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Abstract

This study was designed to investigate the spoken communication difficulties encountered
by the fourth-year EFL students of some rural faculties of Aden University and the factors
that might negatively contribute to their poor acquisition of spoken communication
proficiency during their learning of English in these faculties to reach some suggestions
and solutions that may help in changing the current situation and enabling the concerned
EFL programs produce proficient speakers of English. The data were collected through
varied instruments, namely students’ questionnaire (n = 120), teachers’ questionnaire (n
= 23), students’ interviews (n = 30), speaking skill teachers’ interviews (n = 4), students’
spoken communication proficiency assessment rubric (n = 42), classroom observations (n
= 6), and an assessment of speaking skill syllabi. The collected data were analyzed by
using the SPSS 21* version and manually. The results revealed that the majority of the
students encounter fluency and automaticity related difficulties and lack of
communication strategies. Moreover, some students also share one or more difficulties
with these two major ones, such as phonological difficulties, comprehension difficulties,
sociocultural difficulties, lack of discourse knowledge, affective difficulties, and lexical
and grammatical difficulties, respectively. Though the majority of the students seem to
have mastered a somehow sufficient level of grammar and vocabulary, many of them
cannot put their lexical and grammatical knowledge into use orally. It has also been
revealed that several factors are responsible for students’ poor acquisition of spoken
communication proficiency. These factors can be categorized into five types, namely a.
factors related to the students themselves, namely students’ lack of language learning
strategies to develop spoken English and lack of integrative motivation, b. factors related
to student’s past education, namely students’ poor English level when they joined the
concerned faculties in addition to the traditional learning habits they brought from their
pre-tertiary education, c. factors related to students’ environment, namely lack of
exposure to spoken English provided by the environment, d. factors related to teaching
methodology, such as lack of communicative activities, majority of the students are rarely
engaged in spoken activities, mother tongue use in English classes, no language
laboratory or ICTs, low qualifications of some teachers, i.e. a semi-traditional teaching
setting is still dominant in most classes, and e. curriculum-related factors, namely lack of
time devoted to teaching spoken communication skills and the overuse of non-English
subjects. As per the results, this study has provided some suggestions and solutions that
will help in changing the current situation and enabling the concerned EFL programs to

produce proficient speakers of English.
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Chapter One

GENERAL INTRODUCTION

1.0. Introduction

Communicating orally in English is the goal that approximately all EFL/ESL
learners wish to achieve in their learning of English and the ability by which a
learner’s success in language acquisition is usually measured (Nunan, 1991, p. 39). It
is for this reason that there has been a trend since the 1970s onwards to implement
communicative syllabi and communicative language teaching that enable foreign
language learning programs to produce learners who can use their target languages
proficiently. Universities and EFL programs have positively responded to such a trend
and worked hard in changing their traditional syllabi and teaching methodology to
ensure the implementation of more effective EFL learning. However, such a shift in
EFL teaching and learning is not an easy task that every EFL program can
successfully and effectively implement. Modified forms of traditional teaching still
exist till today in several EFL programs and are employed even by some EFL teachers
who claim their commitment to communicative language teaching (Kumaravadivelu,
1993; Nunan, 1987). It was dominant for many decades in the past that language
teaching is limited to the teaching of vocabularies and grammatical rules and this
traditional view of language learning has left its major impact on foreign language

learning programs.

Language is a system of communication and language learning should be
viewed as an active process of acquiring such a system and using it for
communication. In the words of Scarnio and Liddicoat (2009), “[l]anguage is not a
thing to be studied but a way of seeing, understanding and communicating about the

world” (p. 16). They viewed language learning as a social practice that “requires
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students to engage in tasks in which they create and interpret meaning, and in which
they communicate their own personal meanings” (p. 17). Hence, EFL programs
should focus on communication skills to succeed in producing proficient speakers of
English. This usually requires communicative syllabi and communicative language
teaching methodology together with training both EFL teachers and students on
modern technology and new trends in language teaching and learning to ensure proper
implementation of communicative EFL learning in their classrooms. It happens in
some contexts that even if communicative syllabi are prescribed for EFL learning,
teachers prefer using modified forms of traditional teaching in their classroom
teaching and they do not spend sufficient efforts to help their students develop their
spoken communication proficiency. In the Yemeni context; for example,
communicative syllabi were introduced for teaching English in the Yemeni primary
and secondary schools in the 1990s but it is taught in most of these schools
traditionally with a more focus given to grammar, lexical competence, and reading
comprehension while spoken skills are given less attention or ignored in both
classroom teaching and assessment (Ahmed & Pawar, 2018b, Ahmed & Qasem,
2019; Alnageeb, 2012; Al-Sohbani, 2013; Al-Tammimi & Attamimi, 2014; Bin Hadj,
2016; Hwaider, 2016).

Spoken communication skills should constitute a major part of any language
teaching program as its uses occupy most of our time in comparison to the written
ones. I am not here arguing for overemphasizing spoken skills at the expense of the
written ones but I would like to make it clear that spoken skills should be given their
appropriate space in language syllabi and classroom teaching. We usually learn our
mother tongues by listening, then speaking before going further for reading and
writing. Hence, in EFL teaching, we should give listening and speaking skills their
due space from the first stage of language learning and not let language learning be
more