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Speaking.” Studies in English Language & Literature 45.2 (2019): 265-286. The purpose of this research 

is to investigate factors that Korean adult EFL leaners perceive to have an impact on their speaking 

performance in encounters with interactive speaking activities. Grounded on interview-based qualitative 

data, the present research found five factors in association with individual EFL learners’ oral proficiency 

during their social interactions of English speaking: (i) the degree of EFL learners’ desire or willingness 

to speak; (ii) the avoidance of face-threatening communicative actions; (iii) the extent of anxiety reactions 

to speaking; (iv) necessity for overall linguistic proficiency; and (vi) prioritizing listening over speaking. 

Among those factors extracted, three were related to those factors that exerted influence on EFL learners’ 

speaking at an affective level while two factors were perceived to affect their speaking at a cognitive 

level. Given that EFL speaking involves demanding processes both affectively and cognitively, each of 

these factors was perceived to play a predominant role in EFL students’ achievement of oral proficiency, 

which most likely impacts individual learners’ on-going speaking performance. (Kyungnam University) 
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I. Introduction

  Since the term of globalization became one of the catch phrases that characterize 

  * This work was supported by Kyungnam University Foundation Grant, 2016.
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the importance of global communication, English education in Korea has been 

confronted with the task of producing global citizens equipped with the ability to 

communicate with other speakers around the world. Speaking and writing in English 

as a lingua franca are basically referred to as two modes of communication in the 

global community. Of these two, speaking is said to be the most primary means of 

communication (Lazaraton, 2001). Though most basic, spoken English almost always 

turned out to be the most difficult skill to be mastered among a substantial number 

of English learners in Korea. As Baily and Savage (1994) noted, spoken English as 

a foreign language has often been regarded as the most demanding skill on the parts 

of Korean learners of English.

  Historically, the emergence of communicative language teaching (Savignon, 2001) 

as well as of the construct communicative competence (Hymes, 1972) has led to a 

paradigm shift, which was seen as a deviation from structuralism and Chomskyan 

linguistics. Resultingly, the field of language learning and teaching has reset the goal 

of language education to develop the communicative competence of foreign language 

learners in terms of putting the theory of communicative language teaching (CLT) 

into practice. Since the introduction of both constructs, communicative competence 

and CLT, they have served as the linchpin of language learning and instruction in 

EFL settings.

  Fostering the growth of EFL learners’ oral proficiency means having them 

develop communicative competence in English in a setting that calls for interaction 

with other speakers, which amounts to the goal of language learning. Language 

professionals have paid attention to how they teach students under the new 

innovative framework of foreign language instruction in effective ways so that the 

goal of language teaching can be achieved. With this in mind, language instructors 

have engaged in teaching to ensure quality instruction and learning in classroom 

settings. The shift in theoretical perspective on language teaching and the resulting 

concerns with language professionals’ research on CLT gave rise to numerous 

research studies coupled with the increasing demands of listening and speaking in 
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particular (e.g., Cha, 2000; Kim, 2004; Kim & Lee, 2009; Pae, 2013).

  A wide variety of variables have been assumed that affect EFL learners’ learning 

process and language achievement on cognitive, affective, personality, demographic, 

and sociocultural levels (Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, & Daley, 2001; Pae, 2013). Studies 

on EFL students’ oral communication and strategies use in classrooms (Nakatani, 

2010) and EFL learners’ oral fluency (Lennon, 1990) were conducted to investigate 

EFL learners’ spoken performance as well. Including the studies above, however, 

almost all the studies regarding EFL learner proficiency in spoken communication 

turned out to utilize quantitative methodologies, which enables researchers to focus 

on investigating some classes of predetermined variables concerning EFL learners’ 

language development. Given the limitations inherent in quantitative traditions, such 

studies are not sufficient enough to capture a certain phenomenon at hand in a more 

comprehensive and thorough way and to offer insight into the phenomenon. Very 

few studies have so far been conducted to explore individual EFL learners’ language 

learning experiences in depth, specifically to gain some insight into EFL learners’ 

speaking performance with the use of a qualitative method of inquiry. In this regard, 

the necessity for the use of qualitative inquiry is called for.

  The current study is guided by the research question below. Which facets 

pertinent to speaking do Korean adult EFL learners perceive as most likely to affect 

their oral performance? This research was designed to investigate how Korean adult 

EFL learners perceive their involvement in speaking inside and outside the 

classroom, centering around factors coupled with the capability to speak in English. 

From a phenomenological perspective, the current study has a significance at least in 

that it not only provides the research field with some additional information or 

factors impacting EFL learners’ oral performance, but casts light on a more thorough 

understanding of how they approach speaking.
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II. Literature Review

2.1 Effects of Affectives on Speaking Performance

  Some affective variables have been assumed to play a significant role in foreign 

language learning and achievement. Among the variables are language anxiety, 

willingness to communicate, and face, which are pertinent to the present research. 

First, language anxiety has been documented as pervasive in the language learning 

process. Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope (1986) claimed that in their conceptualization 

of the construct, language anxiety is composed of three components: communication 

apprehension, test anxiety, and fear of negative evaluation. Among these three 

components, communication apprehension is directly related to speaking 

performance. Language anxiety is referred to as one of the best determinants 

(MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991) or one of the four higher order constructs concerning 

language proficiency (Gardner & MacIntyre, 1993). Most of the studies showed that 

learners with higher language anxiety experience difficulties with oral performance. 

Thus, language anxiety is predicted to exert a debilitating influence on language 

learners’ oral proficiency when they are expected to initiate verbal communication. 

Second, language learners’ oral performance is affected by the extent to which leaners 

are willing or have a desire to speak in communicative settings. Researchers have 

regarded the construct of willingness to communicate as “a conscious intention to seek 

out communication” (MacIntyre, Baker, Clement, & Donovan, 2003, p. 591). Further, 

a language learner’s willingness to communicate in one context is expected to be 

consistent with his or her willingness to communicate across numerous communication 

contexts (Baker & MacIntyre, 2000). This in turn suggests that when language learners 

do not use opportunities to speak in interaction with others, they would be more likely 

to decrease their willingness to speak, including frequency of practice speaking. 

  Third, in Asian culture, issues of saving or losing face are assumed to have a 

significant bearing on language learners’ speaking performance throughout social 

interactions. Individual learners’ high sensitivity to face saving and face losing were 
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found not to be conducive to enhancing speaking ability (Jung, 2013). As a result of 

learner errors in speaking, some language learners become highly sensitive to losing 

face, followed by the feeling of shame (Koo & St. Clair, 1994). Given that speaking 

performance is subject to others’ evaluation, an individual learner with high 

sensitivity to face chooses to remain silent instead of active engagement in speaking. 

Thus, face has the effect of hindering language learners from developing speaking 

ability, as many researchers suggest (e.g., MacIntyre, Clement, Dornyei, & Noels, 

1998; Wen & Clement, 2003). 

         

2.2 Effects of Cognition on Speaking Performance

  Language learners differ with regard to how proficiently they speak. Their oral 

proficiency can be accounted for in terms of individual differences. From the 

cognitive standpoint, particularly, these differences may be attributed to factors 

associated with general linguistic knowledge or ability such as language aptitude 

(Onwuegbuzie et al., 2001). De Jong and her associates (2013) explored speaking 

fluency in terms of individual differences in overall linguistic knowledge and 

processing skills. One of the conclusions they reached was that when a speaker 

plans and executes his or her speech, general linguistic knowledge of L2 grammar, 

vocabulary, lexical retrieval speed, and morphosyntactic knowledge for sentence 

composing come into play that underlie oral proficiency at a cognitive level. This 

implies that L2/FL learners’ speaking performance appears to be impacted by the 

degree to which individuals are equipped with overall linguistic ability on grammar, 

lexical, or morphosyntactic levels prior to their engagement in speaking activities or 

tasks.

  On the other hand, EFL learners’ successful oral performance is found to be 

substantially contingent on their aural proficiency. A plethora of studies on aural and 

oral proficiency pointed to the significance of listening ability which is prioritized 

over speaking (Dunkel, 1986; Krashen, 1982; Morley, 2001). Dunkel (1986) 

emphasized that achieving a good oral proficiency presupposes achieving aural 
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proficiency. She also stressed the weight of listening comprehensibility in attaining 

communicative competence by mentioning that “putting the horse (listening 

comprehension) before the cart (oral production). . . . the key to achieving 

proficiency in speaking is developing proficiency in listening comprehension” (p. 

100). As a consequence, Dunkel’s figurative account of the priority of listening 

comprehension over the execution of speaking aptly captures the linchpin of aural 

proficiency coupled with oral proficiency. 

III. Research Method

3.1 Participants

  A total of ten adults (university EFL learners) were recruited for this study. They 

had previously taken English conversation classes as part of coursework at a 

university. All the participants voluntarily participated in the current study. They 

were composed of six males and four females. Among the participants, three were 

English majors and seven non-English majors (psychology, education, and business 

administration). All the participants volunteered to be interviewed by the current 

researcher. Participants ranged from 22 to 25 years of age. Six participants had the 

experience of studying English in English-speaking countries for six months to one 

year. Regarding their English speaking proficiency based on self-rating, three 

participants rated Intermediate-High (Respondents 1, 2, 9), four Intermediate-Low 

(Respondents 4, 5, 8, 10), and three Novice (Respondents 3, 6, 9).   

3.2 Data Collection and Analysis

  The current researcher informed every participant of the purpose of this research 

and the right to decline and to take part in or to withdraw from the research at any 

time when the interview is under way. The researcher made arrangements with the 

respective participants prior to individual interviews. Each interview lasted around 30 
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minutes. Adopting a semi-structured interview format, the researcher conducted 

interviews to get specific answers from the interviewees (Fraenkel & Wallen, 1996). 

In lieu of a predetermined set of questions, each interview began with “a list of 

questions or issues to be explored, and neither the exact wording nor the order of 

questions is determined ahead of time” (Merriam, 1998, p. 74). Some of the sample 

interview questions address how EFL learners usually feel about speaking English, 

how they rate their English speaking ability, their aggressiveness in trying to speak 

English inside and outside the classroom, when they feel most comfortable or 

uncomfortable with speaking, factors which they think help themselves become 

better at speaking English, and hindrances which they consider as impediments to 

their English speaking. All the interviews were audio-taped with the permission of 

each interviewee. 

  Utilizing a phenomenological approach to which “human experiences are 

examined through the detailed description of the people being studied,” the current 

method of a qualitative inquiry centered around understanding “lived experiences” 

(Creswell, 1994, p. 12) or phenomenon, based on a thick description that provides 

“complete, literal description of the incident or entity being investigated” (Merriam, 

1998, pp. 29-30). From the notes, and in-process memos the researcher composed 

during and after each interview, respectively, and audio-taped interview data, the 

researcher formulated subcategories or sub-themes regarding a given interview. This 

procedure was repeated for other interviews. All the sub-themes were then compared 

with one another to extract categories or themes that transpire from the data. All the 

data was triangulated in consultations with one colleague as a peer debriefer, who 

has had expertise in qualitative inquiry. This was to ensure an external check of the 

process and the plausibility of emerging subcategories, categories, or themes from 

the current data. 
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IV. Findings and Discussion

4.1 Affective Barriers to Speaking Performance

  4.1.1 The Degree of EFL Learners’ Willingness to Communicate

  Six EFL respondents expressed the importance of their willingness to 

communicate or interact with other speakers when they were supposed to engage in 

speaking activities. Although some EFL learners perceived their ability to speak in 

English to reach the intermediate level, they mentioned that they did not participate 

in speaking activities in a more active way, due to lack of willingness to interact 

with other speakers in class. However, their voices boiled down to the recognition 

that without willingness to communicate, they could never utter any word or 

sentence in encounters with opportunities to speak in English. It seems plausible to 

claim that the willingness to speak or interact with others, which calls for EFL 

learners’ strong resolution to engage in communicative situations, appears to be 

pivotal to the attainment of oral proficiency. The following two excerpts from the 

respondents demonstrate a case in point:

The biggest problem is that I don’t think I have had any strong desire to speak in 

English conversation classes. In a few cases, of course, I found myself speaking for a 

short time. Most of the cases, however, I had not made use of the chances to 

participate in speaking activities . . . spent most of the class time listening to my 

group members. I know I have to speak aggressively . . . become a good speaker of 

English. . . . I guess I might have spoken English much better than now if I had 

pushed myself through sort of a strong will. (Respondent 3)

I think I became just a good listener without speaking a lot of times. Even when I felt 

I had something to say to my group, I rather tended not to express what I had in 

mind. The way I behaved in English speaking classes keeps going . . . I think I have 

to change myself, first of all, through a firm determination to speak more and more if 

I really want to improve my speaking ability. (Respondent 7)
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  Regarding the role of learner willingness to speak, one EFL learner’s remark 

below was particularly significant in that the construct of willingness to speak turns 

out to come into play when he wants to achieve English speaking proficiency. As 

long as he remained silent while the class was in session, he realized that his oral 

proficiency in English cannot be achieved and that he needed to approach English 

speaking classes by putting his efforts or eagerness to voluntarily speak into practice.

I remember I had spent time speaking nothing in some of my conversation classes and 

outside the classroom. . . . One day, I felt I had to make up my mind to try 

something different in class because I knew that no one but me helps to make me a 

good speaker of English . . . . I have felt a strong necessity to speak English to 

become a good speaker. . . . Whenever conversations take place in class, I find myself 

trying to speak too much and too often . . . feel sorry I talked too much, guys . . . 

Whether you are willing to speak or not is important. (Respondent 2)

  As the remarks above indicate, the current participants expressed that their oral 

proficiency was perceived to be contingent on their willingness to communicate in 

English in an EFL setting. Pae (2013) found that no significant relationship was 

found between learners’ willingness to communicate in English and their speaking 

performance. The current finding, thus, did not corroborate Pae’s finding in 

association with the construct of willingness to communicate and speaking ability. 

Despite such conflicting results, it is worth noting that for EFL students’ oral 

proficiency to proceed towards a more advanced level, the extent to which they rely 

on the willingness to communicate in English increases. Specifically, this may 

suggest that adult EFL learners’ willingness to communicate can have a far-reaching 

effect on their speaking performance, depending on its presence or absence.

  4.1.2 The Avoidance of Face-Threatening Communicative Actions

  Four of the current EFL participants reported a rather strong inclination to remain 

silent in encounters with the occasions on which they were engaged in speaking. 
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Their reticence seemed to derive from their opting not to speak with other learners 

so as to save face in public. Given that language learning activities definitely 

involve social interactions with other speakers, the effect of face on the 

communicative interactions apparently turned out to be pervasive and debilitating in 

Korean EFL settings. The ensuing interview data showed these tendencies toward 

silence when their interactions among group members were called upon:

I preferred to sit still and said almost nothing about a certain topic or issue. At that 

time, I had often said to myself, “What am I doing now in this conversation class?”  

I know I need to speak English as much as possible to practice speaking . . . Sad to 

say, I couldn’t join my group members in speaking for fear of shame and face. I 

really didn’t want others to have any chance to evaluate me by observing my English 

what so ever. I wish I were a kind of person who don’t care . . . been worried about 

the other people around me in English speaking classes. . . . I like to choose a safer 

side than take any risk of losing face in front of others. This way, I can avoid being 

judged by anyone, though I may do nothing to improve speaking in English. 

(Respondent 10)

I just hate to let my classmates judge how good I am at speaking. When I made 

mistakes in class . . . If I had done so, I wouldn’t have felt humiliated . . . I can’t bear 

my classmates laughing at . . . Unless I am sure what I am able to handle without any 

concerns over my English, I never try to speak English . . . (Respondent 4)

  The above comments clearly demonstrated the negative influence the so-called face 

exerted on speaking performance as a consequence of social (verbal) interactions. In 

terms of the current EFL respondents’ self-rating of their oral proficiency, these 

students were below the intermediate-low level. Thus, their speaking performance  

were more prone to being severely limited by eschewing face-threatening 

communicative actions, which caused them to strategically choose to keep silent when 

other speakers were engaged in verbal interactions as well as judging others’ speaking.

  Obviously, some Korean EFL students with lower proficiency in speaking were 



A Study of Factors That Influence Korean Adult Students’ Performance in Speaking   275

found to be very sensitive to face, which has been deeply reflected in Korean 

culture of social interactions. These EFL students’ high face-sensitivity in 

interactions with other speakers seems to be explained by the mechanism of face 

savings and shame in Korean society that Koo and St. Clair (1994) investigated. 

According to Koo and St. Clair, shame may stem “from failure to enact social roles, 

and other feelings of social adequacy” (Koo & St. Clare, 1994, p. 35). Feeling 

shameful is regarded as a reaction to others’ criticism. The source of shame is 

related to disapproval from peers in social settings that require interactions. When 

the current participants were situated in those environments, they appeared to resort 

to silence without engaging in speaking English in order to avoid shame or not to 

lose face. Regarding face-saving actions, Cho (2014) reported that L2 learners who 

participated in her study showed relatively little interaction when they were engaged 

in the negotiated interaction process and that such little interaction can be ascribed 

to individuals’ efforts to maintain social relationships by dint of face-saving actions.

  In this vein, it is possible to assume that language learners’ speaking performance 

(or verbal behaviors) in interactions with group members is better predicted by an 

individual learner’s such external attributes as face in the sense of Kim and Nam 

(1998). But a plausible assumption is that a substantial number of Korean EFL 

students’ poor oral performance can be predicted by individual speakers’ internal 

attributes such as willingness to speak, affectives, and cognition as well as external 

ones such as face. This perspective parallels some of the findings from Jung’s research 

(2013) which exhibited that the construct of face is never a unidimensional one, but a 

multi-dimensional in view of its effect on EFL learners’ speaking. Additionally, it is 

worthwhile to address the pesky question of the extent to which the issue of face is 

just an annoying byproduct of poor cognitive performance in speaking or the extent to 

which it is substantially debilitating in its own right. The vexing question is yet to be 

answered.
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  4.1.3 The Extent of English Anxiety Reactions to Speaking

  Three EFL learners reported that they often developed anxiety reactions while in 

speaking classes. Given that speaking English calls for almost instant responses to 

what others said, the task of speaking in English was shown to have caused some 

of the language learners a great deal of anxiety. This led to the effect that the 

learners have been severely barred from concentrating on the task of speaking at 

hand during in-class speaking activities. Inevitably, the current English speakers’ 

increased anxiety turned out to be conducive to reduced confidence in situations 

involving English speaking. It appeared that the English-speaking learners have 

experienced a vicious cycle as a consequence of tapping anxiety reactions, followed 

by loss of confidence, influencing their oral performance. The following participants’ 

comments were representative enough to demonstrate the case in which they suffered 

from English speaking apprehension, which is debilitating to each of the learners:

In most of the courses in general studies, I hardly have any feelings of discomfort or 

nervousness. But I have been so anxious and uncomfortable about speaking English in 

conversation classes. This is particularly so when I had to express my opinion in front 

of all my classmates. I really hate having such feelings whenever it came to my turn 

to do that. I usually replied that I was not ready to speak and needed more time to 

think about. . . . wish I heard the bell ring soon. (Respondent 6)

Speaking English is the most difficult part . . . For other parts of English like 

listening, reading, and writing, I have little or no problem at all. Probably it’s because 

I don’t have to immediately respond to any situations or my partners unless it is about 

speaking English. However, speaking English is totally different from them. The 

situation in which I should speak English on the spot made me very anxious . . . can't 

avoid feeling upset and frustrated over my speaking ability. As a grown-up . . . 

English speaking just makes me helpless. Even if I try to recall some English words 

. . . I can’t remember those words and expressions I already learned . . . my 

confidence in speaking English comes to drop endlessly, feeling at a loss about what 

I should do. To me, having to speak English is too stressful a job I can’t easily 

overcome. (Respondent 8)
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  As was noted in the above statements, English speaking per se seems to be far 

more anxiety-provoking in comparison with other skills of English or with speaking 

in other general courses conducted in Korean. The current participants’ anxiety 

arousal served as affective threats that could hamper or deter their adequate oral 

performance in interactional situations of speaking English. Particularly, the EFL 

speakers’ remarks are worth consideration from the perspective of foreign language 

anxiety which Horwitz and her associates (1986) take. Horwitz et al. claim that 

foreign language anxiety is unique to L2 or foreign language learning and that the 

construct at hand is characterized as situation-specific. In other words, foreign 

language anxiety is a unique construct, defined as “a distinct complex of 

self-perception, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors related to the classroom language 

learning arising from the uniqueness of the language learning process” in which 

learning occurs (p. 128). Thus, the EFL students’ responses above seem to support 

Horwitz et al.’s conceptualization that situation-specific anxiety applies to a specific 

circumstances such as speaking English, not across a wide variety of situations. In 

line with Horwitz et al., the perspective of situation-specificity on language anxiety 

makes it possible to recognize the advantages of such an approach over other 

viewpoints, allowing researchers to identify the sources of language learners’ 

developing anxious feelings, for example, English speaking anxiety in a situation 

involving communicative interactions.

4.2 Cognitive Impediments to Speaking Performance

  4.2.1 English Proficiency in General as Preparedness for Speaking

  Regarding speaking performance, some of the current EFL learners expressed their 

experiences involving speaking which was greatly influenced by whether or not they 

were ready to speak in a given situation. When oral performance was expected 

among the group members, the degree of EFL learners’ active engagement in 

speaking seemed to be contingent upon the readiness, prior linguistic knowledge, or 
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general English ability on individual levels.

I don’t think I have ever made use of all the chances for me to speak English and 

improve speaking ability. I almost always ended up missing such chances because I 

felt that I was not prepared for talking about the topic in English at all . . . couldn’t 

instantly handle all the parts needed to express my thoughts like English words and 

idioms. I know quite a number of words and expressions, but they hardly occurred to 

me when I was going to say. Even if I managed to remember those words and 

expressions, I frequently found myself unable to put them together to make sense out 

of them in English. I guess these experiences I had in speaking situations basically 

had to do with my poor ability of general English itself . . . seems to add up to my 

poor speaking when I’m not prepared with all the basics of English. (Respondent 7)

  Likewise, another participant’s reaction illustrated the similar point to the above 

remark as to how individual EFL learners perceived their overall language 

proficiency to be crucial to speaking performance. 

As far as I know, speaking itself is not independent of other parts of English. Among 

other parts of English such as speaking, reading, listening, and writing, I think no one 

is independent of others. They are all connected into one English. . . . The more I 

know all about these aspects of English, the better I speak, listen, read, and write, to 

be sure. I feel quite comfortable and I am doing fine. . . . I don’t have to try to 

remember as many words and idioms . . . I find it more useful to know how each 

word or expression I already remembered combines together to express what I intend 

to say. If I can’t speak anything in English, what’s the use of adding more vocabulary 

and other stuff to my memory? . . . Speaking is something that depends on how good 

I am at English words, expressions, and ways to use them in meaningful ways. 

(Respondent 2)

  Thus, EFL learners’ oral performance was observed to be directly affected by the 

extent to which they were equipped with their general ability in or linguistic 

knowledge of English which includes basic vocabulary, a variety of useful 

expressions if possible, and an understanding of how those words and expressions 
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occur to structure English sentences. This amounts to saying that the respective EFL 

learners appear to regard as important the necessity for preparedness in terms of 

overall English ability before they initiate conversations in English. Therefore, these 

reactions was convincing enough to insinuate that EFL leaners’ speaking 

performance is in part attributable to the presence or absence of language learners’ 

control over overall linguistic proficiency associated with knowledge of general 

English. The responses thus appear to translate into the position that individual EFL 

learners’ speaking ability, to a greater extent, results from their strong determination 

to learn English in general. 

  Given such a position, it is worth noting that instructional efforts should be 

invested before EFL learners engage themselves in speaking activities. The ensuing 

efforts should be ones that cover vocabulary, English expressions in the form of 

idioms or collocations useful for the topic at hand, including grammar points. This 

way, learners will be better prepared before they start to speak English.

  4.2.2 The Priority of Listening Proficiency over Speaking Proficiency  

  A total of seven EFL respondents expressed their perceptions on the importance 

of listening and its role for the effective and appropriate performance of English 

speaking. These EFL learners turned out to be very sensitive to what they were able 

to hear during interactions with other speakers. When they felt they were not good 

enough to exactly catch what the others said, they mentioned that they had 

frequently failed to respond during any of the communicative interactions in verbally 

appropriate manners, which led to much less active participation in the speaking 

activity. Grasping only a vague idea of what others spoke about was inevitably 

limiting EFL learners from speaking English in accordance with the flow of 

interactions among themselves. The following representative statements by some of 

the participants exhibited the perception that speaking performance was directly 

affected by their listening proficiency in interactions with others:



280 Youngsang Kim

When I talked to native speakers of English, I find it really difficult to make myself 

understood. When someone finished speaking . . . unable to speak properly too often. 

I would just feel frustrated about my listening because I couldn’t understand 100%. 

Simply put, I couldn’t join the conversation. A native speaker of English sometimes 

speaks very fast. . . . rarely understand what he said. Impossible to respond . . . I just 

lose all the chances to speak . . . I’d better study more to improve my listening before 

I begin to speak in English. (Respondent 5)

I think I am pretty good at listening. When I speak in English, I tend to focus on 

important matters, not on unimportant details or specific things. . . . see what is going 

on and also understand others much better. . . . I speak in English without any serious 

problems. I can add my ideas, opinions, etc. to what other speakers said . . . become 

a good speaker. Important to understand other speakers first . . . good speaking and 

proper responses to others comes from good listening. (Respondent 9)

  These EFL learners’ voices evidently seem to illustrate the importance of listening 

proficiency when they are engaged in speaking activities so as to demonstrate oral 

performance. Given the four skills of English, it is not appropriate to claim that one 

specific skill is more significant than the other skills and the former skill needs to 

precede the latter skills when students learn English. For oral proficiency (or 

communicative competence) to be attained, however, EFL students’ listening 

proficiency exerts a substantial influence on their speaking performance, which is in 

line with the position by Choi (2007). In addition, the current students’ perception 

on listening proficiency relative to speaking performance supported numerous 

research studies (Dunkel, 1986, 1991; Krashen, 1982; Morley, 2001; Rivers, 1981). 

Therefore, the current EFL students’ voices were found to be in concordance with 

numerous researchers’ emphasis that listening proficiency is prioritized over speaking 

proficiency for the language learning process to take place.

  Given the significance of aural proficiency as a prerequisite for oral proficiency, 

EFL learners with lower listening proficiency reported that they also had a hard time 

listening to native speakers of English who speak English fast at a normal speed. 
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EFL learners were so overwhelmed by the speed at which their instructors speak 

that they could not speak English appropriately. As part of instructors’ efforts to 

help EFL learners get accustomed to English speaking, individual instructors’ 

deliberatively speaking at an adequate pace needs to be taken into consideration.

V. Conclusions

  In this research, the researcher investigated the factors that had exerted influence 

on Korean adult EFL learners’ speaking performance in English on the basis of their 

perceptions regarding the construct of speaking. Grounded on interview data, the 

current research captured the underlying dimensionality of the construct in 

association with EFL learners’ oral proficiency and gave rise to five themes or 

categories. Those extracted themes covered a range of affective reactions to and 

cognitive aspects of speaking, which indicates that both affective factors and 

cognitive factors came into play in achieving EFL learners’ oral proficiency.

  More specifically, the current EFL learners’ affective reactions to speaking 

performance included the following three themes: (1) The extent of EFL learners’ 

willingness or desire to communicate; (2) the avoidance of face-threatening 

communicative actions; and (3) the degree of anxiety reactions to speaking. First, 

EFL students’ desire to willingly communicate had a great impact on their oral 

proficiency when they were involved in speaking through interactions with other 

speakers, depending on the degree to which they were willing to speak. When 

learners were less willing or unwilling to engage themselves in speaking activities, 

they turned out to lose opportunities to practice speaking. Fewer opportunities to 

speak due to the absence of individual EFL students’ willingness to get involved in 

speaking performance in turn proved to play a critical role in their attainment of oral 

proficiency. This finding did not support the result from Pae (2013) who found no 

significant relationship between EFL learners’ willingness to communicate and oral 
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performance. However, the current finding still appears to be worth noting that the 

degree of EFL learners’ reliance on the willingness to communicate increases in 

order for their oral proficiency to move towards a more advanced level. 

Additionally, EFL learners’ willingness or desire to communicate may function to 

tremendously impact their oral performance, contingent on its presence and absence. 

Second, the present research demonstrated the negative aspect of face as EFL 

learners were inhibited from speaking. In encounters with numerous occasions on 

which individual learners were expected to speak, EFL students turned out to be 

highly sensitive to issues of maintaining or losing faces. Given that EFL learners 

construed losing face as tantamount to feeling shame, their engagement in interactive 

speaking was reduced to be increasingly minimal in order to get around evaluative 

situations involving face losing and feeling shame that were based on individuals’ 

speaking performance. When face comes into play, the mechanism of face savings 

had the effect of EFL learners’ being rendered speechless, which in turn affected 

their performance in speaking. Third, EFL learners’ anxiety reactions were identified 

as pervasive and debilitating as one of the findings pertaining to the impacts of EFL 

students’ affective reactions on their oral performance. The current EFL learners’ 

anxiety reactions spanned nervousness, frustration, helplessness, and getting upset or 

stuck in encounters with speaking activities, which arise from the uniqueness relative 

to the  language learning process (Horwitz et al., 1986).

  Examining EFL learners’ responses to their oral performance enabled the current 

researcher to extract two more themes coupled with speaking performance on a 

cognitive ground. EFL learners’ speaking was greatly impacted by their overall 

English proficiency which they perceive to be a determinant of speaking proficiency 

on the one hand. Therefore, individual EFL learners’ linguistic preparedness prior to 

speaking seemed to function as a threshold for speaking to occur. In other words, 

when language learners were equipped with such overall linguistic abilities regarding 

English, they tended to actively participate in speaking tasks. When EFL learners 

felt that they got used to English vocabulary, a wide variety of English expressions 
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such as idioms, and English grammar, they can engage themselves in speaking 

activities more easily and frequently. As long as they know how to apply such 

linguistic knowledge to speaking contexts in appropriate ways, they tend to become 

active participants during speaking sessions. Thus, language learners’ possessing 

prior general ability in English was perceived to play a predominant role in oral 

performance on the part of individual learners. On the other hand, the present study 

also found that EFL learners had tremendous difficulty speaking English when they 

felt that they were not accustomed to listening to other speakers. This points to the 

fact that the learners perceived aural proficiency as an important prerequisite for oral 

proficiency when they were called upon to appropriately respond to others in a 

given situation. As long as they perceived themselves to be less proficient in 

listening, lower levels of listening comprehensibility was found to impede learners’ 

engagement in speaking. From a cognitive perspective, less well-developed aural 

proficiency served as a barrier to speaking performance.

  Given the current findings, this research has the following implications: First, 

speaking frequently poses a formidable threat to EFL learners when they are in 

interactive social settings. Learners are often barred from active involvement in 

speaking due to cognitive and affective constraints, feeling afraid of engaging in oral 

activities and lacking linguistic inability to take control over English in general. 

Thus, English instructors’ proper interventions need to be taken into consideration 

for them to lift negative barriers to speaking such as apprehension and face losing 

in the face of speaking tasks. Second, some EFL learners have struggled to speak 

because of their cognitive or linguistic incapacity regarding general English. Here, 

some types of additional remedial classes should be offered to such EFL learners. 

These courses would serve as part of intervention efforts to help them with 

customized programs so that they catch up with others. The present research, 

however, has some limitations. Given the number of the research participants 

recruited, the current findings are not generalizable. Further studies need to be 

conducted in the field to cope with this issue.
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