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Abstract 

The English Language is a compulsory subject in Sri Lankan school curriculum. Despite thirteen years of study, students struggle with 

speaking English. Many qualified non-native English teachers have been recruited in the schools and they have improved their speaking 

skills. They might face many obstacles when they develop speaking skills. The current study focused on finding out the obstacles faced 

by these teachers when they developed speaking skills. Eighteen English teachers from nine Sri Lankan government schools were 

selected as the sample. A semi-structured interview was conducted using a narrative technique to gather qualitative data. Thematic 

analysis was employed to analyze the data. According to the analyzed data, the obstacles such as fear of making mistakes, 

pronunciation problems and lack of vocabulary were identified. It could be recommended to overcome the obstacles by using remedies 

such as speaking with friends, loud and silent reading, practising pronunciation and learning vocabulary, writing speeches, poems, 

stories and, and listening to songs, conversations, and speeches by native speakers or SSLE speakers the students in Language 

classrooms can improve their speaking skills. 
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Introduction 

The students are required to gain competencies related to 

speaking, reading, writing, and listening in the English as a 

Second Language classroom. In the classroom, students 

are given fewer opportunities to speak due to time-

consuming and the main focus is on enhancing writing 

skills. Even though the students get the opportunity to 

speak in English during the English periods or in any other 

public places, they hesitate to communicate in English. 

Thus, it is clear that they have developed a kind of fear of 

speaking in English. Many scholars have identified many 

obstacles to speaking in English.Davis, (2008), suggests 

that the classroom should provide a good communication 

environment and further suggests teachers should convert 

the classroom into a conversational place. However, the 

students hesitate to speak in English due to many 

inabilities. According to Balqis (2018), the lack of 

vocabulary is one of the challenges among speakers and it 

affects the flow of speaking. Lightbown & Spada (2013) 

mention that having high self-esteem, less anxiety, and 

being able to take risks are characteristics of a good 

language learner. Having less self-esteem, anxiety, and 

inability to take risks are some obstacles among speakers 

of English. It is true that speaking tasks automatically 

generate anxiety among learners. (Gregersen &MacIntyre, 

2015). According to Fernando, Raja (2011), Selvi (2011), 

and Verghese (2011) there are some challenges to 

learning English as poor family background and rural 

settings. To improve the English proficiency of Sri Lankan 

students, many non-native English teachers have been 

recruited to government schools. These teachers have 

received their education from the National Colleges of 

Education and state universities in Sri Lanka. Even though 

they have improved their four skills now, as learners, they 

might have faced many obstacles when they were 

improving their speaking skills. Thus, this study focuses on 
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finding out the obstacles that they faced when improving 

their speaking skills. 

 
Research Objectives 

To find out the obstacles that English teachers faced when 

they were developing their speaking skills as students. 

 
Research Question 

What were the obstacles that English teachers faced when 

they were developing their speaking skills as students? 

 
Literature Review 

Teachers as learners have faced many obstacles when 

improving speaking skills. When considering the term 

obstacles, obstacles aresomething that block you so that 

movement, from now on, or action is prevented or made 

more difficult (Cambridge, 1999). As learners are non-

native speakers, they should learn the English Language. 

Only a few learners get the opportunity to speak in English 

at home as English is a language of a minority in Sri 

Lanka. According to Fernando (2010), English is not an 

official or national language but it is one of the languages 

used in Sri Lanka and always becomes a language of a 

minority. Thus, most of the learners’ only exposure to 

speaking English is in the classroom. According to Davis, 

(2008), the classroom provides a good communication 

environment and teachers should convert the classroom 

into a conversational place. Although the learners get 

opportunities to speak in the classrooms, most of the 

learners do not produce a single word in English due to 

poor speaking skills. Then they miss the opportunities to 

speak in the classroom. Less participation in speaking 

activities limits the opportunities for speaking in the 

classrooms (Rahmadeni, Amri, and Adnan, 2013, p. 413). 

Although the learners need to improve their speaking 

skills, they have to face many obstacles like lack of 

vocabulary, poor family background, rural setting, anxiety, 

and lack of confidence. According to Balqis (2018), the 

lack of vocabulary is one of the challenges among 

speakers and it affects the flow of speaking. Lightbown & 

Spada (2013) mention that having high self-esteem, less 

anxiety, and being able to take risks are characteristics of 

a good language learner. Having less self-esteem, anxiety, 

and inability to take risks are some obstacles among 

speakers of English. It is true that speaking tasks 

automatically generate anxiety among learners. 

(Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2015). According to Fernando, 

Raja (2011), Selvi (2011), and Verghese (2011) there are 

some challenges to learning English as poor family 

background and rural settings. These obstacles are visible 

among Sri Lankan speakers of English. Similarly, 

Mahripah (2013), points out that support from the family is 

important to learn a second language. As Sri Lankan 

learners overcoming these obstacles leads to becoming 

successful speakers of English. 

 
Methodology 

This study employed a qualitative research paradigm. A 

narrative style was adopted to find out the obstacles the 

teachers faced when they were improving their speaking 

skills and semi-structured interviews were conducted as 

the research tool. The Purposive Sampling technique was 

used to choose the sample for the study. Hence, my 

sample consists of 18 English teachers employed in 

schools and universities from nine provinces in Sri Lanka. 

 
Results and Discussion 

According to Oxford (2010), an obstacle is a thing that 

prevents progress. In this research, the researcher uses 

the word “obstacles” in terms of the obstacles that the 

teachers of English came across when they were 

improving their speaking skills. As they overcame these 

obstacles, they have become prominent figures in the field 

of English at present. 

“While reading came across difficult words and when 

it was difficult to understand the rest of the sentences 

or the context, I noted them and looked them up in a 

dictionary or I figured it out by reading the context 

several times.” (p1) 

 This was a statement given by one of the participants 

and it was seen in her story, that she had difficulty in 

understanding the words while she was reading. But she 

overcame it by referring to a dictionary or reading several 

with the context to figure out the meaning. As reading and 

speaking skills are interconnected and having rich 

knowledge of vocabulary improves speaking. This 

particular participant might be able to enhance her 
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knowledge of vocabulary with the use of a dictionary and it 

might be the reason for her fluency in speaking. 

“Normally we had class meetings every week and 

grade meetings once a month. We had to deliver a 

speech at the assembly, so it was a challenge for 

us.”(p2) 

 This particular participant is another prominent figure 

in the field of education. It was a challenge for her to 

deliver the speech without preparation when she was 

schooling. Lack of confidence in delivering impromptu 

speeches was one of the obstacles and she had to 

prepare for the speeches before presenting them. It might 

help her to become a successful speaker in the field of 

Education. This scenario was same with the most of the 

participants that the researcher interviewed. 

“The obstacle was anxiety.”(p3) 

“When I started to speak English, I was nervous, shy 

and I felt that I was not confident enough to speak.” 

(p4) 

 Another two participants too mentioned that anxiety 

about speaking in English was an obstacle for her when 

she developed her speaking and by practising only, she 

was able to overcome it. Lack of confidence in speaking 

English is a common obstacle among Sri Lankan learners. 

Juhana (2012, p. 101), has identified some psychological 

factors related to the discouragement of speaking English 

as being afraid of mistakes, shyness, lowering anxiety, 

lack of confidence, and lack of enthusiasm. Similarly, 

Baldwin (2011) and Humaera (2015) have observed that 

English public speaking can be a daunting experience for 

some individuals due to shyness. This can lead to a blank 

mind and forgetting what they want to present, resulting in 

poor performance. 

“I hesitated to speak thinking that I would make 

grammatically incorrect sentences.”(p 9) 

 This statement was given by another participant and 

she was afraid of making mistakes. As ESL learners, they 

always think of producing grammatically correct sentences 

that make them not produce a single utterance. Moreover, 

According to Humaera (2015), learners may be hesitant to 

speak because they fear making grammatical errors and 

being judged for it. As learners learn through their 

mistakes, this particular participant missed this opportunity 

to learn from her mistakes but she was a book lover and 

through reading, she might be able to catch the grammar 

structure. Now she is too working as a prominent figure in 

the field of education. 

“I had pronunciation issues and I participated in an 

elocution class and it helped me to overcome it.”(p12) 

 This particular participant is a Tamil and she had 

difficulty in pronunciation while she was developing her 

speaking but she had attended elocution classes which 

might have helped her in overcoming the influence of her 

mother tongue on her speech.  

“Mother tongue influence could be seen when I 

talked.”(p11) 

 She was another Tamil participant and it can be seen 

her mother tongue influenced her speaking. Still, it is there 

in her speaking as she lives with the Tamil community. 

When comparing these two Tamil participants, it can be 

seen that the one who attended elocution classes showed 

less influence of their mother tongue. Thus, practising 

leads to better pronunciation ability. 

“When I started to speak, I was struggling to speak 

because I did not enough vocabulary to speak. Then I 

started to find new vocabulary using a 

dictionary.”(p15) 

“I read books to improve my vocabulary.”(p13) 

 This statement was given by another participant when 

questioned about obstacles she came across when 

developing speaking. According to her, she had the 

obstacle of lack of vocabulary. Thus, she used to read 

books to improve her vocabulary. However, word power 

plays a key role in the fluency of ESL learners. As Balqis 

(2018) mentions, lack of vocabulary is a big issue among 

ESL learners and it affects the flow of speech of the 

speakers. Although ESL learners find an English 

equivalent for every Sinhala word, there is a tendency to 

borrow from the Sinhala language when speaking the 

English language. As Gunasekara (2010), mentions, there 

is a tendency to use English equivalent when writing rather 

than borrowing, unless there is no equivalent. As 

examples, 

“We had kiribath for breakfast.” (Speech) 
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“We had milkrice for breakfast” (Writing) and some 

vocabulary such as pettagama, konde, aiyo, and 

machan. 

(Gunasekara, 2010) 

“Basically, speaking for a long time at a stretch was a 

big challenge., Most of the time I spoke with myself to 

overcome this.”(p 16) 

 This statement is given by another participant and she 

has the problem of speaking for a long time in English. 

Most of the time she used short sentences to communicate 

and because of her desire for long sentences she 

practiced it with herself. It was beneficial and she uses it 

as a strategy to improve her speaking. 

“I think I did not get enough people to talk with as 

most Sinhala people are reluctant to talk in English 

but I tried to talk as much as I can.”(p5) 

 This particular participant stated that not having more 

people to converse with in English was an obstacle for her 

to improve her speaking skills. When there is more 

interaction there are more opportunities to share the ideas. 

When considering Sri Lankan classrooms, only a smaller 

number of students speak English during the English 

period. If the students speak with other students, it 

provides chances to improve themselves and it reduces 

the fear of speaking. Similarly, if the students talk with the 

teacher, there is a good opportunity to get feedback from 

the teacher. As this participant points out Sinhala people 

are reluctant to speak in English and some of them          

have the habit of cheating saying “kaddadanawa, 

kaduwenkotanawa.” However, she tried to talk as much as 

she could as a remedy for that and she succeeded. At 

present, she is contributing to the field of English. 

 By considering the responses given by the 

participants it can be understood that all the English 

teachers have developed their speaking by overcoming the 

obstacles that they came across. Moreover, ESL learners 

can get an idea of how to overcome the obstacles they 

come across when they are developing their speaking 

skills and suggestions for overcoming the obstacles to 

improve speaking skills as these are real-world 

experiences that have proven to be practical and effective. 

 
 

 

Conclusion and Recommendation 

The main objective is to identify the obstacles that English 

teachers faced when they were improving their speaking 

skills. The teachers have used remedies to overcome 

these obstacles todevelop their speaking skills. Most 

teachers have the problem of lack of vocabulary, fear of 

making mistakes, anxiety, thinking of grammar concepts 

before speaking. Mother tongue influence is another 

obstacle that Tamil English teachers came across when 

they were developing their speaking skills. English 

teachers have used remedies to overcome these obstacles 

and become successful speakers. As remedies, 

speakingwith friends, loud and silent reading, practising 

pronunciation and learning vocabulary, writing speeches, 

poems, and stories and listening to songs, conversations, 

and speeches by native speakers or SSLE speakers have 

been used. Thus, the use of these remedies are the 

successful strategies to overcome the obstacles that ESL 

learners face when they develop their speaking skills. 

 As English is learned as a second language, ESL 

learners encounter many obstacles when they develop 

speaking skills. But it can be recommended that the 

obstacles can be overcome with the use of above 

remedies. Most of the obstacles such as fear of making 

mistakes, lack of confidence, lack of vocabulary, and 

pronunciation difficulties can be overcome by practising 

speaking. It can be recommended that the remedies used 

by the participants can be used to overcome obstacles for 

the learners who are trying to develop speaking skills.  

 The findings and recommendations in relation to the 

current study could be used to develop speaking skills 

among English language learners not only Sri Lankan 

context but other ESL learners of foreign contexts. As 

there is less research available related to stories of English 

teachers about how they develop their speaking skills in 

the Sri Lankan context, more research is encouraged to be 

conducted to enhance speaking skills. 
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