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ABSTRACT:

English speaking proficiency is a crucial aspect of language learning, particularly for first-year English majors embarking on their academic journey. Mastering
spoken English not only facilitates effective communication but also lays a solid foundation for future academic and professional endeavors. However, the traditional
classroom approach often falls short in providing ample opportunities for students to actively engage in speaking practice. Through an in-depth analysis and
synthesis of existing literature, as well as personal insights drawn from educational experiences, this study aims to underscore the importance of integrating group
work activities as a cornerstone of language pedagogy for first-year English majors. Through interviews and class observations involving students from an English
class and their instructor, the research seeks insights into effective techniques for leveraging group work to enhance speaking skills. The findings hold significance
for both students' learning journeys and teachers' pedagogical approaches in teaching spoken English.
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1. Introduction

English is universally recognized as a pivotal language, serving as a conduit between diverse cultures and nations. For learners, especially Vietnamese
students, mastering English entails honing four fundamental skills: listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Among these, spoken proficiency holds
particular importance for global communication. Yet, cultivating fluency demands consistent practice across various life contexts, both in and out of the
classroom. Unfortunately, the English learning environment in our country often falls short, hindering students' speaking skill development and eroding
their confidence in interactions with foreigners.

In response to this challenge, educators have increasingly turned to group work activities as a means to enhance English speaking skills among first-year
English majors. By fostering collaboration, interaction, and real-life communication scenarios, group work activities offer a dynamic and effective
platform for students to hone their speaking abilities in a supportive environment.

This research explores the significance of using group work activities to improve English speaking skills specifically tailored for first-year English majors.
It delves into the rationale behind employing such strategies, the benefits they offer, and practical examples of how they can be implemented within the
academic setting. Additionally, it examines the potential challenges associated with group work and proposes strategies for mitigating them to maximize
the efficacy of these activities. Through an in-depth analysis and synthesis of existing literature, as well as personal insights drawn from educational
experiences, this study aims to underscore the importance of integrating group work activities as a cornerstone of language pedagogy for first-year English
majors. By doing so, it seeks to equip educators with valuable insights and practical approaches to empower students in their journey toward English
fluency and proficiency.

As we delve into this exploration, it becomes evident that harnessing the power of group work activities holds immense promise in nurturing confident,
articulate, and proficient English speakers among first-year English majors. While group work for improving speaking skills isn't a novel concept globally
or in Vietnam, the researcher aims to apply these activities specifically for first-year English majors at a university in Hanoi.

Indeed, group-work activities align well with the characteristics of these students. The researcher advocates for increased incorporation of such activities
by teachers to provide students with ample opportunities to bolster their overall English proficiency, with a particular focus on speaking skills.


http://www.ijrpr.com/
mailto:research6688@gmail.com

International Journal of Research Publication and Reviews, Vol 5, no 4, pp 6220-6224 April 2024 6221

2. Literature review
2.1. The concepts of speaking

The concept of speaking skill has been extensively defined by renowned authors. Bygate (1987) describes it as "the ability to use oral language to convey
ideas, intentions, thoughts, and feelings to others in a clear and understandable manner." Similarly, Hedge (2000) posits that speaking is a skill through
which individuals are judged, particularly during initial impressions.

In essence, speaking skill holds significant importance as it enables individuals to articulate and exchange their thoughts effectively. It is a crucial aspect
of communication, reflecting one's ideas and personality, and involves the dynamic interaction between individuals within specific contexts.

2.2. Challenges in speaking skill

Learning to speak English fluently is a common goal for many non-native speakers around the world. However, mastering speaking skills in an English
as a Foreign Language (EFL) context presents numerous challenges that learners must navigate.

Pronunciation and Intonation:

One of the primary hurdles EFL learners face is mastering English pronunciation and intonation. English phonetics can be vastly different from the
learner's native language, leading to difficulty in producing sounds accurately. Additionally, mastering the rhythm and stress patterns of English speech
poses further challenges.

Vocabulary and Fluency:

Building a sufficient vocabulary and achieving fluency in speaking are ongoing challenges for EFL learners. Limited vocabulary can impede
communication and lead to frustration when attempting to express complex ideas. Developing fluency requires practice and exposure to authentic English
conversations, which may be limited in non-English-speaking environments.

Fear of Making Mistakes:

Fear of making mistakes can hinder speaking progress for EFL learners. The pressure to speak accurately and the fear of embarrassment or negative
feedback can cause anxiety, leading learners to avoid speaking opportunities altogether.

Cultural and Sociolinguistic Factors:

Navigating cultural and sociolinguistic nuances adds another layer of complexity to learning speaking skills in English. Understanding appropriate
language use in different contexts, such as formal vs. informal settings, and cultural norms surrounding communication styles, can be challenging for
EFL learners.

Limited Opportunities for Practice:

Access to opportunities for meaningful speaking practice can be limited, particularly in environments where English is not widely spoken. Without regular
practice and interaction with fluent speakers, learners may struggle to develop and maintain their speaking skills.

2.3. Groupwork

Group work is widely regarded as a highly effective approach for English language learning, offering a conducive environment for collaborative study.
Various scholars have provided definitions and insights into the concept:

Eva Hammar Chiriac (2004) views group work as a potent learning strategy that, when implemented effectively, can greatly benefit students.

Jennifer Morris (2016) defines group work as a student-centered teaching method that emphasizes collaboration, cooperation, and teamwork. In such
settings, students have the opportunity to tackle tasks independently, fostering a sense of confidence and independence. This autonomy, coupled with the
supportive atmosphere of working with peers, facilitates significant development in speaking abilities within a short timeframe.

Furthermore, Rance-Roney (2010) describes group work as a classroom practice wherein students collaborate in teams to construct knowledge and
achieve tasks through interactive engagement. While group work may be informally used for organizing short activities, its formal implementation yields
numerous benefits. Students not only address learning difficulties collectively but also share effective strategies for mastering English and other subjects.

In summary, group work stands out as a valuable method for student learning, particularly in the self-study process, offering a plethora of benefits
including enhanced knowledge and skills acquisition.

Advantages of Working in Groups for Language Learning
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Language learning is a complex process that benefits greatly from collaborative efforts and group work. Researchers have extensively explored the
advantages of group work in language education, shedding light on its multifaceted benefits for learners. This literature review synthesizes key findings
from various scholars regarding the advantages of working in groups for language learning.

Eva Hammar Chiriac (2004) emphasizes the potency of group work as a learning strategy, highlighting its capacity to significantly benefit students when
employed effectively. Chiriac's perspective underscores the transformative potential of group dynamics in fostering language acquisition and proficiency.

Jennifer Morris (2016) offers insights into the student-centered nature of group work, stressing its emphasis on collaboration, cooperation, and teamwork.
Morris elucidates how group work empowers students to tackle tasks autonomously, thereby enhancing their confidence and independence in language
learning endeavors.

Rance-Roney (2010) provides a nuanced understanding of group work as a classroom practice aimed at fostering collaborative interaction among students.
Rance-Roney's research illuminates how group work facilitates the construction of knowledge and the accomplishment of tasks through collective
engagement, underscoring its role in promoting deeper understanding and retention of language concepts.

Collectively, these scholars paint a compelling picture of the advantages inherent in working in groups for language learning. From promoting
collaboration and teamwork to fostering autonomy and deepening understanding, group work emerges as a versatile and powerful tool for facilitating
language acquisition and proficiency among learners.

Group work stands as a cornerstone of collaborative learning, placing students at the center of their educational journey. In the realm of language learning,
particularly in developing speaking skills, its significance cannot be overstated, offering a multitude of benefits for both educators and learners alike. The
advantages of utilizing group work activities are readily apparent. Firstly, such activities foster peer support among students, creating a small class
environment where mutual encouragement and motivation abound. Secondly, group work provides invaluable opportunities for students to hone their
speaking skills and articulate ideas in the presence of their peers. In instances where individuals struggle with aspects of English such as grammar or
generating ideas, classmates readily offer assistance and facilitate improvement. Moreover, the collaborative nature of group work promotes efficiency,
embodying the adage "Many hands make light work," leading to heightened productivity and achievement.

Disadvantages of Working in Groups in Language Learning

While group work is often lauded for its collaborative nature and its potential to enhance language learning, it is not without its drawbacks. Understanding
these disadvantages is crucial for educators and learners alike to navigate the challenges effectively.

One significant disadvantage is the potential for unequal participation among group members. In some cases, certain students may dominate discussions
or tasks, leaving others with limited opportunities to contribute or practice their language skills. This imbalance can hinder the overall effectiveness of
group work and may lead to feelings of frustration or disengagement among less assertive learners.

Another challenge is the risk of social loafing, where individuals exert less effort or motivation when working in a group compared to when working
alone. This phenomenon can undermine the quality of language practice and diminish the learning outcomes for all group members.

Additionally, conflicts and disagreements may arise within groups, particularly when members have differing opinions or communication styles.
Managing such conflicts can be challenging, and if left unresolved, they can disrupt the learning process and hinder collaboration.

Furthermore, group work may not always align with the learning preferences or needs of every student. Some learners may thrive in independent study
environments or prefer one-on-one interaction with instructors, making group work less conducive to their language learning journey.

Lastly, logistical issues such as scheduling conflicts or varying levels of commitment among group members can pose practical challenges that impede
the effectiveness of group work initiatives.

Hence, while group work offers numerous benefits for language learning, including opportunities for peer support, practice, and collaboration, it also
presents several challenges that must be addressed to ensure its success. Educators should be mindful of these disadvantages and implement strategies to
mitigate them, fostering a more inclusive and productive learning environment for all students.

2.4. A successful speaking lesson

In language acquisition, speaking often appears to be the most crucial skill. The term "speakers" is commonly used to refer to individuals proficient in a
language, implying that speaking encompasses other forms of language proficiency. Moreover, many language learners prioritize speaking skills above
all others. This sentiment underscores the perceived centrality of speaking in language learning endeavors. (Ur, 1998: 120)

In Penny Ur's book "Language Teaching" (1998), three key characteristics of successful speaking activities are identified:

Learners practice extensively: In these activities, students take center stage and engage in speaking for the majority of the allocated time. The role of the
teacher is primarily to introduce topics and prompt participation, empowering students to actively participate in the conversation.

Equal participation: Successful speaking activities ensure that all learners have an opportunity to contribute to the discussion. There is no domination by
a minority of vocal participants, and every student is encouraged to speak and share their ideas.
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High motivation: These activities are designed to spark learners' interest and motivation. Carefully selected topics engage students and inspire them to
actively participate in the conversation. Students are eager to complete their tasks and share their perspectives on the given topics.

By incorporating these characteristics into speaking activities, educators can create an environment conducive to effective language learning, where
students are actively engaged, motivated, and provided with ample opportunities to practice and improve their speaking skills.

3. Methodology

Interviews and class observations were employed as the primary methods of data collection to address the research questions. The study involved students
from an English class and their teacher, focusing on English speaking skills. Thirty students were selected for observation, while interviews were
conducted with ten students and the teacher.

4. Findings and Discussion

The analysis of interview and observation data revealed a clear recognition among teachers and students regarding the importance of speaking skills.
Both groups exhibited positive attitudes towards the role and benefits of group-work activities in enhancing speaking proficiency. The effectiveness of
group work in learning speaking skills was evident from classroom observations and interviews.

Students expressed a preference for working in groups over individual study, citing increased confidence and enjoyment in collaborative settings. The
teacher frequently organized group activities, dividing the class into smaller groups and assigning tasks that encouraged discussion and mutual assistance.
This collaborative approach fostered a pleasant atmosphere conducive to active participation and learning.

Furthermore, the teacher's observation of students' preference for group work prompted the integration of such activities into speaking lessons. Groups
were formed based on classroom seating arrangements, and homework assignments also emphasized group work. Consequently, students engaged in
collaborative learning not only during class but also outside, leveraging various locations for completing tasks.

Overall, the findings underscored the positive impact of group-work activities on speaking skill development, highlighting students' enhanced
engagement, confidence, and knowledge acquisition within collaborative learning environments.

However, the majority of students encountered numerous challenges during speaking lessons, despite teachers providing opportunities for practice through
group activities. Approximately 80% of students still struggled to generate ideas to contribute during group work. For instance, Minh, an interviewee,
expressed, "I find learning speaking skills quite difficult... Moreover, | often struggle with knowing what to say." Additionally, around 78% of students
lacked the confidence to present in front of their peers due to fear of making mistakes in their speeches. Minh further articulated, "At times, | feel insecure
when speaking English in front of others." Another interviewee echoed similar sentiments, stating, "My difficulties in learning speaking skills include
feeling lack of confidence and not knowing what to say." Many students reported experiencing a shortage of ideas to share with their partners when given
a topic by the teacher. This difficulty arose because the allotted five or ten minutes for brainstorming was insufficient. In summary, first-year students
encountered various challenges, such as lack of confidence, inhibition, and difficulty generating content.

Following the implementation of group work activities, most students' speaking skills improved to an acceptable and proficient level. During the initial
observation lesson, a pair could converse at a rate of 50 words per minute; however, by the third lesson, they could articulate over 80 words per minute,
indicating significant enhancement in their speaking abilities through group work activities both inside and outside the classroom. Moreover, students
gained deeper insights into their peers as they engaged in discussions and shared experiences together. Utilizing group work not only aided in tackling
challenging exercises and tasks but also provided an opportunity for students to develop a better understanding of their classmates, particularly since they
were first-year majors unfamiliar with one another. Therefore, group work activities served as a valuable means for students to foster new friendships
and enhance their communication skills simultaneously.

The researcher proposes several suggestions for effectively enhancing the use of group work activities in English speaking lessons.

Firstly, teachers should carefully structure group activities to facilitate skill development, particularly in speaking. Clear instructions should precede
group work tasks, aiding students in understanding their objectives and focusing on achieving optimal outcomes.

Secondly, students are encouraged to engage in self-study to refine their grammar, pronunciation, and vocabulary. Consistent practice, ideally dedicating
at least two hours daily to speaking exercises and other language skills, is recommended. Establishing a well-structured study schedule and incentivizing
progress with personal rewards can enhance adherence to study plans.

Additionally, leveraging various resources, such as online platforms, can supplement learning efforts. For instance, Uyen suggests utilizing audio, video,
and movie content for repetition, a time-tested method for language acquisition. Platforms like YouTube offer abundant educational content and
communities conducive to learning.

After all, learners should embrace diverse learning sources, not limited to textbooks but extending to the vast resources available on the internet. Speaking
proficiency is pivotal in mastering a foreign language like English, facilitating communication across global contexts. While existing studies explore the
efficacy of group work in enhancing speaking skills, the unique characteristics of students distinguish them from their counterparts elsewhere.
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5. Conclusion

In conclusion, teaching speaking skills in a foreign language presents challenges for both teachers and students, demanding concerted efforts. Group work
activities serve as invaluable tools, fostering motivation, camaraderie, and problem-solving abilities among learners. Collaborative group work cultivates
traits such as cooperation, independence, and active engagement, contributing to students' overall development. To enhance the effectiveness of group
work activities in English speaking lessons, several recommendations are proposed.

Firstly, teachers should meticulously organize group work activities to bolster students' overall skills, with a particular focus on speaking proficiency.
Clear instructions are essential before students embark on group tasks, ensuring clarity on objectives and areas of concentration for optimal results.
Additionally, students are encouraged to engage in self-directed study to refine their grammar, pronunciation, and vocabulary. Consistent daily practice,
supported by a well-structured schedule and personal incentives, can facilitate effective learning. Leveraging diverse resources, including online platforms
like YouTube, enriches the learning experience and supplements traditional methods.

While this study provides valuable insights, its scope is limited to first-year English majors at a university in Hanoi, reflecting the characteristics of a
specific cohort within a single university. Therefore, further research is warranted to explore a broader range of universities and investigate additional
facets of English speaking skill development through group work activities. Expanding the scope of inquiry will yield a more comprehensive
understanding of the current state of teaching and learning English speaking skills in diverse educational contexts.
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