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Abstract 

The need of speaking skill is inevitable in some areas of majors. Nursing students are 

expected to have good command of English due to the available opportunities to work abroad. 

The existence of academic exchange program could be viewed as one of an alternative 

learning method that may fit the needs of learning experience for EFL students. This study 

was a qualitative research that aimed at finding communication problems encountered by 

Indonesian nursing students in their interactions with their counterparts during the academic 

exchange program held in a nursing college in Thailand. The participants of the study were 

six Indonesian nursing college students taking part in the academic exchange program in 

Thailand. The instruments of the study were audio transcripts and interviews. The data were 

collected through audio recording during the academic exchange in Thailand and the 

interviews were conducted as the students returned to their home country. The results of the 

study showed that the communication problems encountered by Indonesian nursing students 

due to Thai students speaking ability were in terms of: mispronunciations, incorrect word 

choices, and grammatical errors. Subsequently it was also found that Thai nursing students 

used several strategies to cope with their speaking problems by for assistance, miming, and 

making repetition.  

Keywords: Thai Nursing Students, Indonesian Nursing Students, Speaking ability, academic 

exchange. 

1. Introduction 

Practicing spoken English requires for EFL requires a great deal of learning experience. 

Widiati and Cahyono (2006) asserted that speaking English takes several stages. At the 

production level, speaking covers a complex mechanism where a speaker has to think not only 

how he/she works on grammatical and semantic properties of the language but also 

understands how native speakers speak the language in the context of structured interpersonal 

exchange. Further Shumin (2002) introduced a model of speaking proficiency that includes 

four components of competence. 
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Figure 1. Speaking proficiency and the components of communicative competence (Shumin, 2002:207) 

 

Following the above model, considerations on developing EFL speaking skill in 

Indonesian context should aim at those four components of speaking proficiency. The initial 

indicator of Indonesian students’ speaking skill could be viewed from their vocabulary size. 

As reported by Nurweni and Read (1999), the first year of university students possessed 

approximately 1226 English words, which according to Nation (2006) was quite insufficient 

because the ideal measure should at least 3000 up to 5000 English words for that level. On 

achieving that level of vocabulary size, the students would be able to reach high proficiency 

standard in listening, reading, speaking and writing. 

Due to the poor Indonesian students’ vocabulary size, the EFL speaking practice is very 

much problematic. The use of English at an instruction level in the classroom is not very 

common and is seen as a failure, as stated by Renandya (2004). Learning experience of EFL 

in high schools that is not very satisfactory has been the main cause of the problems in EFL 

teaching and learning in higher education levels. Many freshman students are still struggling 

to work on their speaking ability. In the meantime the national curriculum of higher education 

insists on the development of students’ centered learning where students are the center of the 

learning activities, reducing the traditional customs of classroom activities. This means that 

EFL students have to be very active in the classrooms doing varieties of activities to pursue 

new learning experience. 

In order that EFL students get the most benefit of their learning processes, classroom 

activities should include a number of teaching components. Richards et al. (2013) suggests 

the following teaching aspects to be made available in EFL classes: 1) Making use of the 

target language resources; 2) Elaborating proper language models; 3) Encouraging feedbacks 

for language improvement; 4) Treating the target language as a medium of instruction in the 

classroom; 5) Providing appropriate description and accurate explication; 6) Introducing a 

wide range of language input; 7) Being able to improvise. 

Speaking involves a mechanism in reception and production processes. Reception process 

is related to the ability the speaker to understanding messages. In addition speaking and 

writing is a part of process in language production. The latter is not discussed further in this 

study. In the meantime, the former is very much at the attention of EFL teachers. Speaking 

covers many areas of linguistics so that a speaker could produce meaningful and acceptable. 
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In order to be competent a speaker should be able to apply related components that may 

influence their speaking skill. In line with this issue, Brown (2007) pointed out that speaking 

ability could be assessed through several components, in terms of: pronunciation, fluency, 

grammar, vocabulary, discourse feature, and task accomplishment. This is also confirmed by 

Saunders and O’Brien (2006) that appropriate forms of language use take a vital role in 

communication. Several linguistic factors consisting of pronunciation, grammar, and 

vocabulary should be taken into account. 

In EFL settings one the most dominant factors for students is pronunciation. 

Pronunciation covers the areas of supra segmental and segmental. In supra segmental area the 

speaker elaborates their speech with stress, intonation, features of connected speech as well as 

voice quality. In segmental area, the speaker focuses on two skills, namely phonemes and 

gestures. Furthermore, Burns (2003) stated that students could communicate effectively if 

they have good basics of pronunciation and intonation. In oral performances, pronunciation 

and its related aspects could be seen as the most visible characteristics of speaking ability. 

Gilakjani (2012) asserted that poor pronunciation skill may decrease EFL students’ self-

confidence that later affects their social interactions. Besides pronunciation, some factors also 

contribute to students’ speaking ability.  

Vocabulary or word choice could also characterize EFL students’ speaking ability. At 

beginner levels, EFL students do not have the capability to talk or discuss about complicated 

topics in very academic or formal situations. In other words, EFL students who acquire very 

small numbers of words could only interact in very limited situations. Uzer (2017) confirmed 

this in his study on the correlation between the vocabulary mastery and speaking ability of 

tenth graders at Senior High School 12 in Palembang. Incorrect word choice is also taken as 

the domain of vocabulary mastery. The majority of EFL students are inhibited in speaking 

ability due to lacking of vocabulary. The last count of speaking ability is the assessment of 

grammatical accuracy. 

Speaking skill is normally assessed for its fluency and accuracy. The latter is frequently 

associated with the use of grammar. It is often seen viewed as the rules for producing well-

structured language forms. Many arguments are made as to decide whether or not grammar 

should be taught in speaking classes. However, Harmer (2002) asserted that once the 

knowledge of grammatical rules is acquired, a speaker is supposedly able to produce an 

infinite number of utterances. In addition Baker and Westrup (2003) argued that grammar is 

accepted as a factor that inhibits EFL students’ speaking ability. Though grammar might not 

be the central issue in speaking skill, the absence of grammatical knowledge may be the cause 

of students’ inability to produce utterances. This could also be equally vital when grammatical 

errors may bring misunderstandings or communication break downs in oral interactions. 

English Immersion Program has long been accepted as one of the most effective foreign 

language learning strategies. This program enables foreign language learners to interact 

directly with English native speakers. Learning experience is obtained through the 

interactions taking place during the program. This program provides a great variety of 

situations of the target language. Words, expressions, and other language properties are 

learned through real life experience. Every learning input is very much practical as well as 

functional since the characteristic of interaction is always spontaneous. All the above 
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characteristics could contribute to the students’ success in making their language active. This 

is confirmed by a study conducted by Ahmad Munir (2006). In his study he asserted that the 

students who study in Australia for one year could improve their English significantly. Their 

speaking competence improved not only in their fluency but also their sociolinguistic 

competence. 

Having noticed all the above description on the benefits of academic exchange program, 

it is essential for language teachers to understand the whole aspects of foreign language 

learning found in that activity. In this regard, a private nursing school, Sekolah Tinggi Ilmu 

Kesehatan Hang Tuah Surabaya has been running academic exchange programs with 

Srimahasarakham Nursing College, a state nursing school from Thailand for almost eight 

years. This program is held every year, where six students and two lecturers are sent to the 

host school for two weeks. They all take participation in the host school for curricular 

activities, cultural understanding, and nursing education updates. The main interest of this 

program in view of EFL teaching and learning is the existence of interactions between two 

groups of EFL students. Hence, it is worth investigating to see all the aspects of 

communicative activity in their interactions and study the possibility of problems at the 

production level of the target language. This study focused on the speaking problems 

encountered by Indonesian Nursing Students in Their Interactions with Thai Nursing 

Students. This research was intended to answer the following questions: 

1. What speaking problems take place in the interactions between Thai nursing students and 

their Indonesian counterparts during the Academic Exchange Program? 

2. What strategies are used by Thai nursing students to cope with their speaking problems? 

 

2. Method 

2.1 Participants  

The participants of this study were six students from a private nursing school in 

Surabaya, who were selected to be the participants of the academic exchange 2019. The 

selection stage was carried out on the basis of EFL mastery assessment. They were identified 

to have paper based TOEFL scores above 500. They were also members of Nursing English 

Community (NEC), which is an extracurricular activity intended for students who are 

motivated to learn English for health and caring purposes. 

2.2 Data Collection  

2.2.1 Instrument of Collecting Data 

Research instruments applied in this study were in terms of audio records, interviews, 

and observation notes. Audio records were used to collect data from the interactions between 

Indonesian and Thai nursing students, in which the main data in terms of verbal 

communication were obtained. This covered some linguistic areas, such as pronunciation, 

word-choice, and grammar. Apart from that observation notes were used to assess non-verbal 

communication that may consist of linguistic behavior and body language as well as gesture 

that indicated how Thai nursing students responded during the interactions and the way they 

reacted to inquiries as well as the strategies they used to cope with situations, where they 

found communication problems. At the last stage interviews were used to clarify and confirm 

the data obtained through audio recordings and observation notes. 
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2.2.2 Techniques for Collecting Data 

 Data collection procedure was carried out in several stages It was initiated by sending a 

letter to request for conducting research at STIKES Hang Tuah Surabaya. The data collection 

was not be started until the permit obtained from the head of STIKES Hang Tuah Surabaya. 

Briefing the participants was then carried out to make sure that the participants could record 

the conversations under the expected situations. Subsequently, informed consent was given to 

the participants as to confirm their participations in this research. The participants also asked 

their counterparts, Thai nursing students for consent prior to recording processes. The 

recording lasted for twelve days during the academic exchange 2019. At the end of the 

academic exchange the participants returned the audio recording devices and its files to the 

researcher. 

2.3 Data Analysis  

 The data analysis was initially conducted through identifying data from the audio 

transcripts which were broken down into some categories. The conversations were accepted 

as the sources of the data by which the findings were formulated. The subsequent analysis 

was taken from the interviews in order to generate detailed information and was also accepted 

as the triangulation to confirm the data. The analyzed data were then used to formulate 

findings and answer the research questions.  

 

3. Findings 

3.1 TNS Speaking Ability 

The nature of Thai-Indonesian nursing students’ interactions is characterized by the use 

of gestures and other types of body language. In the first phase of contact between two groups 

of students communicating in English as their second language, excitement appears on every 

interaction among them. The first reason is because they want to display hospitality and warm 

welcome. At the same point both students gain the first experience of using their English in 

real communication setting, where English is the only accepted language to communicate and 

build interpersonal relationship. Two groups of students feel the more I speak, the more I 

know about my foreign fellow students. Each group has so much intensity of interaction 

though the response could be just smiles, nods, and shakes of the head and sometimes very 

short replies, such as “yes” or “no” are very common. This certainly provides very good 

environment for both groups of students to interact in English. Since they use English as a 

foreign language, problems may arise as they communicate in every interaction 

One of the major problems for INS to interact with their Thai counterparts is 

mispronunciation. The most difficult sounds to be perceived by INS consist of /v/, /l/, /s/. For 

instance, the word van is pronounced /waeng/ which is hard for INS to refer to a certain 

English word. Moreover, the word male is pronounced /maeu/ and choice is pronounced as 

/choi/. The above mispronunciations are unpredictable and hard to understand. In other cases 

some mispronunciations are slightly acceptable and easy to understand. This is because the 

mispronounced word is a part of a phrase where the listener could provide a proper prediction 

for the missing word. For example, when TNS mispronounced “go around” as /go/ /aloud/.  

Not having broad experience of communicating with TNS may lead INS to misunderstand 
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and get incorrect interpretations. Thus, it is important for INS to recognize such problems and 

provide strategies to avoid communication barriers that possibly take place in any situations 

in academic exchange between INS and TNS.  

For some INS, the use of incorrect word choice also contributes to their inability of 

understanding the messages shared by TNS. In several interactions INS find some misused 

words. Though it may not happen continuously but it could possibly disrupt the flow of 

conversations. TNS occasionally use improper dictions, such as “many summer season” 

instead of “long summer season” when they need to express a time span. Another case is 

incorrect word of “Trim” instead of “Shrimp” when they talk about food ingredients. This 

may not be serious when INS could identify the mistakes by connecting the utterances with 

the possible contexts shared in the interactions. However, failure in perceiving the meaning of 

words due to the improper word choice tends to lead INS to unexpected misinterpretations. 

To anticipate and minimize the impacts of miscommunication, students attempt several 

strategies that could help INS understand. 

Some communication problems also take place at the syntax level, where grammatical 

errors are often identified. Though grammar seems to be less important in speaking, the 

presence of incorrect grammar could trigger to some miscommunication. When TNS ask 

questions, they do not use proper formulation of interrogatives. Instead they produce 

utterances such as “You can eat spicy foods?”. This message may create some extent of 

confusion to INS. This could be accepted as permission, saying that you are allowed to eat 

spicy foods. In other words, it could also be accepted as a question, asking whether or not 

he/she can tolerate eating spicy foods. The idea of getting the meaning across of this message 

is through intonations that still characterize the use of interrogatives. Such faulty utterances 

used by TNS in formulating questions are not too much bothering INS to constantly interact 

with them. However, in some critical situations, improper ways of asking could indeed bring 

some misunderstandings. Other forms of mistakes could also be perceived as communication 

problems, for example when TNS use incorrect passive voices and possessive pronouns.       

3.2 Strategies Used By TNS To Cope with Their Speaking Problems 

It is common that the first contact of two groups of nursing students who do 

communicate in English as a first language has brought a new experience to both groups of 

students. Hesitations, the use of body language and gestures characterize the students’ 

communication in such circumstances. Both INS and TNS struggle to keep the flow of 

conversation in each interaction. Efforts are sometimes need to be made when the students 

starts to get difficulties to understand each other. In doing so, they use various strategies to 

express their ideas and speak what they intend to say. Tarone (1983) classified 

communication strategy in five bases, namely: avoidance, paraphrase, borrowing, appeal for 

assistance, and mime. 

One of the first strategies that TNS use to solve miscommunications is by code switching. 

In some situations when TNS need to confirm words, expressions or utterances, they call for 

help to their friends by code switching. By switching to their first language, they feel secured 

and free to get information from his/her friends without being embarrassed of not knowing 

something. When they feel blocked, they see the presence of their friends as the immediate 
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assistance to solve their communication problems. This strategy is very effective when TNS 

attempt to solve misunderstandings in working with word choice and grammatical errors. 

Some situations show how much TNS depend intensively on this strategy. Apart from that 

some other strategies are also effective to solve communication problems  

Miming is another form of strategy used to help TNS in their interactions with INS. It is 

often realized that particular references or the presence of certain objects are hard to explain 

or describe. When something is unfamiliar, such as the name of  local foods or specific 

objects, occasionally extensive English vocabulary is required to make detailed descriptions 

so that the listeners or in this case, INS could have some pictures of the expected objects. In 

case of complicated or urgent situations, the use of gadgets or digital translations could also 

be alternative ways to provide instant descriptions, for example when TNS describe Songkran 

festival in very vivid details. Even though some strategies could be used to confirm some 

unclear messages but a few of them might not be relevant as well as effective. 

The most immediate and spontaneous replies provided by TNS when they confirm 

misunderstandings are in the forms of repetitions, most of which are used when TNS fail to 

explain words as they could not produce proper pronunciations of a few words. As a matter of 

fact, the use of repetitions is not effective to emerge the expected meanings. This strategy is 

usually followed by body language and gesture. The use of this combination of strategies 

works well for some cases. In some other cases, such mechanisms do not work effectively. 

However, there is a way of getting the meaning across when there is a dead lock. In one of the 

speech events, paraphrasing is proved to be very effective. At a particular moment when one 

of the TNS explains the word “smile” of which she could not utter it properly. When 

repetitions fail, as well as body language and gesture, the TNS suddenly changes the word to 

become “smiling” and it is accepted correctly. This way of improving mispronunciation 

seems to be straight forward and accurate and it needs to be accepted as an alternative way to 

solve a dead lock in mispronunciation cases. It is advised that both groups of students, INS 

and TNS provide prefixes and suffixes as they find mispronunciations.                 

4. Discussion 

In the academic exchange intensive interactions between INS and TNS has brought many 

advantages for both groups of students, especially for the development of EFL speaking skill. 

This program brings about wide opportunities for every participant to find new experiences in 

using English as the only accepted language in all interactions. This means the participants 

need to speak English in all available situations and build interpersonal relationships to one 

another. As a part of the experience in making use English, INS could see either how they 

communicate successfully or fail to maintain some interactions. As a matter of fact, some 

misunderstandings and failure occur in some circumstances, most of which are due to poor 

speaking ability on the part of the TNS. Some findings are analyzed and discussed and it 

could be concluded that TNS speaking ability is mostly at beginner levels. This assessment is 

made based on three aspects of linguistic areas in terms of: pronunciation, word-choice, and 

grammar. 

Poor speaking skill is characterized by numerous mispronunciations. TNS who are still at 

the beginner levels could not pronounce some English words properly. It is confirmed in a 
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research conducted by Diep (2017). Pronunciation and Grammar have been taken as two of 

the most dominant factors affecting EFL college students’ speaking skills. Some of the TNS 

are still influenced by their first language when they use their English to interact. This 

problem becomes very serious when misunderstandings occur and they need to find strategies 

to maintain their interactions. Since they do not have much experience in using English, they 

make use of repetitions and gestures to compensate with the circumstances. 

Though it is often ignored in English conversation classes, Grammar is proved to be a 

dominant factor in speaking skill. Grammatical errors are seen as one of the most serious 

problems in TNS speaking ability. INS see this as drawbacks in their interactions with TNS. 

During several interactions misunderstandings occur due to the incorrect use of some 

grammatical features, such as passive voice and possessive pronouns. Some other 

grammatical errors also occur but they could still be accepted because the meanings conveyed 

in the messages are still perceived. In a study of grammatical errors in speaking, Sari (2018) 

also found that those areas of grammatical errors frequently take place in EFL college 

students.  

Another indicator of EFL students’ poor speaking skill is incorrect word choice. This is 

due to insufficient knowledge of words in the target language. Most of the EFL students 

experience this problem in oral communication. This also becomes evidence in the academic 

exchange where TNS are found to use quite numerous incorrect words to interact with INS. 

Incorrect word choice could be one of the main reasons for miscommunications. Some TNS 

use some words that do not fit with the meanings that they expect to say. Such mistakes are 

very misleading and lead to confusion. This could happen because TNS seem to rarely make 

use of English in real interactions. In line with this, Seffar (2015) also confirmed that 

vocabulary has been one of the prominent factors influencing EFL speaking ability. A great 

variety of words should be introduced to EFL students in order to help them improve their 

oral communication skill.  

 

4. Conclusions 

Along with all communication problems occurring between INS and TNS during the 

academic exchange program, there are strategies used to enhance students’ ability to cope 

with their speaking problems. The most common forms of strategies applied as 

miscommunication occurs are repetitions and body language. At the first stage, repetitions are 

used and secondly, TNS involve body language and gesture. Later when the messages are not 

confirmed, TNS switch to their first language by asking for help from his/her fellow students. 

Code switching mostly works effectively during the clarification processes. Eventually, when 

every attempt does not meet with the expected results, paraphrasing is considered as a way to 

get the message clearer. In case of mispronunciations in stem words, TNS could add prefixes 

or suffixes in order that the sounds of the words varied and by any chance INS could 

recognize the words that TNS expect to say. 

In spite of some linguistic barriers, the academic exchange provides some benefits. 

Firstly the academic exchange program is a good conditioning in EFL learning especially for 

higher education students. It provides wide opportunities for Indonesian students to 

communicate in English in real interactions. The contact between Indonesian and Thai 
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students has created rich varieties of situations where English is accepted as the only language 

used during the program. Secondly, most students participating in this program are very 

motivated and excited to get involved very actively. When interacting, the students are 

curious to see whether or not their language works in real situations. In addition, they have 

sufficient time to see different varieties of accents and intonations that characterize English 

spoken by Thai people. All this experience is valuable for EFL students, especially INS to 

provide practical views of spoken English and its further advancement.        

In order that the academic exchange gets the most benefits to INS, this research 

eventually suggests a number of recommendations: 1). the students participating in the 

program should avoid using their first language even though they communicate with their 

own friends in the group. 2). the students are advised to share as much information as possible 

to activate their speaking strategies. 3). the students are expected to have self-confidence in all 

interactions with TNS. 4). the students must avoid unnecessary jokes, mocking TNS due to 

different cultural values. 5). Subsequently, A number of activities prior to the academic 

exchange should also be conducted in terms of 1). Practice in formulating questions, 2.) 

Introduction to Thai culture, 3). Introduction to Thai spoken English. 
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