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COMMUNICATION BARRIERS FACED BY ENGLISH LANGUAGE
LEARNERS AT A UNIVERSITY LEVEL: FACTORS AND SOLUTIONS

Many graduates of Ukrainian higher educational institutions cannot interact with others in English because of
numerous barriers to effective communication. The present study aims 1) to investigate the barriers to effective foreign
language communication among the university students and 2) to find out some effective solutions to the problem so
that both teachers and students could benefit in their objectives and outcomes regarding communication skills. The
research outcomes have shown that Ukrainian university students face different issues in communication proficiency
though they generally have positive attitude towards learning English. It has been found out that the participants of this
study face language (vocabulary and grammar) barriers, psychological barriers (fear of making mistakes, fear of
speaking in front of the class), lack of contact hours, inappropriate teaching methods, curricula and textbooks as fac-
tors that lead to the failure to effectively communicate in English. Another major factor is that many university students
get confused when native speakers use different slang words, proper names, local names, food names, etc. and speak
very quickly and may have different accents. The present study also attempted to highlight some strategies for coping
with communication barriers such as use of appropriate teaching methods and aids, avoiding frequent error correction,
practicing communication skills outside the classroom, exploiting collaborative work and authentic materials, making
students aware of cultural diversity and differences as well.
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Introduction

Globalization and expansion of English in the world
have changed the English language teaching and learning
scenario: teaching nowadays is not just improving reading
or writing skills and training students for examinations,
but also increasing their employment potential by
strengthening their communication skills. Unfortunately,
many graduates of Ukrainian higher educational institu-
tions cannot interact with others in English because of
numerous barriers to effective communication. Commu-
nication is considered to be “the activity of conveying
information through the exchange of ideas, feelings, in-
tentions, expectations, perceptions or commands by
speech, writing, gestures and by other means between two
or more participants” [1]. This process requires a
source/sender who encodes information in the form of a
message which is transmitted through a medium/channel
to a recipient who then decodes the message and gives
necessary response/feedback. Effective communication
occurs when it serves the purpose for which it was
planned, however, when the desired effect is not
achieved, barriers which act as obstacles to effective
communication need to be explained. As Nilanjana Pal et
al mention, these include “filtering, selective perceptions,
information overload, emotions, language, silence, com-
munication apprehension or anxiety, gender difference
and many other factors” [4, p. 104]. These barriers to
effective communication can distort the message at any
stage in the communication process. Considering the
reasons that create communication barriers, Norrish iden-
tified a number of factors that include lack of motivation,
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first language interference, literal translation from the first
language into the target one, overgeneralization of gram-
mar rules, material-induced errors, lack of command of
the target, interlanguage errors as well [5, p. 21-39].

Due to inappropriate curricula and teaching method-
ologies, non-supportive environment, lack of motivation
and other reasons, English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
learners at Ukrainian higher educational institutions do
not possess the required proficiency and communicative
skills. Thus, the present study aims 1) to investigate the
barriers to effective EFL communication among the uni-
versity students and 2) to find out some effective solu-
tions to the problem so that both teachers and students
could benefit in their objectives and outcomes regarding
EFL communication skills.

Research methods

In this paper we use both theoretical and empirical
methods of study. We apply literature review method to
analyze and interpret the available literature related to the
topic and obtain the actual information about the barriers
to EFL communication. The carried out experiment in-
volved first year EFL students selected from various uni-
versity faculties: faculty of Agricultural Management
(group 1), Agrobiological faculty (group 2), Mechanical
and Technological faculty (group 3), faculty of Design
and Engineering (group 4) of the National University of
Life and Environmental Sciences of Ukraine, Kyiv. A
total of 124 students (76 boys and 48 girls) aged 18-20
were selected basically through the purposive sampling
method on the basis of convenience and availability and
suggested to fill in a questionnaire.
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Research Results and their Discussion

It has been reported that “because of insufficient au-
thentic resources and the need to use the target language,
EFL learners generally encounter difficulties developing
communicative competence” [2, p.165]. The European
Reference Framework of Key Competences for Lifelong
Learning defines communication in foreign languages as
the competence that broadly shares the main skill dimen-
sions of communication in the mother tongue: “it is based
on the ability to understand, express and interpret con-
cepts, thoughts, feelings, facts and opinions in both oral
and written forms (listening, speaking, reading and writ-
ing) in an appropriate range of societal and cultural con-
texts (in education and training, work, home and leisure)
according to one’s desires or needs” [7, 5]. In real-life
communication, we use a language to express what we
mean; however, a language is more than a tool for com-
munication, it also represents social and cultural back-
ground. By acquiring target language knowledge, EFL
learners cannot be successfully engaged into real-life
communication in the target culture; they also need to
acquire pragmatic competence, the capacity to incorporate
cultural knowledge into language use and choose appro-
priate language in different sociocultural contexts. Thus,
communication in foreign languages implies the elements
of linguistic, communication and intercultural compe-
tence. One of the most significant changes in recent years
has been the recognition of the cultural dimension as a
key component of language studies. Therefore, present
day foreign language teaching is a complex process in
terms of its content, aims and competence development.

The need to communicate occurs in a particular situ-
ation which shapes the form and content of that particular
communication. Nazari believes that social and cultural
aspects are already within the language, thus language
teaching and learning should not be separated from the
target community’s social practice context, and otherwise
language learning process is deemed to be useless [3].
Effective communication skills not only help students to
improve their academic performance but increase their
employment options, enhance their subsequent profes-
sional competence, and improve their personal effective-
ness. However, while communicating in English, the
learners encounter varied problems that evidently handi-
cap and hamper their communication and negatively af-
fect their general proficiency.

Such barriers to communication may include:

- language barriers to communication (the inability
to communicate using a language);

- cultural barriers to communication (the way people
think and behave in different cultures);
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- physical barriers to communication (environmental
and natural conditions that act as a barrier in communica-
tion in sending and receiving messages);

- physiological barriers to communication (psycho-
logical factors such as misperception, stress, filtering,
distrust, worries, and people’s state of mind can effect
communication with others);

- social barriers to communication (include a social
psychological phenomenon of conformity, a process in
which the norms, values, and behaviors of an individual
begin to follow those of the wider group. Social factors
such as age, gender, socioeconomic or marital status may
act as a barrier to communication in certain situations);

- semantic barriers to communication (symbolic ob-
stacles that distort the sent message in some other way
than intended, making the message difficult to under-
stand; language, jargon, slang, etc., are some of the se-
mantic barriers).

The main focus of our study is language, psycholog-
ical and sociocultural barriers to communication experi-
enced by EFL learners at university level.

Language (semantic barriers).

Language is the main medium of communication and
words are its tools. The words we select, the way we use
them, and the meaning we attach to them may cause many
communication barriers as well as barriers at semantic,
syntactic, phonological and linguistic levels.

Psychological barriers arise in the human mind and
not always communication can result in understanding.
Psychological factors which may become barriers to a
meaningful communication include: emotions (both posi-
tive and negative emotions may act as barriers, if they are
not kept under control); prejudices (e.g., prejudices about
certain communities or groups of people), closed mind
(when a person refuses to accept other one’s idea or opin-
ion that is different from his/her own one); social or pro-
fessional status (when a person becomes too conscious of
his/her status, whether high or low, then status becomes a
barrier); impatience (listening without attention or empa-
thy), etc.

Cultural diversity within a country and cultural dif-
ferences between people from different countries are a
major cause of cultural barriers. This is because people
are conditioned by their cultures and they develop certain
habits of working, communicating, eating, dressing etc.
according to their cultural conditioning.

Based on literature review, a questionnaire was elab-
orated and administered to 4 groups of students of the
National University of Life and Environmental Sciences
of Ukraine, Kyiv. Table 1 presents the data related to
attitudes and barriers of the university students towards
English communication.
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Table 1.
Attitudes and Barriers towards English Communication
# Attitudes and barriers Group | Group | Group | Group Average
1 2 3 4

1 | Speaking English is an important skill at a university | 92% 87% 93% 81% 88.25%
level.

2 Listening and Speaking English is tedious for me. 74% 67% 62% 79% 70.5%

3 I cannot speak English fluently because I translate | 85% 91% 78% 88% 85.5%
utterances from Ukrainian.

4 | enjoy speaking English in the classroom. 43% 52% 47% 53% 48.75%

5 English pronunciation is difficult for speaking and 23% 31% 26% 29% 27.25%
understanding.

6 English grammar is difficult for me when | speak. 62% 67% 59% 60% 62%

7 Lack of adequate vocabulary makes speaking diffi- | 84% 78% 90% 86% 84.5%
cult for me.

8 | The difference between English and Ukrainian 61% 52% 54% 62% 57.25%
grammar makes English speaking difficult for me.

9 | feel embarrassed and nervous when | speak English | 44% 45% 52% 49% 47.5%
in front of the class.

10 | I prefer not to speak in the classroom because | am 62% 64% 60% 59% 61.25%
afraid of making mistakes.

11 | I prefer not to speak English in the classroom be- 31% 22% 27% 18% 24.5%
cause my peers will laugh at me.

12 | I am afraid that my English teacher will laugh if | 42% 35% 36% 27% 35%
make a mistake.

13 | I hate speaking English because of my English lan- 82% 73% 61% 63% 69.75%
guage teachers (at school or college levels) due to
faulty teaching methods, curricula and textbooks.

14 | English contact hours are not sufficient to have 96% 97% 94% 98% 96.25%
enough practice of speaking skills.

15 | | prefer to interact with native speakers to improve | 52% 46% 48% 34% 45%
my speaking skills.

16 | | prefer to watch English movies to improve my | 12% 17% 19% 24% 18%
speaking skills.

17 | I can understand my English teacher but 1 cannot | 65% 58% 54% 63% 60%
understand native English speakers.

18 | I get confused when native speakers use different | 98% 86% 94% 91% 92.25%
slang words, proper names, local names, food
names, etc.

19 | I fail to understand fluent speech and different ac- | 82% 75% 87% 76% 80%
cents.

20 | I fail to communicate effectively with native speak- | 33% 27% 42% 51% 38.25%
ers because | am not sure what is considered ‘freely
available' and what is considered a taboo topic.

The comparative analysis has indicated little differences
in the perceptions of all four groups. All the respondents have
stated that English communication skills are important at a
university level (88.25%), though most of them bear weak-
nesses in speaking and listening proficiency due to miscella-
neous factors. These barriers include differences between the
English and Ukrainian grammar (57. 25%), poor vocabulary
(84.5%) and grammar skills (62%), translating utterances from
Ukrainian in one’s mind while speaking (85.5%), however,
English pronunciation does not prevent most of the students
from effective speaking and understanding (only 27.25% of
the respondents regard it as a barrier). Other factors include
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psychological barriers such as fear of making mistakes
(61.25%) and fear of speaking in front of the class. It should be
noted that only one third of the students are scared to be
laughed at by their classmates (24.5%) and teachers (35%) for
making mistakes. The students’ most preferred way of im-
proving speaking skills is interacting with native speakers
(45%) and they do have enough opportunities to interact with
natives frequently, whereas watching English movies is pre-
ferred only by 18% students. The findings of our research have
also suggested that insufficient English contact hours are a
major hindrance in achieving English communication profi-
ciency among the university students (96.25%). 69.75% re-




spondents were not satisfied with their English language
teachers (at school or college), their teaching methods, curricu-
la and textbooks, that is why 60% students were able to under-
stand their English teacher but found it difficult to understand
native speakers. Another important finding is that a great
number of participants got confused when native speakers
used different slang words, proper names, local names, food
names, etc. (92.25%), spoke too fluently or used different
accents (80%). However, such cultural issues as what is con-
sidered “freely available” and what is considered a taboo topic,
were not a big barrier to effective communication with natives
for 38.25% respondents.

Based on the findings of our research, it has been
suggested that English teachers need to pay greater atten-
tion while planning their English lessons and they should
realize that teaching real communication is not merely
teaching English pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar.
According to Nilanjana Pal et al, “there are many inter-
vening variables lying between the source and the receiv-
er of communication. A communicator must be aware of
the nature and effect of these intervening variable — if
properly employed the same elements that are barriers to
communication become facilitators” [4, p. 115]. It also
seems inevitable that English language teachers should
take additional measures to provide their students with the
chances to improve speaking proficiency. In order to
encourage students in exerting their optimum efforts to
improve their speaking skills, the faculty members should
make them realize that communication proficiency cannot
be achieved without intensive practice of the target lan-
guage in various contexts; Ukrainian EFL learners should
be convinced to use the target language not only in the
academic setting but also they should be motivated to
practice it as much as possible outside the classroom.
Joining online special interest groups may be instrumental
to maximize the chances to practice English more fre-
quently. It seems very important that teachers should
exploit positive attitudes of students towards speaking
English and try their level best to keep their motivation
high. English language teachers should ensure variety and
innovation in speaking skills activities to avoid monotony
and boredom and provide the speaking process with fa-
vorable environment by exploiting collaborative work and
authentic materials, by increasing time for talking, provid-
ing encouragement of students, avoiding frequent correc-
tion of errors that may distract learners and making stu-
dents aware of cultural diversity and differences. The use
of appropriate teaching aids such as language laboratories,
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audio-visual aids, computers and power point presenta-
tions should be appropriately used to keep the interest
level high.

Other tips on how to overcome EFL barriers may be
as follows:

- creating low-anxiety environment (a setting where
students feel safe to take risks and feel supported by their
teacher and peers without the fear of being laughed at or
made fun of);

- repeated practice (students need multiple opportu-
nities to comprehend and express their ideas in a new
language);

- using comprehensible input (finding different ways
to make what is being said comprehensible and easier to
understand);

- using drama (such activities as role-playing, pup-
petry, narrating wordless picture books, etc. All of these
activities assist in the development of communication
skills in addition to introducing students to rich literacy
experiences and responses in a classroom setting);

- creating grouping structures that set students up for
success (teachers can improve engagement and motivation
by creating choice/interest groups where students gather,
read, discuss the common topics and work together).

Conclusion

The findings of this empirical study reveal that
Ukrainian university students face different issues in
communication proficiency though they generally have
positive attitude towards learning English and they
strongly agree that it is significant for their studies at
university and communication is an extremely important
life skill. It has been found out that the participants of this
study face language (vocabulary and grammar) barriers,
psychological barriers (fear of making mistakes, fear of
speaking in front of the class), lack of contact hours, in-
appropriate teaching methods, curricula and textbooks as
factors that lead to the failure to effectively communicate
in English. Another major factor is that many university
students get confused when natives use different slang
words, proper names, local names, food names, etc. and
speak too fluently and may have different accents. The
present study also attempted to highlight some strategies
for coping with communication barriers such as use of
appropriate teaching methods and aids, avoiding frequent
error correction, practicing communication skills outside
the classroom, exploiting collaborative work and authen-
tic materials, making students aware of cultural diversity
and differences as well.

3. Nazari, A. (2007). EFL Teachers’ Perception of
the Concept of Communicative Competence. ELT Jour-
nal, 61/3, p. 202-210 [in English].

4. Pal, Nilanjana, Halder, Santoshi, Guha, Abbhijit.
(2006). Study on Communication Barriers in the Class-
room: A Teacher’s Perspective. Online Journal of Com-
munication and Media Technologies, Vol.6, Issue 1 [in
English].




lNedazoeika — Education

5. Norrish, J. (1983). Language Learners and their ~ Parliament and of the Council. Belgium: European

Errors. London: Macmillan Press London [in English]. Communities, 18 December 2007. Available:
6. Seidlhofer, B. (2005). English language as a lin-  http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/publ/pdf/lllearni
gua franca. ELT Journal, 59 (4), 339-341 [in English]. ng/keycomp_en.pd [in English].

7. The Key Competences for Lifelong Learning — A
European Framework. Recommendation of the European

JITEPATYPA

1. Chigicherla T. R. Communication and its types / 5. Norrish J. Language Learners and their Errors / J.
Thirupal Reddy Chigicherla // International Research  Norrish. — London: Macmillan Press London, 1983.
Journal of Management Sociology & Humanities. — 6. Seidlhofer B. English language as a lingua franca /
2014. — Vol 5. B. Seidlhofer // ELT Journal. —2005. — No. 59 (4). — P.

2. Larsari V.N. Learners' communicative competence  339-341.
in English as a foreign language (EFL) /V.N. Larsa- 7. The Key Competences for Lifelong Learning. A
ri /lJournal of English and literature /-2011.-Vol. European Framework. Recommendation of the European
2(7). —P. 161-165. Parliament and of the Council. [Enextpounuii pecypc] /

3. Nazari A. EFL Teachers’ Perception of the Con-  The Key Competences for Lifelong Learning // Belgium:
cept of Communicative Competence / A. Nazari //ELT  European Communities. - 2007. -
Journal. — 2007. — No. 61/3. — P. 202-210. Pexxum noctymy o pecypcey:

4. Nilanjana P. Study on Communication Barriers in  http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/publ/pdf/lllearni
the Classroom: A Teacher’s Perspective / P. Nilanjana, ng/keycomp_en.pd.
H. Santoshi, G. Abhijit // Online Journal of Communica-
tion and Media Technologies. — 2006. —Vol.6, Issue 1.

Onexkcandp Cepeitioguy Iloniwyk,

KaHouoam inono2iuHux HayK, Cmapuiuil 6UKIa0ay,

Hayionanvnuii ynieepcumem biopecypcis i npupodokopucmysanus Yrpainu,
eynuys I'epois Oboponu, 15, Kuis, Yrpaina

KOMYHIKATHUBHI BAP’€PHU, 11O IOCTAKOTH HEPEJ CTYAEHTAMU 11PU
BUBUYEHHI AHI'JIIICbKOI MOBH HA PIBHI YHIBEPCUTETY: ®AKTOPHU TA PIIEHHS

I'mobamnizarist Ta eKcraHcis aHriiicbkol MOBHU y CBITI 3MIHWIM CLiEHApil BUKJIAJaHHS aHIIIHCHKOT MOBH Ta 11 BU-
BYEHHS: CHOTOJHI iHIIOMOBHA OCBiTa — II€ HE MPOCTO ITOKPAIIEHHS HABUYOK YNTAHHS Ta MHChMA, a TAKOX MiJrOTOBKA
CTYICHTIB JIO ICIIUTIB, alie i pOpMyBaHHS IXHBOI iHITOMOBHOI MPOdeciitHOT KOMIETEHIIi1, KOHKYPEHTHOCIIPOMOXKHOCTI
IIUIIXOM 3MIiITHEHHS KOMYHIKaTUBHHMX HaBHUYOK. Ha jkanp, 6arato BUIMYCKHHKIB YKpaiHCHKHX BHIIMX HABYAJIHHUX 3a-
KJIaJliB HE MOXKYTh €(DEKTUBHO B3a€EMOJISITH 3 1HITMMH aHTIIHCHKOI0 MOBOO Yepe3 YHCICHHI epemKoan st e(heKTHB-
HOTO CIIIKYyBaHHSA. TakuM YHHOM, HaIlle JOCIIKCHHS CIpSMOBaHEe Ha 1) BHBUEHHsS 0ap’epiB €(EKTHBHOTO CIILIKY-
BaHHS aHMTIHCHKOI0 MOBOIO, SIKi BIITUyBAalOTh CTYJCHTH YKPATHCHKUX BHIIIB, Ta 2) MOMYK e()eKTUBHUX pillleHb IMpooIre-
MU Juts (OPMYBaHHS CTIHKMX IHIIOMOBHUX KOMYHIKaTHBHUX HaBHYOK. Pe3ylbTaT MpoBeIeHOro JOCIIIKEHHS IEMOH-
CTPYIOTb, 1110 CTY/CHTHU 3IIITOBXYIOTHCS 3 PI3HUMH NPOOJIEMaMH CIIJIKYBaHHS, X04a B I[IJIOMY BOHH MO3MTHBHO CTaB-
JISITHCSL 10 BUBUEHHS aHTJIIMChKOI MOBH. BUSsIBIIEHO, 1110 YYaCHUKH €KCIIEPUMEHTY 3IIITOBXYIOTHCS 3 MOBHUM 0ap’epom
(Jlekcuka Ta TpaMaTHka), TICUXOJOTTYHUM Oap’epoM (CTpax IMOMUIIMTHUCS, CTPax BHUCTYIATH Iepes ayAuTOPi€lo), a Ta-
KOX TaKMMH MpoOJIeMaMu sIK-0T: MaJia KUIbKICTh MOBHHX 3aHSTh Ha THIK/IEHb, HEBIIMOBIHI METO/IM HaBYaHHS, 3aCTa-
puIi HaBYaJbHI IUIAHW Ta MIAPYYHUKU SK (AKTOPH, LIO MPHU3BOJATH 10 HECTIPOMOXKHOCTI €(EeKTHBHO CIIIKYBATHCS
AHTJIIHCBKOI0 MOBOIO. [HIIMI Ba)XITMBUH YMHHHK IOJISITAa€ B TOMY, IO 0arato CTYAEHTIB YHIBEPCHUTETY NMOYYBAarOTHCS
HEBIIEBHEHO, KOJIM HOCIi MOBHM BUKOPHCTOBYIOTh Pi3HI CIIEHI'OBI CIIOBa, BIaCHI HAa3BU, MICIIEBl HA3BM, HA3BU IPOJYKTIB,
PO3MOBIISIIOT y IIBHIKOMY TEMIIi, 3 PI3HUMH aKIIEHTaMH TOIIO. Y HAIIOMY NOCIHIKEHHI MM TaK0)XK HaMarajucsl BUCBi-
TIUTH JIesKI CTpaTerii moJojiaHHs Oap’€piB aHIIIOMOBHOI KOMYHIKAIlil, Taki, SK BUKOPUCTAHHS aJCKBATHHX METOIIB
HaBYaHHS Ta JONOMIDKHHX 3ac00iB, 3a100iraHHs 4acTOMY BUIIPABJICHHIO TIOMMJIOK, ()OPMYBaHHS HaBHYOK CIIJIKYyBaHHS
03a MeKaMH ayIuTopii, BHKOPHUCTAHHS KOOTIEPAaTHUBHUX METOJIIB HABYAHHS Ta aBTCHTUYHHUX MaTepiajiB, GopMyBaHHS
3HaHb PO KYJIBTYPHI BIIMIHHOCTI Ta po3MaiTTs KyJIbTYp y CBITI.

Knrwouoei cnosea: anrnilickka MOBa SIK iHO3eMHA MOBa, CIIJIKYBaHHS, Oap'epy CIIJIKyBaHHSA, CTPATETii TOJ0TaHHS.
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