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Abstract: The problems faced by students leaning a foreign language in non-English-speaking countries may
not only be psychological in nature, like motivation, attitude, and perception, but also practical, in the sense that
students lack the opportunity to learn English through day-to-day interaction. To address this latter issue, some
students prefer to learn English in native English-speaking countries. This study has aimed to explore the lived
experiences of learning ESL from the perspective of immigrant students in the USA. The descriptive
phenomenology method was used in this study. All the participants indicated that their levels of English were
insufficient before they came to the USA. In examining the primary difficulties, the participants faced in
learning English, it was found that in terms of speaking, it was shyness, in terms of listening, it was accent, in
terms of writing, it was the difference between alphabets, and in terms of reading, it was vocabulary. To
overcome these difficulties, students should be encouraged to speak the language and be provided with
psychological support to overcome their shyness about speaking. Studies similar to the present study should be
conducted with immigrants who live in other English speaking countries.
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Introduction

Second language learning depends on a variety of factors. Research and theories show that good
language learners use various strategies to learn a second language. Studies on the strategies for learning a
second language are influenced by the theories regarding second language acquisition and cognitive psychology,
which show that not only are the learner and teacher important, but the learning environment also plays a role.

One of the world’s most important languages is English. It is a global language because the world’s
knowledge is preserved in English (Khan, 2011). Therefore, people around the world try to learn English as a
foreign language, and there are many studies concerning the difficulties in learning or teaching English.

To minimize these difficulties various methods and techniques are implemented by educators in the
language classes. A purposive curriculum, suitable textbooks, qualified teachers, and effective administration
are also influential factors in English teaching (Mckay, 2002; Harmer, 2007). However, sometimes these
methods or techniques seem ineffective, especially when skill development is not as proficient as desired.

Learners also encounter many problems while studying English. One of these problems is not having a
chance to learn English through day-to-day interaction. The other problems vary from country to country. Most
of the existing studies address the problems encountered by Arab learners of English in both speaking and
writing (Abdul Hag, 1982; Harrison, Prator& Tucker, 1975). Zughoul and Taminian (1984) noted that Arabian
students have poor oral communication, particularly in the following areas: tenses, verb structure, and subject-
verb agreement. In addition, several problems were observed in the students’ use of tenses, in terms of tense
substitution, tense sequence, tense markers, and uncertainty of perfect tenses (Kambal, 1980). A study
conducted with Vietnamese students learning English found that the common problems are the difficulty in
pronouncing some consonant sounds such as /8/, /0/, /z/, /d3/, /S/, and /tS/ as well as some initial consonant
clusters such as sp-, dr-, br-, fr-, pl-, and str-; the inability to express stress; not using “be” in sentences that
consist of a subject and an adjective (She beautiful); and word-by-word translation, among others (Nguyen,
2002). Another study conducted with Thai learners of English states that they often have problems with
pronunciation. In addition, Thai grammar is very different from that of English (Akkakoson, 2019). As a result,
studies shows that the linguistic structure of the languages spoken in the East is different from that of English,
and that is why English learners from the East have pronunciation and grammar problems.

In addition to these cognitive problems, students also have psychological problems such as motivation,
attitude, perception, and so on. Despagne (2010) indicates in his study about the perspectives of Mexican
students that 45% of them find English language difficult to learn. They feel an extrinsic motivation to learn
English, and negative perceptions may be the main causes of the problems they encounter in the learning
process. Chasan and Ryan (1995) support this result. Nguyen (2002) also states in his study that Thai and
Vietnamese students are shy and do not feel comfortable asking the teacher questions. This differs from the
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American culture and makes it more difficult for them to learn English. Studies assessing motivation found that
having a personal or professional goal for learning English may influence the need and desire for native-like
pronunciation (Bernaus, Masgoret, Gardner, & Reyes, 2004; Gatbonton, Trofimovich & Magid 2005; Marinova-
Todd, Marshall & Snow 2000; Masgoret & Gardner, 2003). Elliot (1995a, 1995b) and Sparks and Glachow
(1991) stated that students with a motivation to learn and positive attitudes towards the target language and its
speakers were more successful than those with less positive attitudes.

Thus, it is difficult to learn English in non-English-speaking countries. As a result, some students prefer
learning English in a native English-speaking country. There are six primary native English-speaking countries:
The United States of America, The United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, Ireland, and New Zealand. The United
States has by far the largest population, which means that it also has a huge number of native speakers. There
are more than one million international students in the United States (International Student Enrollment Statistics,
2019). These students attend English as a second language (ESL) or English as a foreign language (EFL)
programs in the USA. For ESL or EFL students, accent and pronunciation are reported to be the most critical
problems. There are also several studies about accents in a second language (Bongaerts Summeren, Planken, &
Schils, 1997; Flege, 1987; Flege Yeni-Komshian & Liu, 1999; Moyer, 1999, 2004; Munro & Mann, 2005,
Bialystok & Hakutal999; Hyltenstam & Abrahamsson, 2003; Marinova-Todd et al., 2000).

For all these reasons, this study aimed to explore the lived experience of learning ESL from the
perspective of immigrant students in the USA.

Methods
Research Model

This study used descriptive phenomenology, which aims to uncover the meaning structure of a
phenomenon as it appeared to the consciousness of those who experienced it. As consciousness is primarily
concerned with something other than itself, this meaning structure describes the meaningful relationship that the
person has with others and the world as well as his or her own place within the world. This meaning is as
experienced by the person and is not merely a statement about the external world. Phenomenologists refrain
from claiming existential truths and rather focus on how the phenomenon and its meaning appear to the person
as manifest through his or her interactions with them (Bongaardt, Roseth&Baklien, 2016).

The purpose of studies using the phenomenology approach is to describe different ways people
experience, interpret, understand or conceptualize a particular phenomenon or a particular aspect of reality. The
phenomenology approach reveals understandings on a particular phenomenon and classifies them according to
conceptual categories (Cepni, 2010). The current paper is considered as a phenomenology study since it focuses
on the difficulties faced by students with at least undergraduate education while learning English in the United
States and examines a phenomenon, which is based on experience, practice and true life experience, with its real
aspects

Selection of Participants—Sampling Method

The data for this study were collected from foreign students who lived in the USA for more than one
year. The participants did not know or had very limited knowledge of English. Individuals from different
countries who had at least a bachelor’s degree were selected, which shows that this study used purposive
sampling. The participants were coded by the first letters of their first and last name. Table 1 shows the
characteristics of the participants.

Table 1
The Characteristics of the Participants
Participant Nationality Education Level Time in the USA (Years)
NL Vietnam Masters 8
HM China Masters 6
MZ China Masters 5
MH Iranian PhD 5
MHE Iranian College 5
AH Mexican College 2
SH Mexican College 4
MT Venezuela College 3
GU Turkish PhD 1
DB Turkish College 3
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MB Turkish College 3

As seen in Table 1, the study included 11 participants who had been in the USA for at least one year and
had at least a college degree. The data were collected through interviews with the participants, which were audio
recorded and then transcribed verbatim. The participants were encouraged to use their own words and to talk
about what really mattered in the process of learning English. Two participants were not available for
interviews, and their data were collected using an open-ended questionnaire.

The Interviewer and the Questions—Instrumentation

The data collection tool aimed to reveal the views of the participants in depth. In lien with this, the
interview consisted of four categories in which opinions of the participants were discussed. The first category
included questions about personal information to know about the background of the participants. The second
category covered questions regarding the difficulties the participants faced in speaking, reading, writing and
listening skills. The third category questioned the solutions offered by the participants as a result of their
personal experiences against these difficulties. The last category questioned the expectations of the participants
from the United States of America according to their prior experience.

During the preparation of the interview form, the researcher had conversations with two people who were
not included in the study but had similar experiences. The conversations were recorded and a draft interview
form was developed after considering the notes taken by the researcher from the conversations and reviewing
relevant literature. The researcher consulted opinions of a member of a foreign language department, an
assessment and evaluation expert and native speakers of English. The form was finalized by making the
necessary arrangements in the measurement tool upon expert opinions. A pilot study of the measurement tool
was conducted with two participants who were not included in the study. These two participants were asked to
express what they understood from the given questions. Incomprehensible or misrepresented items were revised
and made ready for administration to the main participants.

Data Collection Process

The measurement tool was applied to 11 participants. The process was a one-on-one interview. However,
the form was sent via email since two participants had no common time. Face-to-face interviews lasted between
40 and 50 minutes on average. During interviews, the participants were encouraged to give examples from their
own experiences whenever possible. In the interviews, the first question was about participants’ English level
when they arrived in the USA, and the last question was about participants’ English level at the time of the
study. The questions were analyzed through frequency values. The other questions were read carefully to have
an overall sense of the descriptions and then each transcript was explored and divided into meaningful units. All
transcripts’ meanings were explained by questions such as “What is being said,” “How is it said,” and “What is
the meaning?”” These questions were supplemented with critical questions such as “Is this the actual meaning or
is there a different meaning?” All common meanings were classified and the quotes from the interviews were
provided as examples for the explicated meanings.

Data Analysis

Content analysis was performed on all data. The basic process in content analysis is to gather similar data
within the framework of certain concepts and themes and to interpret them by organizing them in an
understandable way (Yildirim & Simsek, 2013; Miles & Huberman, 2016).

The analysis and interpretation of the data process followed coding, classification, category development,
validation and reliability stages. These stages are explained one by one in the following paragraphs.

Coding: Three researchers shared 11 interview forms in 4-4-3 forms. Each of the three researchers coded their
own interview forms as follows; the code, the definition of the code, and the example. By comparing these
separate codes, a common code was decided and a code book was formed by naming these codes.

Classification and Category Development: Three researchers coded 11 interview forms independently, in line
with the codebook created during the coding phase. When the independently completed coding was completed,
the researchers came together again, the necessary comparisons were made and the themes were decided. After
the themes were composed, the codes were classified under the relevant themes.

Ensuring Validity and Reliability; Rather than treating validity and reliability as a separate step, the
researchers followed a way to avoid any erroneous situations that would affect these properties throughout the
whole process.
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For validity, the researchers created a form by pre-interviewing, especially during the measurement tool
development phase, and consulted expert opinions about the form. After making necessary adjustments in line
with expert opinions, the researchers conducted a pre-application phase. In addition, the researchers examined
incomprehensible points regarding the items in the form in the pre-application. At this stage, the researchers
exercised due diligence to ensure that the measurement tool fully reflects the purpose of the study. This
increased the coverage validity.

For reliability, the researchers questioned the compatibility between encoders. Comparisons were carried
out in two steps. The first step was the forming phase of the code book, the second phase was the coding phase,
which was completed according to the codebook. In the first stage, the codes that three researchers made for
different transcripts were calculated using the formula Reliability = Consensus / Consensus + Disagreement
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Miles and Huberman (1994) state that a desired level of reliability is achieved if the
harmony between evaluations of experts or researchers reaches 90% or exceeds 90%. The reliability at this stage
was calculated as 0.85. The reliability was calculated as 0.96 in the comparison of the common opinion for the
last stage. As a result of these analyzes, it was seen that the findings obtained about the reliability of the study
were at sufficient levels.

Results
The findings are presented according to order of questions in the interview.

Participants’ English Level when They First Arrived in the USA

The first question asked the participants’ English level when they first arrived in the USA. This question
was scored between 1 and 10; 1 (Very Poor) showing the lowest level and 10 (Excellent) showing the highest
level. “Writing,” “reading,” “speaking,” and “listening” levels were investigated. The participants’ remarks are
shown in Table 2, which indicates that all of the participants, except MT and MHE, had low or average speaking
skill. The reading skill was relatively higher than the other skills. Writing skill was at a moderate level.

Table 2
Participants’ English Level According to English Comprehension
Participant Writing Reading Speaking Listening

NL 6 5 1 1
HM 4 8 4 4
MZ 4 8 1 5
MH 1 2 1 1
MHE 10 10 9 8
AH 3 3 1 2
SH 6 6 6 6
MT 10 10 9 10
GU 2 5 3 3
DB 5 5 3 3
MB 6 8 5 6

The Biggest Difficulties in Learning English

The biggest difficulties in writing, reading, speaking, and listening skill were questioned.

The themes and reviews for the speaking skill are shown in Table 3. Vocabulary knowledge,
pronunciation, and mental and psychological characteristics were important. The participants generally had
trouble with grammar. Participant MT said he could not make a sentence when he thought about grammar while
speaking. Using the tenses and grammar correctly was very important for Turkish and Arabian participants.
Turkish participants indicated that they felt shy while speaking, especially participant GU, who said, “I feel very
shy about making a grammar mistake and using the wrong word. Especially I am thinking the words’
meaning in Turkish; that’s why I prefer the wrong words. It makes my sentences meaningless in English.
When people look at my face with blank faces | get shy and anxious and stop conversation.”This shows that
knowledge was important for fluent speaking, especially for the participants from Turkey. Pronunciation was a
problem for the participants from the Far East as the structure of their languages makes pronunciation of English
words difficult for them. Participant NL said, “I could not pronounce the words correctly because we are
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using our tongue in a different way while speaking our native language. It took time for me to get it correct. |
still have problems with it, but now, it is more understandable”.

Table 3

The biggest difficulties in the speaking skill

Themes Reviews

Shyness DB-“When I first came to the US, | went to the restaurant and | couldnot order my food. I
got embarrassed and put a communication barrier between Native Speakers and me for a
few months.”
GU- “I was feeling so shy when people didnot understand what I said”

Pronunciations NL- “I could not pronounce the words correctly.”

MT-“I also had some pronunciation problems.”
MH- “The biggest challenge was pronouncing the words correctly”
MZ-“Because I get excited when I am speaking, | cannot pronounce the words correctly”

Anxiety MT-“When I first started to learn English, | was thinking about how to set up a sentence in
the correct grammatical structure. It made me nervous while speaking.
MZ-“I get very anxious when | am speaking, so | donot prefer speaking”

Thinking in  the HM —“What you want to say is often incomprehensible due to wrong translation.”

mother language MB —“Trying to speak English by thinking in Turkish.”
GU- “Using the wrong words because thinking in my first language. Most of the words
have a different meaning than we think. So, people tried to understand what | meant using
that word when I was speaking.”

Vocabulary SH-“I didnot know so many words, so | couldnot find the right words while speaking and
knowledge couldnot explain myself”

MH- “I could not find out the right words for conversation”
Grammar AH-“I was confused about the difference between past tense and present tense”

MT-“I was thinking about how to set up a sentence in the correct grammatical structure.
But later, | became fluent and | was using sentence without knowing/thinking about their
grammatical structure anymore. ”

GU-“T was generally confused about using the right prepositions in the right way. Also, |
did not feel comfortable while using the conjunctions”

Listening is an important component of a conversation. The participants were asked what difficulties they
had while listening people (Table 4). They said they had trouble when native speakers spoke fast and did not
understand what the natives said. Participant HM said, “Natives speak quite fast | didnot get the point. "The
participants also said that natives used an accent, abbreviations, and slang while speaking, making it difficult to
understand them. Participant GU said, “They speak very fast because they use abbreviation. Because of that
some words sounded really different from how I learnt them. Native speakers have accents and use abbreviation
and slang, so they use the words in a different way”.

English learners felt shy as they did not understanding what was said shy, and they did not ask speakers
to repeat their sentences, which caused other problems while speaking. Participant MHE said, “it was too
embarrassing to ask them to repeat over and over again.”

Table 4
The biggest difficulties in the listening skill
Themes Reviews
Fast NL-“it was quite fast for me.”

HM-“Native speakers talked so fast that | could noz get the point.”
MH-*“I could not understand fast enough during a conversation with others.’
AH-“T did not understand when people spoke very fast”

1

Understanding DB-“In my country, | thought that | had known English but after being in the US, |
couldnot understand the native speakers for a few months and 1 felt like it was totally
another language that | had never learnt.”

NL-“I could not understand what people said”

MT-"A4t first, | couldnot understand long sentences, but after having listening practices,
watching movies, and learning the grammar and vocabulary, I could understand better”
MB-“Catching the words while people were speaking was so hard for me”

MHE-“The major problem was that | could not understand the English speakers as fast as
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they were speaking”

B

Shyness MHE-“it was too embarrassing to ask them to repeat over and over again.’
GU-"I didnot understand whole sentences; | tried to catch the words which | knew. When
I didnot understand, | felt shy and couldnot ask them o repeat again”

Accent SH- “Native speakers have accents so | didnot catch the meaning”
GU-"Some words sounded really different from how | learnt them because native
speakers have accents and use abbreviation and slang, so they use the words in a different

”

way

Table 5 shows the difficulties encountered in writing. For the writing ability, the words and grammar
constituted a problem for the participants. Participant MH said, “I know limited number of words for writing
an essay, and have difficulty with the grammar.”The alphabet was a problem for the participants from the Far
East because they were used to a different alphabet and needed to get used to the American alphabet. Participant
NL said, “American writing style is completely different from the Vietnamese writing style,” and participant
AH said, “Sometimes I confuse the words that sound the same but is written differently. ”

Table 5
The biggest difficulties in the writing skill

Themes Reviews

Word and Grammar  DB—“When I wrote something in English I used very simple sentences”
MT-“Spelling and the grammar rules were challenging at the beginning. ”
HM-"“Too many grammatical errors really reduced my confidence in writing”
MH-“T know limited number of words for writing an essay, and have difficulty with the
grammar.”
SH- “I had problems in grammar and still donot feel comfortable, | just use basic words.”
GU- “for academic writing, grammar is a problem for me. | get confused aboutthe right
grammar while writing a paper”

Alphabets NL-“American writing style is completely different from the Vietmamese writing style.”
HM- “Our alphabet is different from the American alphabet; that’s why I had troubles in
the beginning ”

Spelling and MT-"Spelling and the grammar rules were challenging at the beginning. ”
Pronounce MB-“Difference between writing and speaking.”
AH-“Sometimes I confuse the words that sound the same but is written differently.”

For the reading skill, vocabulary knowledge was the most difficult issue (Table 6). Understanding what
you read is related to word knowledge, Lack of which makes the sentence or paragraph meaningless. Participant
MT explained her feeling as follows: “At the beginning, | didnot know the grammar and vocabulary, but | could
still understand main idea if | knew the vocabulary”

Table 6
The biggest difficulties in the reading skill
Themes Reviews
Anxiety DB- “When I read an official paper | really hesitated in case of misunderstanding”
Vocabulary NL-“I lacked the vocabulary.”

MT-“at the beginning, | didnot know the grammar and vocabulary, but | could still
understand main idea if | knew the vocabulary.”

MB- “Poor vocabulary.”

MH- “I have a problem with the meaning of words while reading.”

SH- “Unknown words”

AH- “There are words of which meaning | donot know or which are used only in books. ”

Overcoming the Difficulties

The participants reported that they had problems in learning English in their hometown. All the
participants had been living in the USA for at least one year. The participants were asked what they did to
overcome these difficulties, and their answers are shown according to the writing, reading, speaking, and
listening skills.
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As seen in Table 7, speaking progress occurred through communication or practice with natives.
Participant HM said, “Being alone doesnot help the growth of my speaking. When | am alone, | cannot even
think in English. | keep talking with native speakers all the time when they are available. This way | can repeat
the communication in my mind again and again. It helps me to have more practice in English” According to
GU, practice with natives was better because it helped to learn how to pronounce the words correctly.

In addition, some participants indicated that receiving help from the media was beneficial. When asked
how watching movies in English helped, a participant said, “A native has some daily life communication
structures. | am at school and reading academic paper all the time. By watching movies, | can learn words and
sentence structures for daily life speaking.”

Table 7
Overcoming the difficulties in speaking

Themes Reviews

Media/Social media DB-“I follow some Facebook groups about speaking English fluently or pronunciation.”
support MT-“I watched movies”

Practice by myself DB-“I record and listen to my voice. I sometimes speak with myself about the daily
routines in my life”
MT-“I memorized the vocabulary and | did dialogs in my mind. For example, | was
thinking what conversation | would have if | would be in market. If I didnot know how to
say something, | would learn it and close my gap in the English language.”
AH-“I practice the words that I cannot pronounce”
SH- “Tried to say the same idea with different words”

Practice with native DB-“I try to speak and not to be shy with native speakers”

speakers NL- “I spent time to talk to native speakers.”
HM- “Keep talking with native speakers all the time when they are available.”
MB- “Speaking in English as much as possible with natives”
MH-“I am trying to get out more and join other people for conversations.”

The other dimension is listening for English. In the previous question, the participants highlighted that
they had difficulties in listening. Here, the participants were asked about the strategies they used to overcome
the listening difficulties. The themes for overcoming the listening difficulties and reviews are shown in Table 8.
Nearly all participants indicated that media support was a good way to improve listening. They said, “l watch
TV series or movies without subtitles,” and I watch series and films on Netflix, Hulu, Destalks, or YouTube,
and listen to the radio or podcasts.”

Table 8
Overcoming the difficulties in listening
Themes Reviews
Media Support DB-“I watch series and films on Netflix, Hulu, Destalks, or YouTube, and listen to the

radio or podcasts”

NL- “I watched TV shows”

HM- “Try my best to take advantage of each opportunity to listen to the English radio”
MB- “Watching English movies and TV series.”

MHE- “I faced it, listened to news and TV shows more. I am still doing that.”

MH- “I just started to listen to TV shows and movies.

SH-“I watch TV series or movies without subtitles”

Being in a NL-"“I attend workshops to listen and understand different words in my subject”
community HM-“I immerse into the English environment and by this way | get listening
opportunities”
AH-“T ask people to repeat. When | want them to repeat, they repeat slower. Next time |
can understand easily.”

Table 9 shows the information about overcoming the difficulties experienced during writing.
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Table 9

Overcoming the difficulties in writing
Themes Reviews
Memorizing the words’ MB-“Learning too many words and their spelling”’
spelling
Practice DB- “I keep a journal and try to write at least 3 sentences every day.”

NL-“I practiced writing every day.”
Technical/Professional NL- “I went to a writing center for help with my essays.”
support MT- “I memorized the writing templates and | did my writing practices on Microsoft Word

program for checking the spelling.

GU-“T use Google Translate. First, | write a sentence in English and then translate it to
my language and then retranslate this sentence to English. Also having communication
while texting helps me to improve my writing skill”

SH-“I practice writing with an app on my cellphone”

AH-“I use online tools like Google Translate”

According to the participants, writing practices also helped to improve their speaking. They preferred
online tools while writing. Participant SH said, “I practice writing with an app on my cellphone,” and
Participant AH said, “I use online tools like Google Translate.”

The participants addressed the reading issues as shown in Table 10.

Table 10
Overcoming the difficulties in reading
Themes Reviews
Practice SH-“I read books from time to time”

DB-“I started to set some goals about reading. Every month I finish reading at least one
novel in English.”
NL-“I read everyday”

Social support NL-“I joined book clubs.”

Memorizing words MT-“I memorized words”
MB- “While I am reading luseadictionary for the unknown words”
GU-“Sometimes try to guess the word from the general meaning but usually | use
dictionary”

Suggestions and Expectations for Overcoming the Difficulties

The next question concerned the participants’ suggestions and expectations according to individual,
community, and state policies. Table 11 shows the themes for individual suggestions. The participants’
suggestions centered on psychological themes, especially shyness. Participant GU gave an example: “When my
son’s friend introduced me his family, he said to his mom that my English was not good. I felt very bad, |
thought my English was not fluent even for a kid. | got shy and couldnot have a good conversation. But | know
when | meet somebody, I can speak clearly.” This shows that shyness is a big obstacle for learning and speaking
English. Practice is also important; SH said, “Donot stop practicing.”

Table 11
Individual suggestions for overcoming the difficulties

Themes Reviews

Psychological situations DB-‘“My suggestions are speaking, listening, reading, writing in English a lot and not be
(Shyness, Willingness, shy and not hesitating to ask questions when they donot understand.”
etc.) MT- “Individual effort is important. For this, willingness is required”’
HM- “Just try your best to do what you should do for the improvement of your English. Be
willing and donot give up.”
MHE- “smile all the time because it is NOT a problem. Donot hesitate to try, donot be
shy”
GU-“In my opinion, the biggest obstacle is being shy. Donot be shy, ask again and again,
and donot afraid of making mistake”
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Media Support NL-“Watch TV, read the news & books”
MB- “Movies should be watched in English with English subtitles if needed.
MHE- “Watch TV, listen to news, think in English, do not just talk ”
AH- “watch movies and listen to music”

Practice NL- “talk to native speakers”
MB- “Speak and read in English a lot.”
MHE- “get out and talk to people, attend events and socialize. Ask people to repeat in case
you do not get the point”
SH-“Donot stop practicing”

The themes for the Expectations from the Social Community are shown in Table 12. As can be seen, the
participants had little expectations from external sources. Participant HM said, “No expectations because
nobody in the world owe to us. Everything depends on your willingness.”

Table 12
Expectations from the Social Community for overcoming the difficulties
Themes Reviews
Organizing Events MHE- “Organize more events and social and fun gatherings”
Being Understanding DB- “Embracing and being understanding toward people who are not native speakers.”

NL-“I only expect that people would listen to me and give me advice when possible.”
MB- “Getting help on daily language and learning new words”
AH-“Being able to understand a conversation and share my thoughts”

No expectations MT-“I think everything depends on me and my individual effort”
HM- “No expectations because nobody in the world owe to us.

The themes for Expectation regarding the Government/State Policies are shown in Table 13. The
participants’ expectations from the government were similar to their expectations from the community. The
participants believed that individual effort had the most significant effect on learning English.

Table 13
Expectation regarding the Government/State Policies for overcoming the difficulties
Themes Reviews
Courses DB- “They should open ESL courses at higher levels (intermediate, upper intermediate and
advanced level)
Organizing Events MHE- “Recognize and respect immigrants whose second language is English; support
events and technologies for these people.”
No expectation NL- “I have no expectations related to the state policies and practices”
MT- “Nothing”
HM- “No expectations”
MB- “No expectations”

Attitude of the Native Speakers and Communities

The themes and review in Table 14 show the attitudes of native speakers or communities. Most of the
participant thought that native speakers were understanding, kind, and helpful. Participant SH said, “Their
attitude is really good although | donoz speak frequently and make mistakes.” Participants DB and NL reported
similar experiences, and participant AH said, “They appreciate us because we can speak a second language;
they speak just one language.”
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Table 14
Attitude of the Native Speakers and Communities
Themes Reviews
Helpful NL-“They always try to help. They have been great supporters for foreigners, especially

international students like me. I have no demands for them. ”

MB-“They help me to understand what they say if | do not understand them. They explain
the meaning of some words | do not know. | think the vocabulary is the most important
thing I can learn from American people.”

MHE- “but they really help if they are asked. So | would say; DO NOT be shy, and ask if
needed.”

MH- “they help me a lot when they see I have difficulty in conversation.”

Kind and nice DB- “They were so nice to me”
NL-“Americans are nice.”
MH- “They are nice to me”
SH- “Their attitude is really good although | donot speak frequently and make mistakes”
AH-“People understand that English is not my first language and try to understand me”
GU-"“They get used to Chinese and Indian accent. My accent is little different for them.
But they donot try to change my accent; they try to understand what I mean”

Prejudice MT-“I just had an accent. Most people had prejudice against me.”
HM- “Americans do not pay much attention to you, who are a foreigner.
MHE-“4 lot of Americans do not understand or have a sense of what a second language
means.”

Feeling Comfortable

The participants were asked when they felt comfortable and what made them feel comfortable (Table
15). As seen in Table 15, the time required to feel comfortable varied between the participants, with a mean time
of two years. The main themes were being understandable, overcoming shyness and the participants’ accent.
Participant DB said, “After 2 years, | started to feel comfortable because | didnot feel embarrassed but | still
sometimes put a communication barrier.”

Table 15
The factors related to feeling comfortable
Themes Reviews
Being Understandable SH-“After 2 years, people understood me better, and then | started to feel a bit

comfortable, still I donot feel totally comfortable”

NL- “It took me about 3 years to really feel comfortable in English. I think being able to
communicate well with the Americans and others is an important indicator of my
comfort.”

Shyness DB- “After 2 years, | started to feel comfortable because | didnot feel embarrassed but I
still sometimes put a communication barrier.”
GU-“I donot feel comfortable yet, because | hesitate to make a mistake while speaking”

Accent MT- “After three months, | started to feel more comfortable about my speaking because |
corrected my accent. *

Present English Level

As the last question, the participants’ current English level was asked. All participants showed
improvement. The participants’ current English level is shown in Table 16. The participants rated their English
as at least five. The newest participant, GU, also showed improvement, which demonstrates that being in an
authentic environment accelerates the process of learning English.
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Table 16
Participants’ English Level According to Their English Comprehension
Participant Writing Reading Speaking Listening

NL 7 8 8 9
HM 6 10 6 7
MZ 8 9 5 8
MH 6 6 5 5
MHE 10 10 10 9
AH 9 8 7 9
SH 6 6 6 6
MT 10 10 10 10
GU 4 8 7 7
DB 7 8 7 8
MB 9 9 8 9

Discussion, Conclusion and Recommendations

According to the results of this study, all participants reported that their English level was insufficient
before they came to the USA, although they had taken English courses. Most studies support this finding. The
results about high school and college students show that students have low self-confidence about their English
level, and that they do not believe that they received a quality English education at school (Cheng, 2001,
Gomleksiz, 2012; Gomleksiz & Kiling, 2014; Igo, Toland, Flowerday, Song & Kiewra, 2002). From here, we
can say that the English education given in schools is far from real life. This situation leads to a decrease in
English skills and self-confidence encountered in real life.

The biggest difficulties in learning English were categorized as speaking, listening, writing, and reading.
For speaking, the biggest difficulties were shyness, pronunciation, and some cognitive problems (grammar,
vocabulary knowledge, etc.). For listening, the difficulties were shyness, accent, talking fast, and not
understanding. For writing, the difference between alphabets, the English grammar, and the difference between
spelling and pronunciation were the biggest problems. For reading, vocabulary knowledge constituted the
biggest obstacle. Research shows that in the East, learners have some pronunciation and grammar problems
because of the structure of their language (Abdul Hag, 1982; Harrison, Prator and Tucker, 1975; Kambal, 1980;
Nguyen, 2002;). Also, studies on shyness, motivation, and attitudes in learning English show that the eastern
culture is different from the American culture, making it difficult to learn English for these students (Bernaus,
Masgoret, Gardner, & Reyes, 2004; Gatbonton, Trofimovich &Magid 2005; Masgoret& Gardner, 2003;
Marinova-Todd et all., 2000; Nguyen, 2002). The studies conducted on accents in a second language supports
the participants’ views (Bialystok &Hakuta 1999; Bongaerts Summeren, Planken, and Schils., 1997; Flege,
1987; FlegeYeni-Komshian & Liu, 1999; Hyltenstam & Abrahamsson, 2003; Moyer, 1999, 2004; Munro &
Mann, 2005, Marinova-Todd et al., 2000). Despite these difficulties, the participants said that they felt more
comfortable when they overcame their shyness and that their pronunciation became understandable, but it took
at least two years. They consider their current English level to be better than their beginning level. These
observations conclude that the biggest factor in learning English by experiencing English in the home country is
shyness. Especially adults can be more shy than children about imitating native speakers while pronouncing
some words. As the level of shyness increases, there may be delays in learning the language. Participants
indicated that they were less likely to participate in English-spoken environments because they were ashamed.

The participants’ suggestions for overcoming the difficulties in speaking, listening, writing, and reading
were not to be shy and to practice. For practice, their suggestions were receiving support from the social media,
being active, and generally having conversations with native speakers. They indicated that native speakers were
generally very glad to support second language learners. They thought that native speakers were kind and
understanding. Four participants indicated that they had only few expectations from the government. Most states
already provide English courses at different levels and the participants did not think that more intervention from
the state would be helpful.

The study observed that although individuals' initial levels of English were low, they could have good
knowledge of English with others in the same time period. In this regard, it should be recognized that the initial
levels of learners of English are not significantly important. In order to create this awareness, in addition to the
cognitive dimension of English education given in schools, the psychological dimension should be considered.
English-educated people can share these experiences with students.

92 | Page www.ijlrhss.com



International Journal of Latest Research in Humanities and Social Science (IJLRHSS)
Volume 04 - Issue 09, 2021
www.ijlrhss.com || PP. 82-95

The more someone is in the environment, the easier it becomes to learn English. Using a language in

addition to listening will speed up the learning process. To ensure this, individuals can join websites that bring
individuals together according to their common interests and participate in such events. Individuals' shyness
about language learning is more related to backgrounds they bring from their own cultures. Overcoming this
will be possible only with self-awareness. Bringing materials that contain real life English and explaining that
being shy will not help in the language learning process will help learners at high schools.

[1].
2.
[3].
[4].

[5].
[6].
[7].

8].
[9].

[10].

[11].

[12].

[13].

[14].
[15].

[16].

[17].

[18].

[19].

[20].

References
AbdulHag F. (1982). An Analysis of Syntactic Errors in the Composition of Jordanian Secondary
Students, Unpublished MA Thesis, Jordan, Yarmouk University.
Akkakoson, S.. (2019). Thai Language Learners' Sense of English Ownership. PASAA. 58. 235-263.
Bernaus, M., Masgoret, A., Gardner, R., & Reyes, E. (2004). Motivation and attitudes towards learning
language in multicultural classrooms. International Journal of Multilingualism, 1(2), 75-89.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14790710408668180
Bialystok, E. and Hakuta, K. (1999) Confounded age: Linguistic and cognitive factors image differences
for second language acquisition. In D. Birdsong (ed.) Second Language Acquisition and the Critical
Period Hypothesis (pp. 161-181). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Bongaerts, T., Summeren, C., Planken, B. and Schils, E. (1997) Age and ultimate attainment in the
production of foreign language. Studies in Second Language Acquisition 19, 447-465.
Bongaardt,R., Rgseth, 1., Baklien, B. (2016). Hiking Leisure: Generating a Different Existence Within
Everyday Life. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2158244016681395
Chasan, Marilyn y Phyllis Ryan, "Actitudes de alumnos de inglés hacia la cultura de los nativohablantes
del inglés", Estudios de Linguistica Aplicada, 1995, nim. 21/22. Sociolingtistica: Actitudes. Lenguas
Europeas: Inglés. Comision Nacional para el Desarrollo de Pueblos Indigenas (National Commission for
the Development of Indigenous People)
http://www.cdi.gob.mx/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=215.
Cheng, Yuh-show (2001). Learners’ beliefs and second language anxiety, concentric. Studies in English
Literature and Linguistics, 27 (2), 25-90
Cepni, S. (2010). ArastirmaveProjeCalismalarmmaGirig. Trabzon: AkademiKitabevi.
Dahlberg K, Dahlberg H, Nystrom M. Reflective lifeworld research. 2nd ed. Lund: Studentlitteratur;
2008.
Despagne, Colette (2010) "The Difficulties of Learning English: Perceptions and Attitudes in Mexico,"
Canadian and International Education / Education canadienne et internationale: Vol. 39: Iss. 2, Article 5.
Available at: http://ir.lib.uwo.ca/cie-eci/vol39/iss2/5
Elliot, A. R. (1995a). Foreign Language Phonology: Field independence, attitude, and the success of
formal instruction in Spanish pronunciation. The Modern Language Journal, 79(iv), 530-542.
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/330005
Elliot, A. R. (1995b). Field independence/dependence, hemispheric specialization, and attitude in relation
to pronunciation accuracy in Spanish as a foreign language. The Modern Language Journal, 79(iii), 356-
371. http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/329351
Flege, J. (1987) A critical period for learning to pronounce foreign languages? Applied Linguistics 8,
162-177
Flege, J., Yeni-Komshian, G. and Liu, S. (1999) Age constraints on second-language acquisition. Journal
of Memory and Language 41, 78-104
Gatbonton, E., Trofimovich, P., &Magid, M. (2005). Learners’ ethnic group affiliation and L2
pronunciation accuracy: A sociolinguistic investigation. TESOL Quarterly, 39(3), 489-511.
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3588491
Gomleksiz, M. N. (2002).
Universitelerdeyiiriitiillenyabancidilderslerineiliskindgrencigériislerinindegerlendirilmesi
(FiratUniversitesiOregi). FiratUniversitesiSosyalBilimlerDergisil2 (1) 143-158.
Gomleksiz, M. N. &Kiling, H. H. (2014). Lise 12.
Sinifégrencilerininingilizcedzyeterlikinanglarmailiskingorisleri. Firat University Journal of Social
Science, 24 (2). 43-60.
Harmer, J. (2007). How to Teach English (Second Edition). ELT Journal, 62(3), 313-
316.d0i:10.1093/elt/ccn029
Harrison, W., Prator, C. and Tucker, G. (1975). English Language Policy Survey of Jordan. Arlington,
Va: Center for Applied Linguistics

93 | Page www.ijlrhss.com


https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2158244016681395
http://ir.lib.uwo.ca/cie-eci/vol39/iss2/5

International Journal of Latest Research in Humanities and Social Science (IJLRHSS)
Volume 04 - Issue 09, 2021
www.ijlrhss.com || PP. 82-95

[21]. Hyltenstam, K. and Abrahamsson, N. (2003) Maturational constraints in second language acquisition. In
C. Doughty and M. Long (eds) Handbook of Second Language Acquisition (pp. 539§#:588). Oxford:
Blackwell

[22]. International Student Enrollment Statistics. (2019). https://educationdata.org/international-student-
enrollment-statistics.

[23]. Kambal M (1980). An Analysis of KhartoumUniversity Students’ Composition Errors with Implications
for Remedial English in the Context of Arabicization, University of Texas, Austin, Texas.

[24]. Khan, I. A. (2011). Learning difficulties in English: Diagnosis and pedagogy in Saudi Arabia.
Educational research. Vol2(7). 1248-1257.

[25]. Igo, B., Toland, M., Flowerday, T., Song, S., &Kiewra, K. A. (2002). The accuracy of self-efficacy: A
comparison of high school and college students. Academic Exchange Quarterly, 123-128.

[26]. Marinova-Todd, S. H., Marshall, D. B., & Snow, C. E. (2000). Three misconceptions about age and L2
learning. TESOL Quarterly, 34(1), 9-34. http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3588095

[27]. Masgoret, A., & Gardner, R. (2003). Attitudes, motivation, and second language learning: A meta-
analysis of studies conducted by Gardner and associates. Language Learning, 53(Suppl. 2), 167-210.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-9922.00227

[28]. Miles, M.B. ve Huberman, A.M. (2016). Nitelverianalizi. S.AkbabaAltunve A. Ersoy. (Cev.Edt.),
Ankara: Pegem.

[29]. McKay, S. L. (2002). Teaching English As An International Language: Rethinking Goals and
Perspectives. Vol7(1). vi-150.

[30]. Moyer, A. (1999) Ultimate attainment in L2 phonology: The critical factors of age, motivation and
instruction. Studies in Second Language Acquisition 21, 81§#108.

[31]. Moyer, A. (2004) Age, Accent and Experience in Second Language Acquisition. An Integrated Approach
to Critical Period Inquiry. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters

[32]. Munro, M. and Mann, V. (2005) Age of immersion as predictor of foreign accent. Applied
Psycholinguistics 26, 311-341

[33]. Nguyen, T. H. (2002). Vietnam: Cultural background for ESL/EFL teachers. The Review of Vietnamese
Studies. 2(1): 6 pages.

[34]. O’Malley, J. M., Chamot, A. U., Stewner-Manzanares, G., Russo, R. P., Kipper, L., &Kupper, L.
(1985). Learning Strategy Applications with Students of English as a Second Language. TESOL
Quarterly, 19(3), 557. doi:10.2307/3586278

[35]. Sparks, R., &Ganschow, L. (1991). Foreign language learning difficulties: Affective or native language
aptitude differences?.Modern Language Journal, 75, 3-16.

[36]. Zughoul MR, Taminian L (1984). The Linguistic Attitudes of Arab University Students: Factorial
Structure and Intervening Variables,(In Arabic), J. the Jordanian Academy of Arabic, 25-26 (1984): 148-
200.

Author Bios:
Hatice Gonca Usta graduated from Ankara University educational measurement and evaluation master’s
degree in 2009 and she received his PhD in educational measurement and evaluation from Ankara University in
Turkey. She worked as a measurement and evaluation specialist at Ted Ankara College between 2006-2010. She
served as an Assistant Professor at Cumhuriyet University from 2010-2021. She got her associate professor
degree in 2020. She has been in Southern Methodist University as a visiting researcher in 2018-2019. During
her scholar activities, she engaged in various research projects in the fields of education and taught introductory
data analysis courses at graduate and master level.

Recently she has conducted her research with her supervisor at Southern Methodist University as an
independent researcher, and works as a data analyst in JLL Tech. Dr Usta’s research interests primarily focus on
Structural Equation Modelling, Test Development, Test Adaption, Latent Class Analysis.

Celal Teyyar Ugurlu completed his elementary education in Malatya and his secondary education in Malatya
and Istanbul. In 1990, he graduated from Atatiirk University Classroom Teaching Program. Then, in 1998, he
graduated from Indnii University Educational Administration and Supervision undergraduate program. In 2000,
he received his master’s degree in Educational Administration and Supervision from the same university.
Between 1990 and 1999, he worked as a classroom teacher, and from 1999 to 2010, he worked as a primary
school inspector in Sivas, Hatay and Adiyaman. In 2010, Assoc. as an academician. CelalTeyyarUgurlu, who
became Associate Professor in February 2014, is currently working at Cumhuriyet University

94 | Page www.ijlrhss.com


https://educationdata.org/international-student-enrollment-statistics
https://educationdata.org/international-student-enrollment-statistics
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-9922.00227

International Journal of Latest Research in Humanities and Social Science (IJLRHSS)
Volume 04 - Issue 09, 2021
www.ijlrhss.com || PP. 82-95

Esmira Mehdiyev was born, grew up and took school education in Baku, Azerbaijan. In 1984, she graduated
from Azerbaijan Pedagogical Institute of Foreign Languages where she completed undergraduate and
postgraduate English Language Teaching programs. She moved to Turkey in 1999 and continued her teaching
carrier as an English teacher.

She received her PhD degree from Azerbaijan National Academy of Science, Institute of Linguistics, in
2006 and got a diploma equivalence in Turkey in 2009.

Esmira Mehdiyev has been working as an assistant professor at the English Language Teaching
Department at Sivas Cumhuriyet University since 2010. Her field of study is linguistics, language acquisition,
foreign language teaching, and teacher education. She has conducted various research studies on these fields.
She has been taking part in cross cultural and domestic research projects on the field of English language
teaching.

95 | Page www.ijlrhss.com



