms” because they were just acquainted with “standard full forms” in 

their course books and they did not know how to use these words correctly. 

With regard to contracted forms, all the students were familiar with them but just 15.8% of 

these students often used them in their speaking classes. A large number of the surveyed students 

used contracted forms with less frequency, so 84.2% of their choices were for “seldom” and 

“sometimes”. Explaining this, several students said that they were much influenced by the full 

forms in the written texts because when given time to practice on any topic, they often write 

down every word in their conversation. Furthermore, they could not gain fast speaking speed, so 

it would be easier for them to pronounce word by word in their speech.  

To sum up, many English majors tended to use full forms frequently in their speaking classes. 

The reason for that choice mainly originated from their habit of speaking along with written texts 

or great influence of their course books.   

Table 3. Analysis of syntactic features used in students’ speaking classes 

                       Frequency 

Syntax 

Almost always Often Sometimes Seldom Never 

Ellipsis 0% 66.4% 23.3% 10.3% 0% 

Active voice  86.3% 13.7% 0% 0% 0% 

Coordination (Parataxis) 23.3% 76.7% 0% 0% 0% 

Short or chopped and simple sentences 45.9% 54.1% 0% 0% 0% 

As can be illustrated from table 3, the most prominent syntactic features of colloquial English 

occurred in English major students‟ speech with high frequency. Among these features, active 

voice was used with the highest frequency. The majority (76.7%) of students often tended to 

organize and express their ideas in coordinate clauses with the help of coordinating devices such 

as and, but, so. The rest 23.3% of the students even showed the most frequent use (almost 

always) of this feature in their speech. Regarding short or chopped and simple sentences, 100% 

of the surveyed students chose “almost always” and “often” as their commonly used feature in 

their conversations. In terms of ellipsis, the number of students expressed as 66.4% of the total 

who often used this feature was much higher than those who sometimes and seldom used it.  

Summarily, in appearance, there seemed to be no challenges for students to use the syntactic 

features of colloquial language, but in fact, it was due to their fear for making mistakes, not for 

gaining the naturalness in their speech. That is the reason why many students tend to write down 

their whole conversations and practice by learning them by heart. Therefore, in reality, it was 

much doubtful whether English major students used such features with high frequency in an 

appropriate way or not.  
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Table 4. Analysis of lexical features used in students’ speaking classes 

                       Frequency 

Lexicology 

Almost always Often Sometimes Seldom Never 

Interjections  15.1% 54.1% 29.4% 1.4% 0% 

Fillers 0% 0% 23.3% 65.1% 11.6% 

Parenthetical elements 0% 0% 4.8% 78.1% 17.1% 

Hesitation markers 0% 12.3% 17.8% 69.9% 0% 

Idioms, slang 0% 0% 0% 2.7% 97.3% 

Phrasal verbs 0% 0% 8.2% 38.4% 53.4% 

Statistics in table 4 have shown that interjections were exploited in the students‟ speech with 

the highest frequency. 69.2% of the total almost always and often chose this feature as a means of 

expressing their feelings in their classroom speaking.  

With regard to fillers, hesitation markers and parenthetical elements, the majority of these 

students respectively showed the nearly lowest frequency (seldom) of using these lexical features 

in their speech. One explanation for that was due to their “too much careful preparation” for their 

conversation without any improvisation (Miss Stephanie, American lecturer). The fact showed 

that most of the students too much focused on the message-oriented speech through their well-

prepared written texts; as a result, they neglected features of interactional speech.  

In terms of idioms, slang – the most prominent features of colloquial lexicology, nearly all 

(97.3%) of English major students reported that they had never used them before. The same 

frequency occurred in the use of phrasal verbs by these students, among whom 53.4% never, 

38.4% seldom and 8.2% sometimes exploited phrasal verbs in their speech. This may be the most 

difficult feature for both the learning and teaching of English as a foreign language. Most of the 

students admitted that they found it difficult to understand and remember the idioms or slang. 

Moreover, they did not have any chance to practice them in the classroom. The native teachers 

added that they wanted to introduce some common idioms and slang to their students but they 

were not be arranged in a systematic teaching curriculum, so the students were reluctant to listen 

and immediately forgot them. In summary, lexical features seemed to be the biggest challenge to 

English major students in their conversation practice.  

3.2. Assessment of students’ competence of using colloquial English in the classroom 

 As can be seen from the assessment of students and the teachers, colloquial English is not 

only unfamiliar but also challenging with almost all of the students. Therefore, both the students 

and teachers assessed students‟ competence as “poor”, and “very poor”. Just a small number of 

students considered themselves as “fair” colloquial English speakers. These students were some 

of the best students with very high learning results in the university. However, they were not 

provided with sufficient sociolinguistic knowledge and some of them reported that this was the 

first time they had heard of the term “colloquial English” and its main features. They were not 

informed of these features at the classroom, so they were quite eager for getting them to cope 

with real life situations better and understand native English deeply.  

3.3. Factors influencing students’ competence of using colloquial English in the classroom 

3.3.1. Learner factors 

1- Students‟ lack of necessary language condition: From the interest distribution of four 

language skills, listening skill received the least attention from the students. This may cause 

many difficulties to students when they are exposed to authentic language used by the native 

English speaker. Listening is considered the most crucial condition toward students‟ use of 
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colloquial English because it provides them with authentic input materials. Therefore, this may 

be regarded as the issue worth considering.  

 2- Students‟ little exposure to colloquial English in non-native setting: The evidence 

showed that only 7.5% of the surveyed students had heard of the term “colloquial” before and 

most of them had never been taught how to speak colloquial English with the efficient use of 

its main features.  

 3- Students‟ misleading perceptions of colloquial English speech: In the questionnaires 

delivered to students, most of the collected results reflected the students‟ misleading perceptions 

of the roles, contexts, and specific features of colloquial English.  

 4- Students‟ attitudes towards colloquial English use: Although many students showed their 

desire to learn colloquial English speech, their desire was often attached to another condition that 

it must help them better cope with real life situations or it must help them become a good English 

speaker. Thus, this condition will become an obstacle to demotivate students‟ learning if the 

condition is not satisfied immediately because it requires time and other conditions for them to 

become good colloquial speakers.  

 5- Students‟ age: Most of the FLF students‟ age ranges from 21 – 23, so the age may prevent 

students much from getting the new style due to their “fossilization”.  

3.3.2. Teacher factors  

 1- Lack of exposure to authentic language: Because of living in a non-native setting with 

English considered as a foreign language, many teachers have limited exposure to how colloquial 

English features really work in the reality.  

 2- Misconceptions or unawareness about colloquial English speech: Some teachers, 

especially Vietnamese teachers, have not captured the main features of English colloquial 

English speech. They could hardly give an exact definition of the term because of their 

misconceptions or their unawareness of this issue. They even thought that colloquial English was 

not so important to English learning.  

 3- Deficiency in sociolinguistic competence: Because of the traditional teaching method 

(grammar-translation), academic English with the main focus on grammar, so the teacher lacks 

much sociolinguistic knowledge. This is the main limitations in the teaching of idioms and slang.  

 4- Little time and lack of expertise in material development: Most of the teachers are young 

and have limited experience in materials development, so it requires time and further compiling 

work to design the syllabus. 

 5- No room for teaching colloquial English in the speaking class: This is the main issue of the 

American teachers because they were afraid that teaching idioms, or phrasal verbs would be 

regarded as “out of the teaching goals.” 

4. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the main features of colloquial English speech were used with very low 

frequency by most of English fourth-year major students at the School of Foreign Languages. 

This implied that most of them were incompetent to use colloquial English effectively with the 

exploitation of its main features in their conversation. The factors influencing such inefficiency 

came from both sides: The learner and the teacher. With the focus of teaching students how to 

achieve competence of using colloquial language, teachers should teach students with the 

supplement of authentic spoken materials. The teachers should focus on the listening skill with 

more authentic content; for example, they can get students to listen to the peer conversations of 

the native or to watch the film in the classroom. The aim of these materials is to provide students 

with authentic language used by the native speaker. The topics should be chosen in accordance 

with the topics they are learning in the official learning hours. During the semester, the teachers 

should highlight the significance of colloquial English speech as well as the main goal of these 
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classes so that students know what they should achieve at the end of the semester. Together with 

teaching the language of conversation, we must teach the social parameters. Conversational 

strategies include knowing when to speak, what topic to speak about, and other cultural rules. 

However, the sociolinguistic aspects of language can be difficult to teach because the rules are 

subtle and not explicitly explained in any rule book of conversation. Therefore, the features of 

informal English can be taught within the context of dialogues. While tape recordings are an 

invaluable tool for bringing real speech into class, students should also have the opportunity to 

read the dialogue aloud. Textbook dialogues should not, however, be practiced to the point of 

memorization. Instead, they should provide a jumping-off point for role plays and discussions.  
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