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Abstract: This study investigates student’s English language learning difficulties using a participatory action research 
approach. The study seeks to gain insight into difficulties faced by English learners in the international business management 
program at the faculty of management science UbonRatchathani University. Findings revealed that difficulties faced by 
students are related to teaching methods, personal, and the environment surrounding the learners. Also, the difficulties faced 
were different across different skills in English language learning. These findings were consistent with those made by other 
researchers: (Al Fadda, 2012; Boon-Long, 2008; Hassan & Badi, 2015; Song, 1995; TURNER & HIRAGA, 1996). 
Indicating that though learners differ in their abilities and background, they, however, face similar learning difficulties in 
their quest to acquire English as their second language. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
With the growing adoption of English language in 
Thailand, the Thai education sector continues to 
promote the teaching and learning of English 
language at all levels in the education system. The 
most common complaint by language teachers in 
Thailand is about the passive attitudes of Language 
learners in the classroom. These complaints have 
been researched on in some Asian countries. 
According to (Flowerdew & Miller, 1995)most 
expatriate lecturers are frustrated with the 
unwillingness of language learners to give their 
opinions in class discussions even when asked. Their 
speculation is that the cultural and academic settings 
in which these students operate, may have something 
to do with their passive attitude. Similarly, culture is 
cited by many other researchers as the most likely 
cause for the passive nature of Asian students 
studying abroad(Song, 1995; TURNER & HIRAGA, 
1996). While most people including Asians generally 
agree that students’ passive learning attitudes are 
culturally based, it may be misleading to assume that 
students’ Passive attitudes are primarily the effect of 
their culture. One of the major difficulties in English 
language learning is the mismatch between teaching 
and learning styles (Allwright, 1984; Ehrman, 1996), 
and or pedagogy and learning process(Nunan, 1995). 
While some learning difficulties may be noticed by 
teachers in the classroom, (Ehrman, 1996)suggested 
the use of research to identify difficulties faced by 
learners in the learning of a second language could 
provide greater insights into the difficulties students’ 
face that may be difficult to notice or understand by 
simple observation. While difficulties may be 
perceived or interpreted in some context as abilities, 
this study considers difficulties to refer to different 
challenges faced by language learner which include 
but are not limited to constraints, ranging from 

cultural, institutional, learning backgrounds, 
classroom dynamics, and students personal obstacles.  
Although many researchers e.g.,(Cortazzi & Jin, 
1996; Hu, 2002; Jin & Cortazzi, 1998),have 
opinioned that culture plays a greater role in the 
passive learning attitude found among Chinese 
students where students are taught to accept and not 
question or challenge ideas pass on by teachers, other 
researcherse.g., (Cheng, 2000; Littlewood, 1999, 
2000, 2001; Liu & Littlewood, 1997), argue that 
culture should not be used as a justification for 
students passive attitude in the classroom and suggest 
that students lack of proficiency, confidence, 
motivation as well as unsuitable teaching 
methodology combined with inadequate trained 
teachers may also have a great effect on students 
learning attitudes. While so much research and 
discussions have centered on students’ English 
language learning difficulties, there has been little 
done to cover the learners own perceptions, beliefs, 
and opinions about learning difficulties more over 
students perception not only changes over time but 
equally changes with change in sample and area of 
study making it important for practitioners to evaluate 
such perceptions on a constant basis in order to 
develop suitable teaching methods to meet these 
challenges. This study, therefore, aims to examine 
English language learning difficulties from the 
student's perspective and how students respond to this 
learning challenges.  
 
II. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
 
This study aims to identifylearning difficulties faced 
by English language learners in the International 
Business Management Program at UbonRatchathani 
University.  Specifically, the study will try to: 

 Understand students’ perspective of factors 
affecting English learners.  
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 Provide possible mitigating solutions to the 
identified difficulties.  
 

III. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
In reviewing the difficulties faced by students 
studying English as a second language, it may be 
important to look at problems found by other 
researchers and practitioners in the field of teaching 
English as a second language. While grammar is the 
main language difficulties in students’ academic 
writing (Al Fadda, 2012), cohesion and coherence of 
ideas is undoubtedly a big obstacle to students when 
writing Academic English(Hassan & Badi, 2015). In 
addition, students face not only the inability to 
generate their own ideas, (Chou, 2016)but this 
inability to find their own ideas equally contributed to 
the poor academic writing (Al Murshidi, 2014).Not 
only is the teaching method which focuses mainly on 
memorization a problem, insufficient governmental 
desire to promote the teaching and learning of 
English language is also problematic (Boon-Long, 
2008). In a study carried out by Long in Chang Mai 
University (2000) he found out that students’ learning 
difficulties ranged from word order, to Grammatical 
problems such as articles, prepositions, pronouns, 
subjects/verbs, sentences, spelling, adverbs and 
nouns, symbols, tenses, and punctuation. Using thin 
and then as examples, (Schmidt, 1977) claimed that 
French English language learners had pronunciation 
difficulties with some English phonic sounds. 
(Rababah, 2002), believed that vocabulary was one of 
the main language learning difficulty amongst Arab 
learners. Using the ARCs models by Keller 2010, 
(Zhang, 2015)attempted to solve the listening 
problems amongst Xi’an University students of 
Science and technology in China. The models use 
attention, relevance, confidence, and satisfaction to 
improve learners listening skills. In another study, 
(Khan, 2011) also found language learning 
difficulties amongst Saudi Arabian students. His 
study notice that students had difficulties with 
punctuation, cluster of phonemes (doubling sound), 
transliteration of English words to Arabic, grammar, 
structure, doubling of subjects, tenses, articles, 
capitalization and punctuation, double preposition, 
confusion in number identification, problems in 
learning vocabulary/ meaning, synonyms, prefixes, 
suffixes, spelling, silent letters, one letter different 
sounds, different letters- one sound, one group 
different sounds, and other factors. Therefore, 
teachers must adopt teaching methods that suit 
students’ characteristics and response as an attempt to 
reduce, if not, solve these learning difficulties. In a 
different study focusing mainly on speaking 
difficulties,(Sawir, 2005)research on difficulties faced 
by international students in Australia. His finding 
revealed that by spending moretime on grammar, 
reading, and writing rather than speaking and 
listening while studying in their home countries, there 

was insufficient practice on English conversation, 
combine with lesser opportunities to speak in English 
outside the class which promoted the fear to make 
grammatical errors. This only reinforces students 
learning difficulties.  
 
IV. METHODOLOGY 
 
This study employs a participatory action research 
approach (PAR). This approach focuses on the 
involvement and participation of all role-players, 
considers the experience and meanings ascribed by 
individuals living the experience leading to broader 
understanding and deeper insight into complex 
human behaviors (Lincoln, 1992; Mason, 2006). In 
order to understand the problem faced by English 
learners from a holistic viewpoint, a participatory 
mode of inquiry was applied as it discloses the lived 
experiences of individuals and consequently, uses 
single objective reality to produce multiple realities 
based on subjective experience and circumstance" 
(Wuest, 1995). The PAR approach enabled the 
exploration of unique personal knowledge and 
insights of the problem faced by the language 
learners. Furthermore, this approach permits 
information sharing between the researchers and 
participants, affording both an opportunity to share 
and learn which was very vital for this study as the 
researchers seek not only to gain insights to learning 
difficulties but also to find possible mitigating 
solutions to such difficulties. The subjects in this 
study consist of 1st-year International Business 
students at the Faculty of Management Science 
UbonRatchathani University. The total sample size 
was 19 students taking English for Academic 
Purposes in the second semester of the academic year 
2018. Using students’ assigned written, presentation, 
reading, speaking activities and class discussions and 
using a PAR approach, the researchers and 
participants categorized these learning difficulties 
into different broader categories and further examined 
how they each affect one of the English skills as 
discoursed in the result section of the study. 
 
V. FINDINGS 
READING DIFFICULTIES 
 
In an attempt to investigate students' learning 
difficulties, two different approaches were 
employed.First, students were asked to identify the 
difficulties faced while reading. This was then 
compared with the findings obtained by the 
researchers from students’ reading work and a 
discussion was carried out between the researchers 
and participants to further analyze these outcome. As 
far as the work is concerned, students were asked to 
read, summarize and present ideas and information 
gain from the passages, books or articles read. 
The results of the analysis of students' reading 
difficulties revealed that word identification was 
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problematic resulting in ineffective or incorrect 
pronunciation. Furthermore, similar sounding words, 
past and present tenses was also a major difficulty for 
the students.What is more, is the fact that vowel 
sounds changes made pronunciation more confusing. 
The speed of reading leads to omission of words and 
ending letter sounds such as "s, ies, ed" etc., and 
shyness resulting to lack of confidence were also 
amongst some factors identified by students as having 
an impact in their ability to read.  
When the above results were compared to those 
identified by the researchers from an analysis of 
students’work, all of the above difficulties with the 
addition of the inability to pronounce unfamiliar 
words and local language influence on pronunciation 
were major problems facing students in reading. This, 
therefore, reveal no significant difference between the 
researchers and students perceptions of reading 
difficulties faced by students 
 
VI. WRITING DIFFICULTIES 
 
To explore students’ writing difficulties, a similar 
approach was used to compare the students’ 
perception of learning difficulties and difficulties 
identified from students’ work. Students perceived 
inaccurate spelling resulting from unfamiliar 
vocabulary, inability to think of suitable or 
appropriate words and ideas, grammatical errors in 
sentence structure, inappropriate tenses, and poor use 
of articles were great impediments to their writing 
ability. Results obtained were consistent with (Hassan 
& Badi, 2015) whose findings indicated that students’ 
poor writing could in part be attributed to the 
challenges faced in thinking and generating 
vocabulary and ideas in the process of writing.It is 
equally worth noting that an examination of students’ 
work reveal similarities with (Al Fadda, 2012), who 
concluded that cohesion and coherence of ideas was 
amongst one of the main hindrances to students' 
academic writing.Thisproblem manifested in the form 
of inappropriate sentence structures, incorrect word 
orders, and inconsistent ideas, in the present study. In 
addition to the above problems, poor punctuation, 
incorrect used of articles, use of slang words, misuse 
of quantifiers, inappropriate tenses and direct 
translation from their native Thai language to English 
which often produce meaningless sentences, were all 
difficulties faced by students in academic writing.   
While the researchers identified more difficulties and 
or challenges that the students thought they had, there 
were major similarities between the researchers’ 
perceptions of difficulties faced by students in 
academic writing, those of students themselves, and 
those of previous researchers.  
 
VII. LISTENING DIFFICULTIES 
 
Owing to the fact that Thailand is a non-native 
English country, the environment itself provides one 

of the greatest challenges to students' English 
language ability in general and listening and speaking 
in particular. This can be seen reflected in what 
students believe to be their main listening challenges 
as students suggested that speaking speed, accent, and 
pronunciation of native speakers were major listening 
challenges faced in English language learning. This 
combined with the fact that Thailand has a largely 
introverted culture made listening highly problematic 
for the students as they will more often than not feel 
shy or afraid to ask for clarification, repetition of 
interpretation when they miss or fail to understand 
what is being said. This findings strongly agrees with 
those of (Song, 1995; TURNER & HIRAGA, 1996) 
who equally opinionated that culture was amongst the 
many language learning difficulties faced by Asian 
students. 
In an attempt to understand the factors affecting 
students’ listening ability, it could clearly be seen that 
the non-familiarity with the language posed a major 
problem as they needed to listen more than once to 
have a grasp of what was being said. Furthermore, the 
teaching method was also identified as having an 
impact on students' ability to listening. Students from 
backgrounds whose teachers provided little or no 
opportunity to practice listening and students whose 
teachers only assigned and expected them to study on 
worksheets found listening more challenging than 
those who had more listening practice. This again is 
consistent with the finding of (Boon-Long, 2008) 
who suggested that teaching methods had an effect on 
students' language learning ability 
 
VIII. SPEAKING DIFFICULTIES 
 
Most second language teachers and researchers will 
argue that in the course of their work, they must have 
come across so many students who read and write 
beautifully but never participate in any in-class 
discussions or activities. The greatest question in 
one’s mind is how could one read and write so well 
yet speak so poorly or even fear to speak at all? The 
answer to this question lies in a number of challenges 
faced by non-native speakers of English. Whilst it is 
easy to argue that students write and speak what they 
think and so a student who is apt in writing should 
invaluably be good in speaking as this two skills go 
through the same thought process, realities in the 
field indicate otherwise. The point is that most 
students don't fear to make mistakes whilst writing as 
they believe that there are no eyes on them and that 
no one will point out their mistakes during the writing 
process. This is totally different from speaking 
situations where audience feedback provide real-time 
evaluation of one's English during the speaking 
process. As if that is not enough thinking the right 
words and ideas to use without the possibility of 
referring or seeking help from other sources makes 
speaking much more challenging. A combination of 
all these factors accord for students' shyness resulting 
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in their unwillingness to speak. This over time only 
helps to reinforce itself and make speaking arguably 
the most difficult English skills as seen by students. 
These were not only suggested by students, as their 
main listening difficulties but also noticed by the 
researchers during class discussions and activities. To 
add to the above difficulties, poor grammar, 
insufficient vocabulary, and students thinking ability 
were also found as major speaking challenges. This, 
therefore, suggests that any attempt to help mitigate 
students learning difficulties most follow a holistic 
approach so as to provide integrated broad-based 
solution covering the wide range of challenges faced 
by students.  
 
CONCLUSIONS  
 
Learning any second language is challenging but 
learning it in an environment which is dominated by 
the learner's first language can be even more 
challenging. As leaners try to acquire the skills of any 
second language, the teaching methods and learning 
environment must be adapted to help the learners. 
This explains why second language learners living in 
an environment whose language is being learned, 
acquire it faster than those learning in their own first 
language environment. The teaching method is also 
of great importance. As suggested by this and other 
studies, teaching methods which provide a 
participatory approach in language learning, helps 
students learn faster and provide a more enjoyable 
learning environment than those methods that a 
purely teacher-centered as this creates a very passive 
and less engaging learning environment. Language 
teachers and educators must consider the learner's 
background, unique ability, learning environment and 
perception when designing and delivering lessons.      
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