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Speaking issues with 
learners
Salome Zarkua

Salome’s research originated 
after she observed her students 
were not participating in speaking 
activities as actively as she would 
have liked. At first, she assumed 
students were not motivated to 
speak but later the data revealed 
her students’ issues had a different 
source. As a result, she learnt the 
importance of gathering evidence 
to better understand her classroom 
situations.  
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Teaching context
I work at  LEPL Tsalenjikha Public School No.1 and 
LEPL Tsalenjikha Public School No.4  named after 
Vakhtang Kvaratskhelia, located in the western part 
of Georgia. At our schools, kids start learning English 
in the first grade but because they don’t get to hear 

or practise English much outside of school, their 
English level is still low. Some of their parents cannot 
read or write in English, so they can’t help their kids 
with their learning. This makes it tough for the kids 
to get better at the language.

 LEPL Tsalenjikha Public School No.4

Research focus
I have undertaken exploratory research to investigate 
my students’ speaking skills during class activities, 
prompted by their consistent lack of participation 
in speaking tasks. Despite their efforts in learning 
vocabulary, word combinations, and practising 
reading and translation, I felt students had difficulties 
speaking. There was a noticeable reluctance among 
students to engage fully during speaking activities, 
often contributing only a few words when they did 
participate. This observation persuaded me to delve 
deeper into the underlying factors contributing to 
their hesitancy to speak and to explore potential 
strategies to address this issue effectively.

To understand the situation, I posed the following 
exploratory questions:

1. What do my students think about speaking in 
class?  

2. What kind of activities do I use with learners?

3. What do my learners think of activities I use with 
them?

To answer these questions, I decided to make a 
questionnaire for my students. The questionnaire 
aimed to gather information on the speaking 
activities conducted in class. It sought to understand 
the types of activities used by the teacher, students’ 
opinions on these activities, their preferences 
regarding speaking English in class, and the 
challenges they faced in speaking. Questions 
covered the range of activities employed, students’ 
thoughts on them, their preferred activities, comfort 
levels with speaking English, and any difficulties 
encountered.  I also asked a colleague to observe 
my teaching in class. Four lessons were observed 
by my colleague over a month, focusing on the 
implementation of activities, student engagement, 
and the effectiveness of these activities in 
promoting English speaking skills. My reflective 
journal, which I wrote twice a week for two months, 
focused on teaching strategies, student reactions, 
and personal development. This multi-faceted 
approach allowed for a thorough analysis of my 
speaking activities and their impact on students’ 
learning experiences.
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Findings
A thorough analysis of the gathered data from the 
three methods (questionnaire, lesson observation, 
and reflective journal) showed that most learners 
(18) held a favourable view toward speaking 
activities. They generally enjoyed speaking English 
in class and appreciated the various activities I 
incorporated. However, some of them (14 out of 22) 
felt nervous about speaking and tended to avoid 
it. Surprisingly, this lack of participation wasn’t due 
to a lack of motivation, as I initially thought, since 
lack of motivation was only mentioned by six out 
of 22 students. Additionally, 14 students indicated 
that they struggled primarily because they lacked 
the vocabulary for speaking activities, followed by 
grammar and elaborating ideas. One of my students 
mentioned in the questionnaire: ‘I struggle with 
speaking because I don’t have enough vocabulary. 
Even though the teacher gives us examples, I need 
more help with words.‘ My journal data confirmed 
this since I noted that learners struggled with 
speaking activities due to their limited language 
skills, particularly vocabulary, ‘During pair 
discussions, I noticed students hesitating over 
unfamiliar words, which disrupted the fluency of 
their conversations.‘

The data also showed that the speaking activities 
I used with them were presentations, giving 
personal information, information gaps, debates, 
and pair work. 12 out of 22 students seemed to 
enjoy these activities; however, ten found it hard to 
express themselves fully. During the observations, 
it was noted that while students participated 
actively in pair work and debates, they often 
hesitated or stumbled when required to elaborate 
on their points or use specific vocabulary. My 
colleague also observed that students frequently 
relied on familiar phrases and avoided complex 
sentence structures, which indicated a struggle 
with vocabulary and grammar. Moreover, during 
reflective journaling, I recorded instances where 
students showed enthusiasm initially but became 
quiet and withdrawn when they encountered 
unfamiliar words. This suggests that while the 
activities themselves were engaging, a lack of 
language proficiency hindered full participation.

In conclusion, despite using various speaking 
activities offered to students, they still felt hindered 
by their lack of language knowledge. They seemed 
to require more support and resources, especially 

in terms of vocabulary, to feel confident and 
participate actively in speaking classes. Therefore, 
despite my efforts to assist them with examples, 
they still required additional support, particularly 
in building their vocabulary. The findings suggest 
that future strategies should focus on vocabulary-
building exercises, incorporating more visual 
aids, and providing continuous feedback to help 
students feel more prepared and confident in 
speaking activities.

Suggested action plan 
To improve my students’ speaking skills and address 
their concerns, I have designed an action plan 
that blends classroom practice and ideas from 
educational research. These strategies include; 
facilitating conversations in groups and pairs which 
encourage peer support and cooperative learning; 
putting students in role-play scenarios that are 
relevant to everyday life which increase motivation 
and help them develop practical language skills; 
and facilitating discussions on current events which 
encourage critical thinking and effective speaking. 
Furthermore, I have decided to improve vocabulary 
acquisition by giving students more opportunities 
to study and revise language before speaking 
assignments, presenting important terminology 
before speaking activities, and ensuring that 
particular vocabulary is always visible on the board. 
These procedures are predicated on the knowledge 
that having a solid vocabulary base is crucial.
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Final re!ections 
 
Expanding upon my reflections and findings, I’ve 
realised the importance of carrying out research 
to understand the specific difficulties my students 
face when learning to speak English. Using data 
analysis, I can inform my practice better with 
evidence. I can suggest various pedagogical 
strategies for improving vocabulary acquisition and 
speaking skills while acknowledging the importance 
of differentiated instructions to accommodate 
different learning needs.

It makes me happy when I see my students’ 
speaking abilities developing. The result was 
achieved by employing the right techniques and 
being mindful of each student’s needs. Seeing how 
much better they can express themselves makes 
me proud. This gives me confidence that what I am 
doing is effective and motivates me to continue 
growing and learning in order to help all of my 
students reach their full potential. 

I am currently continuing my professional 
development through workshops and collaborative 
learning communities, and I am focusing on the 
value of networking with colleagues. I now try to 
use evidence to support my recommendations. In 
addition, I provide my pupils with the tools they need 
to succeed, I interact with larger educational groups 
to share my knowledge and absorb what others 
have to teach me.
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The author
‘I’ve realised the importance of carrying out research 
to understand the specific difficulties my students 
face when learning to speak English.‘

I am Salome Zarkua. I am an English language 
mentor teacher with a bachelor’s and a master’s 
degree in English philology. I am a Cambridge 
TKT and Cambridge CELTA certified teacher with 
extensive experience teaching English to students 
of all ages, ranging from primary school children 
to adults. I’ve worked with respected organisations 
like the US Embassy Georgia and the British Council 
Georgia. The British Council has been a huge 
support for me, opening up many opportunities 
for my career growth. This organisation allowed 
me to attend the IATEFL conference in Brighton, 
United Kingdom as a Georgian delegate. Being 
part of the Online Teaching Community platform 
is another source of pride for me. I currently 
serve as a local mentor for the Exploratory Action 
Research course, where I help and guide a group of 
Georgian teachers. I am passionate about sharing 
my experiences from this programme. My goal 
is to keep inspiring and supporting educators, 
contributing to the ongoing development of the 
English teaching community.
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