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USING GROUP-WORK ACTIVITIES TO IMPROVE ENGLISH SPEAKING
SKILL FOR THE FIRST YEAR ENGLISH MAJORS AT THAI NGUYEN
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SUMMARY
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Language is extremely vital in human life. Therefore, English plays an important role in the
current integration of globalization from communication to opportunities in learning, working,
expanding relationships to business cooperation, etc. Working in a group is considered as an
excellent tool in enhancing their speaking ability in both pronunciation and brainstroming ideas.
This study aims at investigating the difficulties in learning English speaking skill of the first year
English majors of Thai Nguyen University of Education as well as the use of group-work activities
and suggesting some effective techniques about group-work activities to develop their speaking
skills. Interview and class observation were used to collect data in order to discover the answers to
research questions. The participants are the students coming from class English k52 and a teacher
teaching English speaking skill for this class. The result of the study is certainly meaningful and
useful for both the students’ learning process and the teachers’ teaching speaking skill.

Key words: group work, using group-work activities to improve speaking skill, the first year

English majors, students at TUE, speaking skill.

INTRODUCTION

English is an international language which is
extremely important in our life. It is
considered a bridge connecting a country or a
culture with others. In learning a language
including English, the learners in general and
Vietnamese ones, in particular, need to learn
four main skills which are listening, speaking,
reading and writing skill. However, in order
to communicate with people around the
world, learners have to study how to speak
English fluently as a foreign language or
native people. This skill demands practice
more in many contexts of our life both inside
and outside the class. However, the English
learning environment of our country is not
really convenient and suitable enough for the
students; which it is quite difficult for them to
develop their speaking skills. Therefore,
students are not confident and they do not
what they have to talk when they
communicate with foreigners.

To learn this skill effectively, it is important
to require some activities as learning
environment so that help the learners have

" Tel: 0979369523, Email: bacvd@dhsptn.edu.vn

more opportunities to practice and feel more
excited as well as motivated. Working in
groups is one of such expected ones.
Participating in group activities will help
them to not only be more confident in
communicating but also their speaking
abilities will certainly improve significantly
as members of the team will help others
correct their mistakes and then all students
will be able to progress together.
Nevertheless, students join in the speaking
lesson much more active because they have a
lot of opportunities to practice speaking
English, share ideas with their friends as well
as re-correct for others' mistakes than
listening and writing something given from
their teachers.

There are many researchers both in our
country and in the world studying about using
group-work activities in order to improve
speaking skill. However, the different
activities or methods are suitable for different
participants from other regions. It means that
foreign  students are different from
Vietnamese students in general and the first
year English majors at TUE in particular.

Working in groups in order to improve
speaking skill is not really a new study in the
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world as well as Vietnam. However, the
researcher wants to apply these activities for
the first year English majors at TUE.
Actually, group-work activities are extremely
suitable with the students’ characteristic. The
researcher hopes that the teachers should
organize more and more group-work
activities for students so that they have more
chance to enhance their English skills in
general and speaking skill in particular.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The definitions of speaking

The concepts of speaking skill were defined
by many famous authors in the world.
According to Bygate (1987, p 1) [1]
"Speaking skill is the ability in using oral
language to explore ideas, intentions,
thoughts and feelings to other people as a way
to make the message clearly delivered and
well understood by the hearer.”. Besides,
Hedge (2000, p 261) [4] argues “speaking is
a skill by which they [people] are judged
while first impressions are being formed.”. In
other words, speaking skill is an important
skill which helps people express and share
their ideas with others. This skill is often paid
attention when people communicate because
it reflects their thoughts and personalities.
Speaking is the art of communication and is
also the interaction between two or more
people in expressing their ideas in the
particular contexts.

Difficulties in learning to speak a foreign
language

Nothing is easy and learning a foreign
language in general and English, in particular,
is no exception. During the learning language
process, especially speaking skill, learners
will deal with a number of difficulties which
researcher will present some main difficulties
below. They are inhibition, nothing to say and
mother tongue.

Inhibition
Speaking skill is different from other skills in
English such as reading, listening and writing.

It requires a great real environment, which
has foreign people, to practice communicating
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effectively. Nevertheless, learners are often
shy when they try to say something in the
English classroom because they are afraid of
making mistakes, worried about some
teachers’ negative comments or lacking self-
confident in front of the crowd.

Nothing to say

Nothing to say is one of the learners'
difficulties when they study English because
they do not know what they will talk about a
particular topic, especially when they
communicate with foreigners. It may make
learners feel bored and afraid of speaking
because of lacking ideas to express
themselves. In this case, students do not have
opportunities to practice English speaking
skill, in fact, this skill needs practicing more.
Learners often lack self-confidence in their
speaking ability and feel do not have enough
language skills to express exactly what they
want to say.

Mother tongue

Another problem is mother tongue which all
most of students tend to speak a foreign
language in when they explain some difficult
things or discuss rough topics given by the
teacher. If learners are asked reasons why
they often use mother tongue during learning
English process, they explained that they felt
more natural and confident to express their
ideas to the partners. In addition, some
learners said that they did not want to make
some stupid mistakes, be shy and especially
have a deficient vocabulary.

Group work

Working in a group is considered as an
excellent tool or a good environment for
learners to study English. Group-work
activities have a variety of definitions which
are mentioned below by researcher.

Eva Hammar Chiriac (2004) [2] argues that
“group work is a very powerful learning
approach, which can be hugely beneficial to
students when used effectively.”

According to Jennifer Morris (2016) [3],
group work is a student-centered way of
teaching that emphasizes collaboration,
cooperation, and teamwork. When working in
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a group, students can do some tasks by
themselves without any teachers’ help. The
author means that the students certainly feel
more confident and independent when they
work with their friends. They can complete
some both easy and difficult tasks without
any teachers’ help. In addition, their speaking
abilities also develop significantly in the
shortest time.

In addition, Rance-Roney (2010) [6]
describes group work as a classroom practice
where “students work in teams to construct
knowledge and accomplish tasks through
collaborative interaction.” Teachers
sometimes use group work in an informal
way to organize several short activities.
However, group work in a formal way can
bring many benefits for students as well.
Learners can share their difficulties in
learning together even suggest some useful
ways to learn English as well as other subjects
effectively.

To sum up, working in a group is one of the
most useful methods for students to learn,
especially in self-study process; and it
provides a lot of Dbenefits including
knowledge and skills for learners.

Advantages of working in groups

Working in groups is one of the collaborative
activities which students are center. It plays
an important role in learning speaking skill; it
also brings about many benefits to both the
teacher and learners. There are some obvious
advantages of using group work activities.
First of all, the activities can help the students
develop peer support. They often work
together as a small class which has a teacher
and students. It means that their support,
encouragement as well as motivation are
provided. Secondly, group-work activities
give excellent chances for the students to
practice speaking skill as well as expressing
ideas in front of their friends. If they are bad
at any aspect of English such as grammar or
ideas, the classmates will certainly help you
improve it. In addition, working in groups is
really a good activity to get high production
because" Many hands make light work.".

Moreover, the students feel more confident
and active when they join in group-work
activities. To sum up, working in groups
brings about a variety of advantages for both
learners and teachers.

Disadvantages of working in groups

On the contrary, working in groups also has
some minus drawbacks. Firstly, the whole
activity could be time-consuming when
working in groups because this activity needs
all members of a group. It is very difficult to
gather because of learners’ different
timetable; therefore, it is waste a lot of time.
Secondly, some students feel that it is
extremely a good way to avoid work.
Especially in large groups, it is easy for them
to leave duties to other or leader to complete.
Moreover, it is very difficult to have general
ideas, which may lead to conflict among
group's members, since each person has
different thoughts and opinions. A leader is a
smart person who considers and chooses the
most suitable ideas from a variety one. In
addition, it is difficult for the teacher to
determine what language they use when
working in groups. They tend to explain some
rough things in mother tongue, which cannot
develop their English speaking skills.
Nevertheless, the students make too much
noise when they work in groups, which make
other classes feel uncomfortable. Although
working in groups has many disadvantages, it
is a new activity hold in not only English
lessons but also other ones.

A successful speaking lesson

Among the four skills, speaking seems
intuitively the most important. People who
know a language are referred to as,
"speakers" of that language as if speaking
included all other kinds of knowledge; and
many if not most foreign languages learners
are primarily interested in learning to speak
(Ur 1998: 120) [5].

In order to have a successful speaking lesson,
the teacher should pay attention to some
following features such as the use of
language, the content and learners’
participation. In the book “A course in
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Language Teaching”, Penny Ur (1998) [5]
mentions four characteristics of a successful
speaking activity, they are:

- Learners practice a lot. This means that
students are the center and talk most of the
time provided for speaking activities, and the
teacher is only expected to introduce them
what to talk about and encourage them to take
part in the given activity.

- Participation is equal. Speaking activity is
not dominated by a minority of talkative
participants. Therefore, all of the learners
should get a chance to speak and contribute to
these activities fairly.

- Motivation is high. Learners are motivated
and interested in talking about given topics
which are chosen carefully by teachers.
Learners are eager to do their tasks and have
new things to say about them.

METHODOLOGY

In terms of methodology, interview and class
observation were used to collect data in order
to discover the answers to research questions.
The participants are the students coming from
class English k52 and a teacher teaching
English speaking skill for this class. Thirty
students was chosen to observe; ten students
and a teacher were chosen to interview.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Based on the results analyzed from the
interview and observation, it is clear that
teachers and students are well aware of the
importance of speaking skill. Moreover, they
all have positive attitudes towards the role and
benefits of group-work activities in both
teaching and learning speaking skill. The
effectiveness of working in groups in learning
speaking skill was clearly described in the
class observation and interview. Students
showed that they liked working in groups than
individually. The teacher also often divided the
whole class into some small groups, and then
he/she gave tasks to the students. They
worked, discussed, and helped others solve
some difficult exercises in pleasant atmosphere
together. The researcher saw that they were
very happy and confident when working in
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groups. In addition, they were more active than
work individually because when they studied
with their friends, they felt confident and
gained more knowledge as well as experiences
from their classmates.

Moreover, the teacher also organized many
group-work activities during the speaking
lessons because he saw that students prefer
working in groups than working individually.
As my observation, the teacher often divided
the class into two or four groups depending on
the tables in each classroom. Nevertheless, the
teacher also gave homework required the
students to work in groups for them. Therefore,
they worked in groups not only in the class but
also at home when they did their homework.
They may complete the duties at the library,
canteen or some convenient places.

However, most of the students found they
faced many difficulties in speaking lessons,
though teachers gave them chances to practice
speaking through group activities. Most of
them (about 80%) still did not have ideas to
share with their friends during group-work
activities. Lieu, an interviewee, said: "I have
a lot of difficulties in learning speaking skill...
Moreover, I do not know what I have to say.”.
Also, appropriate 78% students felt not
confident enough to present in front of their
friends as group members because they were
scared to make mistakes in their speeches.
Lieu also said: “Sometimes [ feel unconfident
when I stand in front of other people and
speak English”. Moreover, other interviewee
said: “Oh my difficulties in learning speaking
skill are: "I feel lack of confident;, Sometimes
1 don’t know what I have to say”. About 80%
students say that they lacked ideas to share
with their partners when the teacher gave a
topic. They might have some difficulties at
the time because five or ten minutes is not
really enough for them to brainstorm outline
of the given topic. To sum up, the first year
students face many difficulties including lack
of confident, inhibition and nothing to say.

After the process of the study using group-
work activities, most students’ speaking skill
reached acceptable and good level. In the first
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observation lesson, a pair could talk 50 words
in a minute; however, in the third lesson, they
could speak more than 80 words per minute
compared with the first one. It means that their
speaking ability was enhanced by using group-
work activities both inside and outside the
class. They also know more about their friends
because they have many opportunities to talk
and share something together. They cannot
deny that using group work not only helps
them to solve a number of hard exercises or
tasks but also is a chance for them to
understand more about their classmates. They
are the first year majors, so they do not know
others very well. Group-work activities are
extremely a good chance for them to
understand more about their new friends.

The researcher would like to give some
suggestions on ways to improve the use of
group-work activities successfully in English
speaking lessons. Firstly, the teacher should
organize group-work activities for the
students to participate in order to enhance
their skills in general and speaking skill in
particular. In addition, the teacher should give
clear instructions before asking the students to
work in groups, which helps them understand
what they have to do or in other words, what
they have to concentrate on to get a high
result. Secondly, the students should self-
study to  improve their = grammar,
pronunciation as well as vocabulary. They
can learn everywhere and every time.
Moreover, they should spend at least two
hours per day practicing speaking as well as
other skills. They should make a smart
schedule and follow it strictly; self-hanging
awards for themselves is also a good way for
learners to complete the timetable effectively.
In addition, they can learn English from many
sources such as via the Internet. Uyen said:
“We can watch audio, video and movie and
repeat them”. Repeating is a traditional
method but I think it is still effective. On the
Internet, there are many channels, pages or
groups helping students study not only
English but also other subjects. Youtube is
one of the best websites that the researcher
would like to recommend to the learners. In

conclusion, they can learn from many sources
not only in the books but also via the Internet
which is a wonderful source with huge
sources of data and information for the
learners’ study.

Speaking is one of the most important skills
in learning a foreign language, especially
English. It can help people communicate with
others in many different regions of the world.
There are some studies research about group
work to improve speaking skill; however,
students at TUE differs from students in other
countries. Moreover, there are few researches
related to this topic have been done in Thai
Nguyen city, especially at TUE.

CONCLUSION

To conclude, teaching speaking skill in
foreign language is not easy and it puts strong
demands on both the teacher and students.
Group-work activities are excellent tools and
effective in increasing motivation for
learning, positive feeling for the friendship,
and problem-solving. In working in groups,
students are centered and trained to be a
cooperative, independent, and active learner.
Moreover, they knew how to work in groups
as well as how to divide duties equally to
each member of the group, which helps them
more and more mature. There are a variety of
factors that make a successful speaking
lesson. The researcher would like to give
some suggestions on ways to improve the use
of group-work activities successfully in
English speaking lesson. Firstly, the teacher
should organize group-work activities for the
students to participate in order to enhance
their skills in general and speaking skill in
particular. In addition, the teacher should give
clear instructions before asking the students
working in groups, which helps them
understand what they have to do. It means
that the students know what they have to
concentrate on to get a high result. Secondly,
the students should self-study to improve their
grammar, pronunciation as well as
vocabulary. They can learn everywhere and
every time. Moreover, they should spend at
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least two hours per day practicing speaking as
well as other skills. They should make a smart
schedule and follow it strictly; self-hanging
awards for themselves is also a good way for
learners to complete the timetable effectively.
In addition, they can learn English from many
sources such as via the Internet. Uyen said:
“We can watch audio, video and movie and
repeat them”. Repeating is a traditional
method but I think it is still effective. On the
Internet, there are many channels, pages or
groups helping students study not only
English but also other subjects. Youtube is
one of the best websites that the researcher
would like to recommend to the learners. In
conclusion, they can learn from many sources
not only in the books but also via the Internet
which is a wonderful source with huge
sources of data and information for the
learners’ study.

This study was on small scale; it was only
researched in the first year English majors of
FLE at TUE. It is a new young department
which covers about 250 students of the
university. Therefore, it cannot cover and
investigate deeply all aspects of the matter

TOM TAT

because this study was only conducted at one
university because of lack of time and human
power. Moreover, the students' features differ
from other English majors students of
different universities. Hence, further studies
should be expanded to more universities and
investigate more facts surrounding the
currents state of learning and teaching English
speaking skill through group-work activities.
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SU DUNG HOAT DPONG NHOM DE NANG CAO KI NANG NOI
CHO SINH VIEN CHUYEN NGU NAM NHAT TRUONG DPAI HQC SU PHAM

—PAI HQC THAINGUYEN

Vii Pinh Bic'", Ly Mai Huong', Hoang Thi Hong Hanh’
"Trieong Pai hoc Sw pham — DH Thai Nguyén, *Bai hoc Thdi Nguyén

Ngay nay, tiéng Anh dugc xem 1a ngon ngi quoc té. Hoat dong nhém duge xem 1a mot cong cu hiru
ich trong viéc nang cao ki nang cia ngudi hoc vé ca phat 4m va nghi ¥ tuéng. Nghién ctru ndy nham
muc dich tim ra nhiing kho khan co ban trong qua trinh rén luyén ki ndng noi cua sinh vién chuyén
ngit nim nhét trudng trudng Pai hoc Su pham — Pai hoc Théi Nguyén cling nhu thyc trang st dung
hoat dong nhom trong gid hoc néi va dua ra mét vai goi ¥ vé cach str dung hoat dong nhém dé phat
trién ki nang noi tiéng Anh cho sinh vién chuyén ngir ndm nhét. Hai cong cu nghién ciru dugc dung
1a phong van va quan sat 16p hoc. Déi tugng ciia nghién ciru 14 sinh vién chuyén ngit nam nhat va
mot giang vién day ki niang néi. Két qua cua nghién ciru s& déng gop hitu ich cho ca qué trinh hoc
néi cia sinh vién va cho ca hoat dong day ki nang néi tiéng Anh clia cac giang vien.

Tw khéa: lam viéc theo nhom, svw dung cac hoat dong nhom dé trau doi ki nang noi, sinh vién
chuyén ngit ndm nhdt, sinh vién cia truong Pai hoc Sw pham — Pai hoc Thdi Nguyén, ki nang néi.

Ngay nhin bai: 07/02/2018; Ngay phdn bi¢n: 15/3/2018; Ngay duyét ding: 30/3/2018
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