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Abstract 
A good start in researching on language teaching and learning issues is to first analyse target learners’ actual 
performance and their needs. This mixed-methods 2-cycle study is aimed to analyse medical-college students’ 
language needs through two instruments—a self-rated report and a guided focus group. Out of the main four 
language skills (speaking, reading, listening, and writing), Cycle 1 aimed at exploring the most 
trouble-provoking skill for EMP students through a 7-item rating report with a sample of 45 participants. Based 
on the results of Cycle 1 which labelled speaking as the most problematic language skill for the target learners, 
Cycle 2 proceeded with 9 interviewees to narrow the study focus on the factors contributing to the inefficiency 
of speaking skills among EMP learners, discussing solutions from the learners’ perspectives. Pedagogically, this 
research helps practitioners innovate and integrate new techniques in language teaching and learning to 
overcome the issue of students’ speaking performance that has been deemed below expectations.  

Keywords: EMP context, oral production, speaking skill issues, English speaking problems, causes and 
solutions  

1. Introduction 
Speaking is one of the main four language skills (speaking, reading, listening, and writing). It is a 
communicating process of interaction which is the foundation of all relationships between humans. People who 
talk a language are called speakers of that language. Speaking is very crucial in second or foreign language 
learning. Mastering oral skills within the learning process is the most significant aspect of learning a language on 
which the whole process is assessed; based on the skill to perform a conversation in the target language (Leong 
& Ahmadi, 2017; Nunan, 1995). Nowadays, in the era of electronic communication and mass media, most data 
exchanged among people occurs through oral communication. So, out of the four main skills in language 
learning mentioned earlier, speaking looks to be the most significant one. 

English oral proficiency is universally viewed as a marker of success; and the Arab world is no exception. A 
good level of competence in speaking is a pre-requisite for having better jobs here and there. Brown and Yule 
(1983) stated that oral language is commonly viewed as one of the most difficult components of language 
learning.  

In spite of its significance, speaking has been ignored or devalued in schools and universities because of several 
reasons such as insufficient classroom practices and traditional teaching techniques of chalk and talk. Moreover, 
true assessment of speaking has been absent from language testing for decades due to the difficulty of evaluating 
it objectively, and the time it consumes to run speaking tests (Clifford, 1987). Unfortunately, speaking is not a 
significant part of language instructors’ tests. 

1.1 Speaking Definition  

Many specialists define speaking in different ways. Chaney and Burk (1998) define speaking as “the process of 
building and sharing meaning through the use of verbal and non-verbal symbols into a variety of context” (p. 13). 
Another definition is that “speaking is to express the needs-request, information, service, etc.” (Brown & Yule, 
1983). So, speaking is not a simple task; it needs a lot of practice and experience. Luama (2004) says that 
“speaking in a foreign language is very difficult, and speaking competence takes a long time to develop” (p. 1). 
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1.2 Speaking Skills  

Speaking has many skills and characteristics. Of speaking various skills, two main skills are discussed here. The 
first skill of speaking is fluency, and it is the key goal of instructors in teaching speaking skills. Language 
fluency is of major importance in foreign language learning. According to Hughes (2002), fluency is a 
bidirectional process in which speakers and receivers aim to communicate effectively. 

Accuracy is the second speaking skill to shed light on. Accuracy should be accounted for in teachers’ route of 
tutoring. Students should focus on the completeness and the exactness of form of language when speaking; such 
as emphasizing on pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammatical structures (Mazouzi, 2013). Grammaticality of 
an utterance entails correct long complex structures (Thornbury, 2005). On the other hand, the accuracy of lexis 
demands the correct usage of context and terms. Therefore, students’ lack of lexical items makes them use the 
same words in different settings to express the intended meaning (Thornbury, 2005).  

Mazouzi (2013) stresses on the equality between accuracy and fluency achievement in the activities and tasks 
assigned to learners. Both accuracy and fluency are important foundations of the communicative language 
teaching (CLT) approach (Leong & Ahmadi, 2017). Classroom practices ought to assist learners in developing 
and improving their communicative competence. Consequently, language learners should recognize how the 
language pattern works appropriately and properly. Moreover, mastering other skills such as intonation, pitch, 
and stress helps students speak the English language the right way effectively and naturally.   

1.3 Problem Statement  

Speaking is one of the most prominent skills in language learning (Ur, 1996) and it is one of the main 
fundamentals of interaction. In EFL contexts, speaking requires special instruction and attention. Nowadays, 
speaking is commonly seen as the most essential skill to obtain and acquire. Speaking in English for EFL 
learners is not an easy mission; it requires much effort to produce acceptable utterances and sentences in English.  

Therefore, the main goal of English language teaching is to promote students’ abilities to use L2 correctly and 
effectively in communication (Davies & Pearse, 2000). Even though practice eliminates learners’ shyness 
(Bashir, Azeem, & Dogar, 2011), oral activities are often overlooked in classroom practices (Leong & Ahmadi, 
2017). Students do not have sufficient opportunities to practise oral production; neither in their classes nor 
outside. 

In conclusion, speaking is believed to be the most challenging language skill which students face. As stated by 
Bueno, Madrid, and Mclaren (2006), lots of students have studied English for years but still face major 
difficulties in speaking appropriately and correctly. Thus, like other non-natives, most Saudi students meet 
certain difficulties in developing and improving their speaking skills, which hinder them from effectively 
communicating and interacting orally (Abugohar & Yunus, 2018; Rabab’ah, 2005). For EMP learners, mastering 
English oral skills is essential for their study and their future career. Therefore, this study addresses speaking 
skill in the EMP Saudi context and the difficulties related to their oral performance. 

2. Literature Review  
Many studies have explored oral skills and speaking activities in EFL classrooms in general, and the difficulties 
faced by university learners in particular. For example, Al-Jamal and Al-Jamal (2014) explored the obstacles that 
may be faced at six Jordanian governmental universities by gathering the data through semi-structured 
interviews and a questionnaire, and showed that most students encountered challenges such as shortage of 
speaking time, the weakness of oral skill, and crowded classrooms as the most highlighted reasons. 

Another study by Gan (2012) investigated the difficulties to speaking skills encountered by English-majored 
learners in Hong Kong University and revealed that the participants significantly faced several difficulties 
leading to their drawbacks of fluent speaking and oral performance such as concentrating much on grammar 
structures, lacking vocabulary and out-of-class speaking English environment, and lacking in-class speaking 
chances. The study concluded the need to incorporate sufficiently intensive language development sections in the 
English program.  

Also, Izadi (2015) explored the views of instructors and learners of English concerning speaking problems 
among Iranian learners. The study mainly analysed the problems with regard to the opportunities to speak 
English, negative emotions, and linguistic problems. The main cause appeared from the results was linguistic 
problems. So, the study offered several solutions to handle with them through the emphasis on instructor’s and 
learners’ efforts which were also reconfirmed and justified as possible measures in Kabir (2014) in Bangladesh 
context, beside more supports from managers.  
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Further, Le (2011) explored the same study concern in the setting of Ba Ria-Vung Tau University in Vietnam 
where students encountered obstacles in English language speaking skills. The results emphasised the obstacles 
with regard to students’ issues such as language proficiency, worries, and learning styles; lecturers’ issues such as 
teaching methodology; and teaching facilities. Moreover, Ngo (2011) investigated speaking problems among 
Thai Nguyen University students. The study essentially emphasised on three probable challenging aspects: 
linguistic, psychology, and social culture. The same proposals as Izadi (2015) and Kabir (2014) were 
recommended for both instructors’ and managers’ assistance to improve learners’ speaking performance. 
Moreover, although Nguyen and Tran’s (2015) research was slightly different from prior studies with regard to 
high school learners’ English-speaking obstacles, the results similarly considered difficulties stemmed from 
students’ weaknesses in speaking English and recommended the necessity of instructors’ ready supports by 
expanding their teaching tasks and activities. 

In the context of this research, Saudi Arabia, Soomro and Farooq (2018) investigated the effect of several factors 
related to learners, teachers, and learning environment on learners’ attitude to learning oral and speaking skills. 
The data collected by using a questionnaire from 184 undergraduate EFL female and male learners at Taif 
University in Saudi Arabia. The results revealed that the poor level of students’ skills in speaking English is 
contributed to the variety of environment, learners’ and teachers’ related factors such as the classroom 
environment or settings that do not completely facilitate both the female and male learners to learn speaking and 
oral skills in a better way as well as the shortage of measures on the part of learners and teachers. Therefore, 
these factors impact negatively the approach and attitude of students towards learning speaking and oral skills. 
The study recommended teachers to make use of all available strategies and techniques to help students develop 
better speaking and oral production in English. 

2.1 Speaking in University Paradigm  

Learning English as a second or foreign language is essential to university students since English is the language 
of instruction in most disciplines. Developing speaking skills and being able to speak is an indicator of language 
improvement.   

Classroom interaction is an intricate procedure in which the students and the teachers are lively exchange roles 
and turns. Therefore, poor management of classroom interaction especially speaking one affects the learning 
process in several ways such as inappropriate instructions by the teacher and being unable to take part in lesson 
activities (Al-Smadi & Rashid, 2019). In classroom interactions, English language teachers negotiate the content 
with their students using students’ thoughts, asking questions, offering directions, explaining or correcting 
students’ talk. Students in this regard can imitate the teachers on how well to speak and debate carefully 
(Al-Smadi & Rashid, 2017).  

Hyland (1997) investigated adult students’ speaking difficulties. The outcomes of that research have shown that 
speaking difficulties are associated with productive skills; that is, writing and speaking. Another study conducted 
by Evans and Green (2007) on learners at a higher educational institution showed that students’ main difficulties 
in speaking were linked to grammar, fluency, and pronunciation. 

2.2 History of EMP  

English for Medical Purposes (EMP) first emerged in the 1960s (Maher, 1986) under the umbrella of (ESP) 
English for specific purposes (Antic, 2007; Dudley-Evans & St John, 1998; McDonough, 1984). Maher (1986) 
stated that EMP is related to workers within health context and healthcare providers. 

EMP has emerged to meet specific academic and professional needs of medical and medical linked learners. 
Medical language is a particular language purpose of providing resourceful interaction in the healthcare field. 
Since medical language is a unique language context, it can only be recognized by learning it in meaningful and 
contextual ways (Yeo, 2004). Lately, EMP has established its own disciplinary content, pedagogy, and research 
base. EMP contains the selection of authentic and interesting readings that are connected to the medical field and 
at the appropriate level for scholars (Skelton & Whetstone, 2012). EMP focuses more on language in context 
than on teaching language structures and grammar (Skelton & Whetstone, 2012). Also, it focuses on numerous 
medicine-related activities and materials (Porcaro, 2013). 

2.3 English Language in Saudi Arabia   

The extraction of oil in the Arab world, Specifically Saudi Arabia, gave rise and demanded the necessity to 
English language teaching (Javid et al., 2012). Learning English is required at the educational level and for 
getting a career (Bersamina, 2009). 

In Saudi Arabia, English has become famous due to the popularity of internet and modernity (Elyas, 2008). The 
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Saudi officials have put a lot of efforts to advance the quality of English language teaching and learning by 
sending students for higher education in universities and colleges in English-native countries such as USA, UK, 
Canada, Australia, and overseas (Shemary, 2008). Consequently, the English Language has become essential 
among Saudi younger generations, for their higher education as well as for their future careers. 

2.4 Speaking Difficulties  

Language teachers face considerable difficulties in helping students speak in classes; such as insufficient 
awareness, embarrassment, first language use, and most learners’ unwillingness to participate (Tuan & Mai, 
2015). Students’ insufficient awareness of the subject matter obstructs students’ speaking as they have no 
knowledge about the topic of investigation which consequently affects their motivation to talk and participate. 
This is in line with Baker and Westrup (2003) and Rivers (1968) who confirm the idea that students face 
difficulties in speaking when they have no prior knowledge, limited terms and ideas regarding the topic.  

Embarrassment is another difficulty which students suffer from in classrooms. Students are sometimes nervous 
and have fears to speak as a result of their thinking of criticism when making mistakes. According to Littlewood 
(2007), students are often subject to inhibitions and apprehension in language classrooms.   

First language (L1) use according to (Tuan & Mai, 2015) is another cause of speaking difficulties as students 
frequently use their first language to express ideas. According to Harmer (1991), students use first language 
when they have no knowledge about the speaking task. Also, teachers’ negative role modelling where teachers 
use their native language in English language classrooms make students think it is ok to use their L1 since their 
teachers do the same.     

Unwillingness to participate especially in large classrooms is another cause of speaking difficulties where most 
students have limited opportunity to speak or where the big chunk is occupied by few students who are willing to 
speak and participate. 

3. Research Methodology  
Adopting a two-cycle research, this study procedures were designed to collect mixed data to get the whole view 
of learners’ perspectives concerning the English language main skills of listening, speaking, reading, and writing. 
The quantitative Cycle One came in an attempt to spot which skill(s) is/are the most essential for the participants 
and which one(s) is/are the most problematic. For the qualitative Cycle Two, the reasons that lie behind the 
problems found as well as solutions to these difficulties were discussed from the students’ viewpoint. 

3.1 Instrumentation and Population  

This research was intended to be a survey screening EMP learners’ language needs through self-reporting 
assessment of their own EFL skills as initial diagnosis of needs analysis. Based on the results of the first scope, 
the present study was then narrowed to identify obstacles confronting EFL tertiary students in mastering 
speaking skills, discussing solutions from the point of view of learners. To this end, two data collection tools 
were used with which both quantitative and qualitative data were collected to help have the grasp of the issue 
investigated.  

Firstly, the quantitative data were collected from a personal-assessment report using SurveyMonkey as a 
platform. A 7-item questionnaire was self-developed by the researchers. Then, three academicians and three 
professionals were consulted for the validity of the items of the report. After that, the SurveyMonkey-based link 
was created and shared with 60 randomly chosen Saudi students who were enrolled in Level I at a medical 
college where mastering English skills in general and speaking in specific play a crucial role. Out of these 60 
links distributed, 45 responses were recorded on the system scoring 75% of completion rate. However, for the 45 
respondents, 44 of them answered all the 7 questions; whereas only one participant skipped four questions (Q1, 2, 
4, and 5) and answered the rest three ones. Data from the report were analysed using SurveyMonkey analytical 
tools.  

Secondly, qualitative data were elicited from the focus group. After analysing the quantitative data from Cycle 
One, which had concluded that the speaking skill was deemed the most difficult as well as the most important for 
the participants, a guided focus group discussion was carried out during Cycle Two in order to unveil reasons 
and solutions for the issue of speaking inefficiency. Due to the anonymity ensured by SurveyMonkey where 
respondents’ identities are not revealed, 10 participants were selected randomly from the population in order to 
hold the scheduled debate. The 10 target participants were invited for the interview via WhatsApp messages with 
the set date, appointment and location; nonetheless, 9 respondents attended the discussion, and only one did not 
show. The focus group debate was performed according to the set agenda of two main topics to discuss (Reasons 
& Solutions). The carried-out discussion was recorded with the attendance of three of the researchers’ board to 
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The reasons causing the issues of speaking for the EMP participants were elicited from the guided focus group 
discussion. The reasons graphed in Figure 9 were centred on 9 causes brainstormed by the group participants. 
Then, voting was held to frame the reasons found out by individuals within the focus group in order to check 
how far the whole group would agree on the reasons discussed. Findings from this debate were as follows: 
9(100%) for insufficient practices, 9(100%) for stress and anxiety while speaking, 9(100%) for low level of oral 
production, 9(100%) for the gap between the native language of Arabic and the target language of English that 
influences the product of L2, 7 approximately (67%) for the shortage of vocabulary repository, 9(100%) for 
incorrect pronunciation of L2, 8 about (89%) for the difficulty of the L2 structure for EFL learners and the 
internal interpreter due to the interference of L1, 9(100%) for the demotivation among EFL students because of 
some ineffective pedagogy, and 9(100%) for the fear of learners from making mistakes or errors. These factors 
work together contributing to the worsening of the speaking task for participants.  

After summing up the reasons behind complicating the task of speaking in EFL as discussed by the group 
members, another topic was offered for them to debate on; solutions proposed by learners for overcoming the 
issue of speaking inefficiency. Students began discussing remedial works from their point of view. Most 
solutions were centred on compensating for the previous factors of more efficient live practice, memorizing 
vocabulary within conversations, drilling on fluent and correct pronunciation, less teacher-talk time (TTT) and 
much more student-talk time (STT), using the target language a medium of classroom interaction, watching 
movies, and using or developing internet software for improving speaking skills.  

5. Discussion 
Based on the findings presented in the previous section, it can be concluded that speaking fluently and accurately 
is the hardest mission for language learners, and it is the most important skill for the target medical-college 
students. This is based on the results of Cycle 1. In the first construct of difficulty index (Q1, 2, 3, 4, and 5), 
speaking got the highest score of (68.18%) in Q1 responses. While other skills were rated for being ‘difficult’ 
and ‘too difficult’ as (22.72%) with Mean score (M =2.80) for listening, (6.82%) with (M =1.80) for reading, and 
(18.19%) with (M =2.43) for writing; however, speaking obtained (42.22%) for being ‘difficult’ and ‘too difficult’ 
with the highest mean score (M =3.09). This means that in terms of difficulty, speaking came first, then listening, 
writing, and finally reading. On the other hand, learners saw speaking as the most crucial skill for them as could 
be inferred from the results of the second construct (Q6) as well as the third construct (Q7); in which speaking 
had the highest percentage (58%) in terms of importance, and (80%) converted into average of (56%) in terms of 
the need to improve. These results were similar to Hyland (1997) in terms of speaking to come first; while being 
in contrast with Hyland (1997) in terms of what was second. In Hyland (1997), writing came second on the 
difficulty scale; but in this study, the listening came second. This may be due to the properties of the EMP 
context for the present research.    

In addition, Cycle Two informed that learners were deemed aware of their oral performance strengths and 
weaknesses while having a positive desire to exert more efforts to improve their level in speaking. The reasons 
elicited for affecting negatively learners' speaking performance were consistent with a bunch of relevant studies 
(Al-Jamal & Al-Jamal, 2014; Gan, 2012; Rabab’ah, 2005; Soomro & Farooq, 2018; Tuan & Mai, 2015). EMP 
learners are in need of rich effective drilling and practice of various oral aspects, and more STT in and out of 
classrooms as well as using the target language more often; urging for the use of L2 as the main medium in 
language classrooms. This conclusion came at par with various previous studies that called for applying various 
techniques and using modern technology as aids to foster learners’ oral production (e.g., Almoaily, 2019; Rashid 
et al., 2017; Yusof & Abugohar, 2017).  

In sum, oral production was concluded to be the most difficult and the most essential skill for EMP learners in 
their current needs and future requirements.     

6. Conclusion 
This self-rated report of language learners’ needs informed that EFL students’ oral performance is problematic 
from their view. This conclusion results in recommending further planning from all stakeholders and teachers to 
adopt, adapt and innovate new teaching and learning techniques that help improve students’ language skills in 
general and speaking in particular. Planned Drilling and motivating learners are also effective in this regard.  

Teachers are encouraged to vary their pedagogies, tools, and aids that lead to desirable learning outcomes. 
Techniques and tools that make students more active and engaged into language learning in a practice-rich and 
less-stressful environment are moreover recommended. Plus, integrating technology and the Internet are 
expected to maintain student-centred education settings fulfilling these objectives.  
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