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ABSTRACT: Difficulties in speaking English specifically for the first year students have 

become a problem that is sustainable. Seeing that phenomenon, this study aimed to see 

the difficulties in speaking English among the first year students of English Education 

Department of Universitas Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta. In this research there are two 

research questions namely „what are the difficulties faced by the first year students of 

English Department in speaking English?‟ and „what factors cause the difficulties in 

speaking English among the first year students of English Department?‟ This research 

adopted a qualitative approach that selected a place at EED UMY and selected three 

students batch 2016 as the participants of this study. The participants were chosen 

through recommendation from every lecturer that taught the course. Regarding the 

difficulties in speaking English, this study revealed four difficulties, difficulty in 

pronouncing English words, lack of vocabulary, lack of self-confident,  and confusion of 

using grammar. Second, the factors that affected the difficulties in speaking English were 

lack of knowledge, lack of practicing, the attention of the audience, environment, accent 

or mother tongue, different writing or spelling, and the last lack of motivation.  
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Background of the Research 

Speaking English is considered as an important language skill and fundamental to 

human communication. Many people around the world use English to communicate each 

other. Being able to speak English, people can interact with others without obstacles. In 

addition, people speak English to upgrade themselves to survive in the globalization era. 

According to Al-Sibai (2004), we a student live at a time where the ability to speak 

English fluently has become a must, especially those who want to advance in certain 

fields of human endeavor.  

Although speaking is considered a main language skill that students should 

improve, this does not mean it is simple to master. Therefore, students need to be 

encouraged to master this skill. According to Zhang (2009), speaking remains the most 

difficult skill to master for the majority of English learners, and they are still incompetent 

in communicating orally in English. 

Based on the researcher‟s experience, there are many difficulties that students of 

English Education Department of Universitas Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta face when 

speaking English. Student has own difficulties in speaking English, such as difficult to 

pronounce English words, fear of committing mistake, difficult to understand different in 

syntax, and confused in transferring language (from native language to English and vice 

versa). From the explanation above, the researcher is interested to know: 

1. What are the difficulties faced by the first year students‟ of English Education 

Department of UMY in speaking English? 

2. What factors causing the difficulties in speaking English among the first year 

students‟ of English Education Department of UMY? 



Research Design 

This study used qualitative as research method. It is to help the researcher to reach 

her aim for the study, which is to reveal the difficulties in speaking English among the 

first year students of English Department. “If the research objective is exploring the 

phenomenon under study, then it is recommended to use qualitative methods” (Khan, 

2014, p.300). The researcher believes that this study will obtain deeper and more detailed 

understandings about a phenomenon, which are the difficulties in speaking English and 

the problems causes difficulties in speaking among first year students. Therefore, using 

qualitative is appropriate for this study. 

Setting and Participants of the Study 

The setting of this study was at English Education Department (EED) of 

Universitas Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta (UMY) and the participants for this study were 

three first year students of EED UMY batch 2016. 

Finding and Discussion 

1. Difficulties in Speaking English among the First Year Students English 

Education Department of Universitas Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta 

After conducting interviews to the participants, the researcher found that they 

faced similar difficulties in speaking English in terms of pronouncing English words and 

vocabulary mastery. These following findings below are the difficulties in speaking by 

first year students at the EED of UMY. 

Difficulties in pronouncing English words. The first finding was difficulties in 

pronouncing English words. The participants got difficulties in pronouncing English 

words during speaking English activities. It was shown from a statement of participant 



three that “in speaking activities, the problem was in pronunciation” (P3.1). According to 

Hetrakul (1995), the problem which is often faced by the students in speaking is about 

pronunciation. They felt difficult to pronounce certain words.  In English, pronunciation 

and spelling are different. For example, „o‟ sometimes could be pronounced “ɑ” like in 

“on” and “a” just like in “our”. Therefore, the students did not easily recognize the 

pronunciation. 

Lack of vocabulary mastery. All of the participants that the researcher 

interviewed were lack of vocabulary mastery. Vocabulary is an essential part of speaking. 

Due to lack of vocabulary, students cannot express their ideas in sentences. It was proven 

by the statements of the participants. Participant three asserted that “sometimes I was 

nervous to speak because I lack vocabulary” (P3.6). Lack of vocabulary is one of the 

difficulties faced by all participants. Based on Shahzadi, et al. (2014), the students could 

not also express themselves well or adequately because they lack adequate and 

appropriate vocabulary. Although the students had slightly different experiences in 

speaking, they told that lack made them being scary.  

Low self-confidence. One of the difficulties commonly faced by students was 

having low self-confidence. This could be seen from the participants‟ statements. 

Participant one stated that “the difficulty in speaking was having confidence” (P1.1), and 

participant two asserted that “the difficulty in discussion is a lack of confidence” (P2.4). 

It proved that lack of confidence became one of the difficulties in speaking. Low self-

confidence was a crucial factor that affected students‟ difficulties because confidence 

could support students to reach their goals (Gruber, 2010). This also supported by 

Shahzadi, et al. (2014), the students feel fearful to speak English in front of other people 



because they lack of confidence. Fear and worry are a part feeling that are similar.  Being 

fearful refers to „frightened or worried about something‟.  

Difficulties in grammar use. This difficulty was faced by participant one and 

participant two. Both participants had difficulties in grammar use especially in direct or 

spontaneous time. Participant one stated “for example, when I forgot one of my speeches, 

I replaced with my own words that are not in line with the grammar. After that, I can be 

fluent again” (P1.9). It was added by participant one who stated “practically, I did not 

know whether my grammar was wrong or right” (P1.11). Moreover, it was followed by 

participant two who asserted that “speaking is spontaneous, and it makes me confused (in 

using grammar)” (P2.8). It was in line with Shatz and Wilkinson (2010)  who stated that 

there are some of the common grammar problems faced by English language learners 

such as the misuse of preposition, articles, past tense, and the third person singular. Based 

on the difficulties in grammar use, both participants faced the same problem in use 

grammar, but the case they faced was different. 

2. Factors Affecting Students’ Difficulties in Speaking English 

From the data, the researcher found seven factors leading to the difficulties in 

speaking English faced by the first year students of the EED of UMY. The difficulties 

faced by students are explained in each factor. Here are the factors affecting students‟ 

difficulties in speaking English.  

Lack of vocabulary knowledge. Knowledge is an important aspect in study so 

that the students should enrich their knowledge. The knowledge that should be increased 

by students is in terms of vocabulary, grammar, and pronunciation. Some of difficulties 

that happened because of a lack of knowledge were stated by participant one. He told 



“the factor (lack of vocabulary) was because we lacked vocabulary knowledge” (P1.14). 

The lack of knowledge could also be caused by less reading, and it made students become 

less knowledge. It happened to participant two who explained factors affecting lack of 

vocabulary. “I am not reading enough” (P2.16). Based on the explanation, the students 

faced difficulties especially in vocabulary because they are lack of knowledge. 

Lack of practice. Practice regularly could improve students‟ skills. Practice was 

needed by students to increase their skills in learning activities such as speaking 

activities. Many difficulties were found due to lack of students of practice. The first was 

lack of vocabulary because the students lacked practice. Participant two stated that “the 

main reason (lack of vocabulary) was because of lack of practicing” (P2.14). The 

explanation above described that practice affected the vocabulary. If the students practice 

continuously, the vocabulary will improve. On the other hand, if the students lack 

practice to memorize, they will forget those words. 

The second one was that lack of practice influenced the difficulties in using 

grammar. Participant one stated that “In my opinion, it was because of lack of practice. 

For example, I can still think about grammar directly when writing, but it was so hard to 

arrange grammar in my mind when speaking” (P1.16). Based on the explanation, the 

difficulties in speaking were affected by many factors. One of them was lack of practice 

that affected lack of vocabulary and using grammar. 

The attention of audiences. Audiences are another influential factor in 

speaking. It was proven by participant two who stated “I became nervous when people in 

front of me paid attention to me” (P2.25). The audiences were not only the students but 

also the teacher. The teacher also became the factor affecting the difficulty in speaking as 



participant two stated that “The lecturer assessed what we said in a question and answer 

session” (P2.27). Audiences became a factor affecting students‟ self-confidence, and it 

was a kind of difficulties in speaking English faced by students.  

Environment. Environment was a factor that affects individuals. Students also 

learned from environment because it also helped them to develop their skills. Participant 

one stated “I am not from an environment that habitually uses English as my language so 

that I cannot obtain vocabulary from the environment. If my environment used English as 

a language, I would certainly know a lot” (P1.15). It also happened to participant three 

that an environment in where he previously occupied did not use English. He told that 

“My base was not in English (environment) so that I only know few vocabularies” (P3.7). 

Thus, from the explanation of participant one and participant three, environment really 

takes an important role in enriching vocabulary that will lead to students‟ confidence in 

speaking. 

Accent and mother tongue.  An accent is the way in which people in a 

particular area, country, or social group pronounce words. Mother tongue is the first 

language that you learn when you are an infant, rather than a language learned at school 

or as an adult. Sometimes an accent happens because of the mother tongue, which 

sometimes makes difficulties in speaking English. An accent is attached to each 

individual and it is usually difficult to change an accent on an individual. It was 

supported statement from participant three that “because I am Javanese, my accent affects 

my English accent (P3.8). Indirectly, participant three stated the most comfortable accent 

to use is the accent of mother tongue. Finally, when all or a number of learners share the 

same mother-tongue, they tend to use it because it is easier for them (Tuan & Mai, 2015).  



Different spelling. The Indonesian language has different spelling of alphabet 

from the English language. It troubles the students in pronouncing. It was stated by 

participant two that “The Indonesian language is clear to be heard while the English 

language sometimes sounds unclear. In the Indonesian language, the spelling and 

pronunciation are the same, but English language is inconsistent. Sometimes “o” can be 

read as “a” while in Indonesian language “a” still pronounced as “a”, “baca” just read by 

“baca”. In English language the spelling and pronunciation are different” (P2.20). From 

the statement of participant two, the difference of spelling of words from pronunciation 

makes a difficulty in pronouncing. This difficulty was one of the difficulties in speaking 

English faced by students. Based on Goldsmith (1995) as cited in Pallawa (2013), each 

language is a structurally different system. In English language and Indonesia Language 

have different structural systems. It was proven based on explanation above explained 

that the spelling and the pronunciation were different. 

Lack of motivation. Motivation is very influential for the students. Less 

motivation can affect them to be undesirable. It happened to participant one who stated 

“we were usually less confident because we lacked to force (motivate) ourselves. If we 

wanted to gain something, we have to force ourselves” (P1.12). It means that motivation 

is needed to gain something, such as having self-confidence. Less motivation will impact 

on the low self-confidence. Low self-confidence was known as a difficulty in speaking 

English faced by students. Talked about motivation, based on Lai (2011) motivation 

refers to reasons that underlie behavior that is characterized by willingness and volition. 

Motivation appeared from the student‟s desire and influenced the thing that students did. 



Student with lack of motivation mean that student did not interest, pleasure or enjoy 

made the student‟s confident were decrease.  

Conclusion 

The conclusion of this study is to see whether or not the research findings answer 

the research questions. This research tried to find out difficulties faced by the first year 

students‟ of the EED of UMY in speaking English and factors which cause the 

difficulties in speaking English among the first year students‟ of the EED of UMY  The 

data showed that many difficulties and factors caused in speaking English. 

Based on discussion, factors and difficulties affected each other. Each factor can 

cause several difficulties, or a difficulty can be affected by a number of factors. The 

difficulty in pronouncing English words was affected by accent, mother tongue, and 

different spelling. The second one lack of vocabulary was affected by lack of vocabulary 

knowledge and practicing. The third, low self-confidence was affected by the attention of 

audience and lack of motivation. The last, the difficulty in grammar use was affected by 

lack of practicing. On the other hand, one factor also affected two difficulties that lack of 

practicing affected vocabulary mastery and the use of grammar. Moreover, the factors 

only affected one difficulty, such as; lack vocabulary of knowledge and environment 

affected lack of vocabulary, accent or mother tongue and different spelling affected the 

difficulty in pronouncing English word, and the last the attention of audience and lack of 

motivation affected low self-confidence. 

References  

 

Al-Hosni, S. (2014). Speaking difficulties encountered by young EFL learners. 

International Journal on Studies in English Language and Literature (IJSELL), 

2(6), 22. 



Al-Sibai, D. (2004). Promoting oral fluency of second language learners: Educational 

Linguistics. King Saud University, Saudi Arabia. 

Brogan, Franny D., Son, JyEun (2015). Native language transfer in target language 

usage: An exploratory case study. Voices( UCLA Department of Spanish and 

Portuguese), 3(1), 7. 

Brown, G., & Yule, G. (1983).  Teaching the Spoken Language. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Cameron, L. (2001). Teaching Languages to young learners. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2011). Research Method in Education. Oxon: 

Routledge. 

Dykes, B. (2007). Grammar for Everyone: Practical Tools for Learning and Teaching 

Grammar. 

http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummery;dn=7554593439965;res=IELHS

S . Camberwell: ACER Press. 

Efrizal, D. (2012). Improving Students‟ Speaking through Communicative Language 

Teaching Method at Mts Ja-alhaq, Sentot Ali Basa Islamic Boarding School of 

Bengkulu, Indonesia. International Journal of Humanities and Social Science, 

2(20), 127. 

Gert, R., & Hans, S. (2008). Handbook of Communication Competence. Germany. 

Gruber, K. (2010). The importance of self confidence. Retrived from 

https://livestrong.com/article/138172-the-imprtance-self-confidence/ 

Harmer, J. (2001). Practice of English Language Teaching. Edinburgh Gate: Longman. 

Hetrakul, K.(1995). The Second Language. http://eserver.org/courses/spring95/76-

100g/KavinHetrakul.html (Accessed on March 06, 2015). 

Hornby, A. S. (2000). Oxford Advance Learner’s Dictionary of Current English. New 

York: Oxford University Press. 

Kelly, G. (2004). How to Teach Pronunciation. Essex: Longman 

Khan, S. N. (2014). Qualitative research method - Phenomenology. Asian Social Science, 

IV(21), 298-310. 

Lai, E. R. (2004). Motivation: A Literature Review. Pearson, United Kingdom. 

Nazara, S. (2011). Student‟ perception on EFL speaking skill development. Journal of 

English Teaching, 1(1), 29. 

Nunan, D. (2003). Practical English Language Teaching. New York: McGraw-Hill/ 

Contemporary. 

Pallawa, A. (2013). A comparative analysis between English and Indonesian 

phonological systems. International Journal of English Language, 1(3), 9. 

Pinter, A. (2006). Teaching Young Language Learners. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Shahzadi, K., Zahabia, Manzoor, N., Shabana, H., Rehman, M., &  Zahra, R. (2014). 

Difficulties faced in learning English language skills by university of Shargodha‟s 

students. International Journal of Academic Research and Reflection, 2(2), 76. 

Shak, P., Lee, C. S., & Stephen, J. (2016). Pronunciation Problems: A case study on 

English pronunciation errors of low proficient students. International Journal of 

Language Education and Applied Linguistics (IJLEAL), 4(4) 26.  

Shatz, M., & Wilkinson, L. C. (2004). The education of English language learners. New 

York: Guilford Press. 

http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummery;dn=7554593439965;res=IELHSS
http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummery;dn=7554593439965;res=IELHSS
https://livestrong.com/article/138172-the-imprtance-self-confidence/
http://eserver.org/courses/spring95/76-100g/KavinHetrakul.html
http://eserver.org/courses/spring95/76-100g/KavinHetrakul.html


Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1990). Basics of qualitative research. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 
Swan, M. (2006). Grammar. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Tatham, M., & Morton, K. (2006). Speech Production and Perception. Basingstoke: 

Palgrave Macmillan. 

Tartakovsky, M. (2016). Overcoming the fear of making mistake. Psych Central. 

Retrived in march 14, 2017, from https://psychcentral.com/lib/overcoming-the-

fear-of-making-mistake/ 

Tuan, N. H., & Mai, T. D. (2015). Factor affecting students‟ speaking performance at Le 

Thanh Hien high shool. Asian Journal of Educational Research, 3(2), 8. 

Turner, J. (1998).“Assessing Speaking”. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Ur, P.  (1996). A Course in Language Teaching. Cambridge. Cambridge University Press. 

Zhang, S. (2009). The role input, interaction and output in the development of oral 

fluency. English Language Teaching, 2(4), 91. 

 

 

  

 

 

https://psychcentral.com/lib/overcoming-the-fear-of-making-mistake/
https://psychcentral.com/lib/overcoming-the-fear-of-making-mistake/

