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Abstract

This study aims to investigate the effects of diverse groupings on learners' English-speaking skills.
Accordingly, diverse groupings as an intervention procedure were implemented over an English-speaking
course. This course lasted 15 weeks and 48 EFL students from a university in Vietnam enrolled in the course.
On the completion of the course, quantitative data were collected via a questionnaire surveying the involved
students' evaluations of the effects of the intervention procedure. Meanwhile, participants' reflections on
the course recorded in audio files served as qualitative data for the study. The obtained results from both
quantitative and qualitative data reveal that participants highly valued the course because it facilitated
their English speaking skills as well as cognitive and social skills. These positive effects were derived from
practicing English speaking with various partners. In addition, qualitative data recorded their perspectives on
different preferences for partners in group work. These patterns include partners’ English proficiency levels,
sex, partnership selection, and working duration. On these results, pedagogical implications are addressed.
Further expanded research in this regard within Vietnam and beyond is also suggested to overcome the
present study’s limitations.
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Tém tit

Nghién civu nay nham muc dich khdo sat, danh gid hiéu iing ciia hoat déng da dang héa phan nhém dén
ky nang noti tieng Anh cua nguoi hoc. Theo do, cdc dang thirc hoat dong nhom khdc nhau dwoc dp trong mot
hoc phan phat trién ky nang noi tieng Anh. Hoc phan kéo dai trong 15 tuan voi 48 sinh vién chuyén nganh
tieng Anh o mot truong dai Viét Nam tham gia hoc phan nay. Khi ket thuc hoc phdn dir liéu dinh lwong diroc
thu thdp bang bang cau hoi khao sat nhan xét, danh gia cua sinh vién tham gia vé hiéu qua ciia hoc phan.
Song song dé6, moi sinh vién sé trinh bay chi tiét nhan xét vé cdc hinh thirc hoc nhém dwoc d ap dung trong hoc
phan va dwege ghi am thanh cdc tdp tin, cung cdp dit liéu dinh tinh cho nghién ciru nay. Két qua thu dwoc tir
ca dir lieu dinh luong va dinh tinh cho thay sinh vién danh gia cao vé hiéu ung cua hoc phan trong viéc thuc
day phat trién ky nang noi tieng Anh ciing nhuw phat trién nang luc tu duy va giao tiep xa hoi. Cac hiéu irng
tich cuc nay dat dwoc thong qua qua trinh thuc hanh giao tiep bang tieng Anh voi nhiéu doi thé khac nhau.
Ngoai ra, ket qua phan tich dit li¢u dinh tinh con ghi nhdn nhiing quan diém, 1y giai khdac nhau vé so thich
cd nhan cua sinh vién khi tham gia hoat dong nhom véi cac doi thé nhom khdac nhau; gom co cdc so thich vé
nang luc tieng Anh, gioi tinh, su lya chon, va thoi luwong twong tdc voi doi thé nhom. Trén co so ket qua thu
duwoc, cac ham y vé day hoc lién quan duwoc dé xuat. Cac nghién ciru mo rong tiép theo vé van dé phan nhom
o Viét Nam va nuoc ngoai dwoc khuyén khich thuc hién nham khdc phuc nhitng han ché cua nghién cieu nay.

Tir khéa: DPa dang héa phin nhém, hiéu img, hoat dong nhém, ky nang, ngoai ngit tiéng Anh (EFL).
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1. Introduction

Group work functioning as a teaching tool is
now widely deployed in the classroom across school
subjects and disciplines at the levels of primary,
secondary, and tertiary education worldwide (Chen
et al., 2022; Do, 2023; Jia, 2022; Jitpaisarnwattana
etal.,2021; Krasny etal., 2018; Treesattayanmunee
& Baharudin, 2024; Yassi et al., 2023). This teaching
tool is aligned with the learner-centered approach
because it optimally promotes learner-learner or peer
interactions, granting students at their disposal some
autonomized time and sufficient space to interact
(basically in spoken forms and with little or without
teacher intervention). They together share ideas,
negotiate for making joint decisions to complete
given learning tasks/assignments, and thus learn
from each other in some ways. Although the presence
of learning resulting from such a communicatively
collaborative interaction is somehow invisible or
sheerly implicit, it is unquestioningly advantageous
to driving students’ conscious attempts to utilize their
speaking skills (backed up by other personal resources
like living experiences and topics/content knowledge)
for obtaining set goals or task completions underway
(Azizifard, 2024; Do, 2023; Johnson & Johnson,
2018). That is why group work of various types
has been prevalently applied in language learning
classes, especially in teaching speaking skills
communicatively of English as a foreign language
(EFL). As Do and Le (2020, p. 445) posited "If
administered properly, group work in EFL speaking
classes is highly promising to be a freely available
tool for teachers to help learners not only practice
speaking English communicatively but also improve
the ability to work with others in collaboration to
complete common goals".

When it comes to facilitating students’ practicing
speaking skills in EFL/ESL (English as a second
language), past research dominantly embarked on
delivering topic-based prompts /questions for small
group discussions or whole-class debates (e.g., Do
& Le, 2020; Nguyen, 2023; Namaziandost et al.,
2020; Nguyen & Nguyen, 2018; Treesattayanmunee
& Baharudin, 2024). For longer member-member
connections, project-based executions are applied
for product creation or problem-solving (Bakar et al.,
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2019; Khoiriyah & Setyaningrum, 2015; Pham et al.,
2024; Sirisrimangkorn, 2021; Sugianto et al., 2020).
Yet, few studies have focused on diversifying group
work activities to help sustain student engagement
and avoid a possible sense of boredom due to
similar activities done by the same group members
in the classroom. Furthermore, the diversity-oriented
approach should be explored because it is congruent
with the recently inclusive educational trend, which
is deemed to result in an equally grand opportunity
for more collaboration and more individuals to thrive
(NASEM, 2024; Nguyen & Huynh, 2024). This also
aligns with the commonly perceived message “No
one left behind” encouragingly practiced in Vietnam.
With that in mind, the present study is to purposefully
diversify groupings in an EFL speaking skill course.
By the end of the scheduled course, this study aims
to provide answers to two set questions:

(1) What are the effects of the diverse groupings
on involved students’ English speaking skills?

(2) What are typical patterns of preference
among these students regarding diverse groupings
implemented in the target speaking course?

2. Literature review
2.1. Theoretical framework

Group/pair work involving two to five members
applied in the classroom stems primarily from the
social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986). According
to this theory, the human learning process is
shaped by interplaying the dynamics of people, the
environment, and behaviors in social contexts. In
this perspective, people are active agents who both
receive the environmental impacts by observing
others’ behaviors (especially linguistic acts, i.e.
speaking). In return, people will impact the ongoing
environment through their specific actions/behaviors
(also, basically in a speaking manner) towards
knowledge construction. It, therefore, formulates
a reciprocal or collaborative learning ground and
knowledge acquisition. In such a socially interactive
learning synergy, it is deemed to tacitly establish the
zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Vygotsky,
1978). The ZPD theory denotes that in social
interactions (group work, for example) individuals
develop better with the substantively ample guidance
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of more competent people (such as teachers or peers)
than when these individuals work alone (i.e., without
any assistance or support from others).

Collectively, the two learning-driving theories
typically underscore social contexts for fostering
interactions and individuals’ knowledge evolution. In
other words, social interactions (classroom group/pair
work is one of them) provide opportunities for people
together to learn in some collaborative way via jointly
discussing, conversing, making decisions, and so on,
depending on specific situations or learning tasks
given. However, for optimal learning achievements in
group work, Johnson and Johnson (2018) maintained
that five basic elements must be warranted. First,
positive interdependence among group members is
present. That is students share both tasks assigned and
benefits yielded. Second, individual accountability is
exercised in the sense that each member must make
sufficient effort to fulfill his/her share of work and
facilitate the work of other group members. Third,
students promote each other’s success by helping,
assisting, praising, encouraging, and supporting each
other to learn. Fourth, students are required to utilize
social skills appropriately, including leadership,
trust-building, communication, decision-making, and
conflict-management skills. Finally, students together
manage the group procession by monitoring and
reflecting on the effectiveness of the process members
use to maximize their own and each other’s learning.

2.2. Previous studies

In the aforementioned framework, the spoken
mode (i.e., language elements involved) is captured as
apivotal catalyst for the success of social interactions
and mutual learning presence. Thus, an emerging
number of studies have attested impacts of group
work in EFL/ESL. Regarding the pairing method, the
study by Basterrechea and Gallardo-del-Puerto (2020)
involved EFL primary school students from Spain.
The participants were paired into two types (1) free
selection by students and (2) proficiency-matching
by teachers. These formed pairs worked for about
30 minutes to create a meaningful story by arranging
a set of given pictures. While they were working in
pairs, all their spoken interactions were recorded. One
of the major findings of this study is that the pairs
of type (1) produced more meaning-based linguistic

elements (semantic aspects) and less form-based
items (e.g., spelling, pronunciation, prepositions, or
articles in English) than the pairing type (2). Similar
results were also documented by other studies (Leeser,
2004; Garcia Mayo & Aguirre, 2019). However,
these studies have yet to apply gender-grouping. In
addition, various topics for diverse pairing members
to discuss during the successive class sessions were
not explored. Meanwhile, surveying 105 EFL high
school teachers from Vietnam, the study by Do and
Le (2020) found that the surveyed teachers highly
credited group working as a productive technique to
improve students’ English speaking. Yet, observing
four teachers running their English-speaking classes
in practice, the researchers (ibid) revealed that all
grouping methods (two members or more) were
assigned by the teachers in charge. It appeared that
diverse groupings were not deployed on purpose to
facilitate English-speaking skills at high school.

Regarding the impacts on students’
speaking skills via working collaboratively in
groups, Sirisrimangkorn’s (2021) project-based
implementation was delivered to 31 Thai students
of Business English attending a semester-long
English course. As shaped by this Business English
course, each 3-member group conducted a planned
project guided by the in-charge teacher about project
topics, procedure, data collection, language use, and
other related; and then groups orally presented the
project outcomes as scheduled. This project-based
study recorded participants’ improved English
speaking skills resulting from collaborative group
work during the project operation. In addition, they
improved their presentational ability as each group
was required to orally showcase the project results
with PowerPoint slides used at the end of the course.
In a similar research line of EFL/ESL education,
other investigations such as Kemaloglu-Er (2022),
Kettanun (2015), Treesattayanmunee and Baharudin
(2024), John (2017), Pham et al. (2024); Sakae
(2022), and Wathyudin (2017) mostly shared the
project/task-execution effects enhancing participants’
English verbal competence (including communication
skills, English writing, vocabulary, grammar, and
pronunciation). From these studies, positive effects
added are increased critical thinking, collaboration,
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autonomy, and time management skills. However,
in these studies of project-based learning, issues of
diverse groupings on purpose and participants’ voices
of preferences over peer interactions were still absent.

Apart from its strengths, collaborative learning in
group work has also produced several disadvantages
(for further information, see Do & Le, 2020; John,
2017). Basterrechea and Gallardo-del-Puerto (2020)
indicated that problematic pair work likely occurs
in the following types of interaction (a) dominant/
dominant - that is high equality but low collaboration;
although contributing to the given task, pairs do not
reach an agreement easily; (b) dominant/passive
- the quality of equality and collaboration are low
because one of the members controls the discussion
progression with little mutual negotiation; (c) expert/
novice - recording low equality but high mutual
engagement because the expert or more capable
member controls the progression but invites the
novice peer (less capable) to make contributions.
Thus, group work applied in school settings should
take these notions into consideration and teachers
should adequately “intervene in malfunctioning
groups to improve their effectiveness” (Johnson &
Johnson, 2018, p. 9).

3. Methods
3.1. Participants

The present study was conducted at a public
university in Vietnam. Participants were 48 freshmen
majoring in EFL who took part in an English-speaking
course 2 (coded EN4120), officially scheduled at the
university (Second semester, 2023/2024 academic
year). In the previous semester, these freshmen
already finished English Speaking course 1 but did
not have explicit experience working with different
peers from their speaking class, nor had they
together worked on group/team projects. In general
terms, typical speaking courses aiming to enhance
learners' English skills are compulsory in the EFL
major curriculum at this university. These listening-
speaking classes (as required and officially approved
by the faculty Dean) cover a variety of topics/themes
as prompts for students to communicate using the
English language. A speaking-skill coursebook is
accompanied for content reference with readings,
listening, and exercises. These participants were
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between 18 — 20 years old, 36 females and 12 males.
They were Vietnamese-speaking with an English
command typically of a lower intermediate level
because they all graduated from high school, where
English was one of their core subjects during their
three years of high school (VMOET, 2018). Thus,
the participants as a homogeneous group (in terms
of their first language of Vietnamese, educational
background, age, and English proficiency) made
up a convenience sampling for the present study
(Bhattacherjee, 2012; Creswell, 2014; Soundy,
2024). As such, the strength of result generalizability
is limited in comparison to that of the random
sampling. However, the convenience approach
in educational settings like the one in the present
study is backed up by the argument on the essential
involvement of the researcher in the process: “From
the psychological and philosophical assumption that
reality is created by way of construction, one can
assume that researchers cannot understand human
action by an outside observation which sees merely
the physical manifestations of these activities”
(Shkedi, 2019, p. 10).

3.2. Course intervention procedure

An English-speaking skills course of 15 weeks
(a weekly 100-minute session) was consecutively
run by the researcher-teacher in the present study. To
increase the validity of the course intervention, the
researcher consulted two supervisors, an EFL expert
and the Division Leader from the faculty. Thus, one
month before the course’s commencement, three of
us (the researcher and supervisors) met in person
and deliberately conversed over the intervention
procedure based on the course objectives, topic
contents, allotted duration, and the characteristics
of the participants. In the end, we came up with the
course procedure as seen in Table 1.

Accordingly, every two weeks, students worked
on one given topic with different partners assigned
randomly by the teacher (first 6 weeks, and weeks
13 - 14); but at other times over the course, they
were allowed to select their partners. For activities
operated, from weeks 1 to 12 they followed a three-
phase procedure, while in weeks 13 and 14 they
conducted a group project. The course ended in week
15 of wrap-up talks.
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Table 1. Weekly topic-based activities of diverse groupings

Week Groupings

Topics

Activities

1-2  The teacher assigns randomly:
Same-gender, two members
per group (male-male;

female-female)

The teacher assigns: different
genders: three members per
group of one male and two
females (since there are more
females than males in this class)

The teacher assigns an English
proficiency gap via one stronger,
more active + one weaker, less
active.

Students freely select one same-
gender partner

9-10 Students freely select one
different-gender partner in

groups of 3 or 4

11-12 Students freely form their

groups of 3 or 4

13- 14  The teacher assigns groups of 3
or 4 (mixed gender and English

proficiency)

15 Wrap-up talks

Methods of English learning
at college (as an EFL major)

Employment (choosing
a career: requirements,
challenges, and opportunity
for development )

Cultures & Holidays (typical
social, family activities;
personal enjoyments)

Food & Health issues
(strategies to stay well)

Relationships (family, friends)

Technologies in modern life

Local landmarks (potentials
for tourism development)

Reflecting on group activities

*Phase 1: Under the teacher’s detailed
guidance on the working procedure,
requirements, and outcomes expected,
groups start to deliberately read, and
mine the given coursebook, working
on given exercises for gaining topic-
relevant information/ knowledge, and
ideas assimilated; outlining and planning
a collaborative speech to deliver in
front of the class in the following class
session;

*Phase 2: The next week's session,
groups self-search available resources
and references to generate a complete
speech; and rehearse the speech before
presenting it in class;

*Phase 3: groups take turns delivering
the prepared speech, followed by
hearing and responding to feedback,
and comments from other groups and
the teacher.

- A group project, each group yielded
a 5-10 minute video clip featuring one
local landmark to openly release to the
whole class (using English speaking
skills).

- Students voice their attitudes towards
group workings over the entire semester,
highlighting gains, downsides, and
suggestions for improvement.

- They also complete the given
questionnaire on a free-will basis (i.e.,
they could decline to take part in the
questionnaire survey).

3.3. Instruments for data collection

As seen from Table 1, at week 15 students
completed a relevant questionnaire following the
wrap-up talks. The wrap-up talks were driven by the
following six questions (assigned by the researcher),
creating an equal space for all participants to freely
speak out their ideas, opinions, preferences, and
problems (if any) over the speaking course featured

by diverse groupings towards completing informed
assignments. The question prompts were orderly and
structured as follows:

1. Could you list some typical benefits from
group interactions in English speaking skills?

2. Do you prefer self-selecting partners in group
work or willingly working with partners chosen by
the teacher?
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3. Do you prefer working with the same or
various partners throughout the entire semester?
Why?

4. Do you prefer working with partners of
similar English proficiency or mixed English levels
(very good, good, and fair)? Why?

5. Do you prefer working with partners of the
same or mixed sex? Why?

6. Do you feel more confident in English
speaking in class or in public now than before?

For more thoughtful ideas recorded better, all
participants were asked to release their relevant
ideas in audio files and then sent to the researcher
one week later. Qualitative/nonmetric data based
on these audio recordings of questions from 2 to 5
would provide valid evidence for the second research
question in the present study (i.e., what are typical
patterns of preference among these students regarding
diverse groupings implemented in the target speaking
course?). In addition, questions 1 and 6 were aimed
to seek responses on how individual participants
evaluated the effects of the course intervention, thus
allowing for a cross-check on the findings from the
questionnaire survey.

Meanwhile, the questionnaire survey used in
this study was framed to provide quantitative/metric
data to the first research question: What are the
effects of the diverse groupings on involved students’
English speaking skills? Accordingly, building on the
relevant literature as addressed above (Basterrechea
& Gallardo-del-Puerto, 2020; Do & Le, 2020; John,
2017; Johnson & Johnson, 2018; Pham et al., 2024),
and the first research question, the questionnaire
contents would focus on the effects brought about to
participants under diverse groupings implemented in
the present study. At first, the researcher designed 22
items falling into three major components of effect:
(1) English proficiency comprising eight items; (2)
cognitive skills, seven items; and (3) social skills,
seven items. However, after being reviewed by the
two supervisors (EFL expert and Division Leader)
and piloted among 20 freshmen (not included in
the present study), for its better content validity, the
questionnaire was truncated with 15 items as seen in
Table 2 below. Thus, seven items (e.g., Practicing
English speaking with classmates is necessary for
EFL majors, Practicing English speaking with
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classmates in person/face-to-face is more effective
than online) were deleted because they did not directly
serve the objective of the first research question.
Moreover, deleting seven items also helped increase
the ratio of respondent-variable from 48/22 to 48/15
for the sampling strength of the present study (Hair
et al., 2014). For the participant’s response denoted,
each item was followed by a 5-point range, scaling
from “Absolutely agree”= 5 points to “Absolutely
disagree =1 point.
3.4. Data analysis

Quantitative data collected from the
questionnaire survey was processed by the software
SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences, version
26). The obtained scale reliability is a: 0.971, thus
securing the data validity for further analysis and
interpretation. In addition, KMO-Bartlett’s test (i.e.,
Measure of Sampling Adequacy/MSA) was run. The
result was .829 at the significance level of Sig=.000.
Furthermore, the Component Analysis indicated that
all indicators/items in the scale were above 0.600
values. Therefore, the scale was adequate (Hair et
al., 2014; Hair et al., 2021).

For qualitative data, directed by the notion that
“It is the researcher who codes, conceptualizes, and
theorizes the data” (Timonen et al., 2018, p. 8), the
present researcher first examined all the submitted
audio recordings (one by one) to ensure that their
contents were valid, i.e., being based on the six
question prompts given by the researcher in the
classroom. The result was all the recordings were
adequate. Next, the audio-transcription/verbatim was
transferred into the written format for subsequent
steps of coding and categorizing the data into themes
as units of detailed content analysis (Bhattacherjee,
2012; Creswell, 2014; Shkedi, 2019; Timonen et al.,
2018). Given the objective of the qualitative data
was to provide evidence for the second research
question, themes in this case were represented
by the six question prompts as mentioned above.
After the analytical process, all the data and initial
analysis results were sent to the two supervisors for
cross-checking as independent auditors/inter-raters
(Bhattacherjee, 2012). One week later, the researcher
and the supervisors met for an in-depth discussion
on the analysis results. We worked on a case-by-
case basis linked with the themes captured in six
prompts. We focused particularly on those points of
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disagreement among us and kept on discussing until
a consensus was reached on all the cases.

On research-ethic concerns, after obtaining the
participants’ consent openly, anonymity (i.e., no real
name or privacy about the participants was revealed)
has been strictly applied in the process of analyzing
these valid data and reporting results. In addition,
this study closely complies with the university's
present research regulations regarding the operational
procedure, related resources, and research ethics. The
next section will present the results in detail.

4. Results and discussion
4.1. Quantitative data results

The detailed results are shown in Table 2 with
the means and standard deviations (SD) for each and
all 15 effects (i.e., 15 variables in statistical research
terms) embraced in the questionnaire scale used in
the present study. These computed effects are drawn
on participants’ self-rating responses to diverse
groupings applied in the intervention procedure. The
effects/variables are grouped into three sets of skills
in order: English proficiency, cognitive, and social.

Table 2. Effects of diverse grouping practice

Practicing topic-based activities of diverse groupings helps ... Means SD Number
English proficiency 1 - improve English speaking skills 4.65 0.526 48
2 - improve English listening skills 4.63 0.531 48
3 - increase self-confidence in speaking English 4.63 0.570 48
4 - reduce anxiety in speaking English 4.60 0.536 48
5 - refine English pronunciation 4.50 0.715 48
6 - solidify English grammar 4.33 0.834 48
7 - improve English speaking fluency 4.50 0.684 48
Cognitive skills 8 - train critical thinking 4.50 0.684 48
9 - organize and present opinions reasonably 4.60 0.610 48
10 - look at issues discussed better from various perspectives 4.56 0.580 48
11 - understand better about your strengths and weaknesses 4.40 0.707 48
Social skills 12 - respect others’ ideas and views 4.54 0.683 48
13 - improve confidence in social interactions 4.48 0.652 48
14 - learn how to keep on good terms with others 4.50 0.652 48
15 - train adaptive skills in different working environments 4.50 0.619 48

Drawing on the mean values seen in Table
2, all effects are self-rated by the participants at a
high value, over 4 points out of 5, coupled with
all SD values of no more than 0.834 < 1 (effect 6),
i.e., a low value. Since the standard deviation (SD)
is the variance/distribution or range of individual
values relative to the mean value of a given variable
(Bhattacherjee, 2012; Hair et al., 2014), a low value
of SD indicates the range of individual values is
convergently narrow (closely clustered around the
mean value) among empirical observations for the
given variable.

Thus, a high mean value and a low SD in this
case suggest that all 48 participants convergently
and highly valued the practices of diverse groupings
provided by the present speaking course. That said,
they acknowledged the positive effects on their

three sets of skills given, resulting from the target
intervention initiated in the present study. Topping
the list are those target effects of English proficiency,
speaking (1) and listening (2) with the smallest SDs
0f0.526 and 0.53 1, respectively. Coming next are the
effects of 3, 4, and 6. Many of these positive effects
confirm the presumed values of social cognitive
and ZPD theories as mentioned above concerning
EFL education, where learners mutually work and
cognitively benefit each other in various aspects.
Therefore, it could be concluded that the course
intervention of diverse groupings applied in the
present study appears to generate positive effects
on the involved students’ English speaking skills
as well as cognitive and social skills. However, it
should be noted that although all the relevant effects
were anchored by the intervention under discussion,
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other activities (such as English speaking club) in
which participants took part during the intervention to
facilitate their speaking skills had not been controlled.
Consequently, this is a limitation of the present study
but it is also a marked point for further research to
take into account.

On the other hand, these positive findings in the
present study mirror most of the past investigations’
results related to group/pair work within the EFL field
(John, 2017; Kettanun, 2015; Pham et al., 2024; Sakae,
2022; Sirisrimangkorn, 2021; Treesattayanmunee &
Baharudin, 2024; Wathyudin, 2017). The present
questionnaire scale, however, accommodates several
beneficial effects that have yet to be found in the
aforementioned studies, namely those covering from
10 to 15 displayed in Table 2. The present study
argues that these cognitive-social skills are significant
educational values for personal and professional
development in the 21* century, training and directing
students “to become responsible and engaged
citizens in Vietnamese society and the international
community” (Nguyen & Huynh, 2024, p. 54).
Furthermore, these crucial classroom-transcending
skills have been successfully activated and yielded
fruits alongside those of EFL communication via
diverse grouping practices over the entire academic
semester on purpose.

4.2. Qualitative data results

As mentioned earlier, qualitative data were
collected from the audio recordings submitted by
participants after the completion of the course. The
next part will display the findings in the order of six
themes corresponding to the six question prompts
given above. Accordingly, theme 01 describes the
respondents/Res’ overall evaluations of the beneficial
effects of the course intervention. Themes 02 to 05
denote the Res’ differing patterns of preference for
English-speaking practices with peers. Meanwhile,
theme 06 serves as a confirmation by the Res for an
increase in his/her English-speaking confidence.

4.2.1. Theme 01: Typical benefits perceived

All the respondents (100%) strongly confirmed
the benefits of practicing English speaking with
various peers over the speaking course. They all
underscored the necessity of interacting with peers
in English at college (especially for EFL majors)
because for them it helped improve speaking-listening
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skills, enrich vocabulary, and detect and fix mistakes
in English pronunciation, intonation, and grammar.
For instance, Res 5 recounted that:

While learning in high school before, I rarely had
the opportunity to practice English communicatively.
But, the university environment here is different. It
has provided me with many more opportunities to
practice English speaking with different classmates,
especially in speaking classes like this one. Therefore,
it helps me enhance my listening and speaking skills
in English by recognizing and correcting my errors in
English pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammatical
structures. I will continue to proactively make the
optimal use of this English learning environment to
perfect my English.

For affective aspects, many of them also
referred to their increased self-confidence and less
anxiety, shyness, or avoidance tactics in English
interactions in and outside the classroom (Res 3, 6,
11,17, 23, 26, 30, etc.). This finding is well-aligned
with what has been seen in Table 1 regarding the
positive effects brought to the participants, especially
those of English proficiency.

4.2.2. Theme 02: Preference for self-selection
versus teacher-assignment partners

More than half of the respondents preferred
self-selecting partners because this approach helped
them feel more relaxed working with those of the
same background, intimacy, and interests (cited
by Res 1, 2, 6, 7, 8, 10, etc.). Meanwhile, the rest
revealed that they were willing to work with any
partners because they preferred something new,
unprecedented, or happening by chance (Res 4, 5,
9,11,12, 13, etc.). Some also said that the assigned-
partner approach rather than the self-selection
would train their adaptive skills to work in diverse
environments. For instance, Res 18 posited that
“Teachers should assign partners so that students
can have the opportunity to work with various
students”. Interestingly, Res. 24 visioned that “In
the future when working in a company, I will unlikely
have the right to choose with whom [ will work.
So working with various partners as assigned will
train my adaptive skills and coping tactics.” On the
contrary, Res 9 argued that “I prefer self-selection
so that I can choose the best partner to gain the best
learning outcomes”.
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Consequently, in this regard of learning
groupings perceived by students’ voices, balancing
student selection and teacher decision as done in
the present study appears to be sensible. Teacher-
decision grouping is also congruent with providing
some types of linguistic risk for students to benefit
themselves by getting out of their normal comfort
zone for adventure, novelty, and learning (Al-Obaydi,
2020; Slavkov, 2023), especially when these students
are young adults.

4.2.3. Theme 03: Preference for single versus
various partners

Like those responses found in theme 02,
responses for theme 03 fell into two opposing
directions. However, more than 50% expressed their
preference for having the opportunity to work with
different partners (i.e., changing partners a couple of
times over the semester) because it provided diversity,
leading to different views on problems/issues under
discussion; thereby, various ideas or solutions came
out, which is the way to foster creativity in problem-
solving tactics (Res 4, 5, 9, 10, 11, 12, etc.). For
example, Res 37 indicated that “Communicating with
different people, we can learn many strong points from
them because no two minds are entirely identical . In
particular, this way helped avoid a possible feeling of
reduced attention and engagement, which was given
by Res 45, who insisted that “Novelty in meeting and
talking with various partners will catch more attention
and sustainable engagement than working with the
same people for a long time”.

In the opposite direction, three main reasons for
the zone of ease, safety, stability, and long-standing
relationships, are given to the preference of keeping
on same partnerships over the whole semester. Res 32
expressed that “Intimacy among close friends helps
me feel more comfortable, safer, and confident than
speaking with new partners even in the classroom”.
This particular finding has yet to be explicitly
addressed in previous relevant studies (John, 2017;
Kettanun, 2015; Pham et al., 2024; Sakae, 2022;
Sirisrimangkorn, 2021; Treesattayanmunee &
Baharudin, 2024; Wathyudin, 2017). The finding
is useful for today’s school practitioners (EFL
ones included) tailoring their structured activities
of groupings to learners of diverse preferences and
learning styles. The present study as seen above is
one alternative for diverse groupings.

4.2.4. Theme 04: Preference for the same versus
mixed-proficiency partners

Unlike a nearly 50-50 separation found in themes
02 and 03, theme 04 was picked up by a large majority
of respondents opting for mixed levels of English
proficiency. The fact that those with better English
resources would likely help other members is the
primary explanation given among them. Noticeably,
Res 12 stated that “Working with stronger peers,
the weaker would self-detect their weaknesses and
try their best to keep up with others”, meaning that
the weaker were more motivated by the stronger
to learn for improvement. This finding reflects the
social cognitive theory as well as the ZPD theory
(Bandura, 1986; Vygotsky, 1978). This finding also
renders another signal for EFL teachers. By common
sense, after a couple of beginning sessions, teachers
can mostly match learners with differing levels of
English proficiency. Such professional sensitivity will
help teachers bring substantial benefits to students
when it comes to group/pair work. However, some
(Res 19, 25, 40, 45, etc.) mentioned the incidence
of dominance by stronger students and no or little
opportunity for weaker ones to express themselves.
This finding is somewhat aligned with the problematic
type of dominant/passive interaction as addressed
earlier (Basterrechea & Gallardo-del-Puerto, 2020).
Consequently, to fix possible problems in time it is
worth that “EFL teachers should be well aware of
and get prepared to deal with them promptly and
rationally by taking on multiple roles as being not
only a planner, organizer, observer and evaluator but
director, motivator, and supporter in case problems
somehow occur” (Do & Le, 2020, p. 448).

4.2.5. Theme 05: Preference for the same versus
mixed-sex partners

Only a few respondents opted for same-sex
choice because they would feel more intimate and
confident in expressing themselves. Meanwhile, up to
90% of the respondents preferred mixed sex because
they perceived that females and males approached
issues or problems given in dissimilar perspectives,
looking from comprehensive angles; thus, it would
broaden the mind. They also cited, “Today men and
women are equal; this doesn’t matter anymore”
(Res.1, 7, 9, 13, and so on). On the one hand, this
finding offers evidence of current college students'
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open mindset concerning sex subjects; on the other
hand, this mindset pattern would likely foster stronger
relationships and social skills of communicative
interactions at large, not just in English learning.
Thus, it sounds sensible for teachers to attend to this
point by exercising pair/group work to sharpen the
awareness of equity and collaboration among college
students for mutual growth (NASEM, 2024; Nguyen
& Huynh, 2024; VMOET, 2018).

4.2.6. Theme 06: Confirmation of an increase
in English-speaking confidence

Like the result of theme 01, a 100% positive
response was found in theme 06. Although all
respondents said “yes”, those who preferred speaking
English with a wide variety of peers in and outside
the classroom of casual encounters, or extra-curricular
ones (such as English speaking clubs, speaking
contests, and Gala Night held by the Faculty frequently
over the school year) appeared to demonstrate
stronger confidence in English interactions (Res.2,
5, 14, 19, etc.). They tended to proactively express
themselves in English in a comfortable manner. For
example, Res 30 delivered that:

I have been actively engaged in speaking
English with different classmates, especially in this
speaking course. In comparison with the first semester
of my first year, I now feel much more confident in
my English communication skills. Probably, that’s
why in some recent group works I have been assigned
as the group leader, both in English and non-English
classes. Thus, I frankly encourage other students to
actively take part in English-speaking activities with
partners regardless of age or English proficiency as
long as they appear to speak English communicatively
and collaboratively.

On the contrary, some humbly said that they
should practice speaking English more to overcome
shyness, anxiety, mistake fear, and avoidance in
communicative social contacts (Res.1, 7, 10, 13,
etc.). Res 20 acknowledged that “Yes, [ feel a little
more confident now to speak English than before, but
1 have to keep trying to reduce my trait of shyness in
social communication”.

Once again, although all respondents confirmed
an increase in their English-speaking confidence of
differing degrees, this result should not be attributed
only to the intervention under discussion applied in
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the present study. Other activities outside the formal
classroom like English speaking clubs could play
a part as well in this regard. Thus, further research
should attempt to capture how much extra-curricular
activities of peer interactions impact students’ English
speaking skills in comparison to those scheduled in
the classroom.

4.3. Implications

Collectively, the present study (based on findings
from the quantitative and qualitative data) upholds the
positive effects resulting from peer interactions in the
forms of pair/group work documented in past research
(John, 2017; Kettanun, 2015; Pham et al., 2024; Sakae,
2022; Sirisrimangkorn, 2021; Treesattayanmunee &
Baharudin, 2024; Wathyudin, 2017). This frequently
used approach favorably fosters EFL learners’
English proficiency and speaking-listening skills
in particular. It also develops their cognitive and
social skills as reported above. The present study
argues that in affordable conditions of EFL learning
at college, classroom teachers should intentionally
implement diverse groupings by sometimes over the
course assigning different group members of mixed
English proficiency and sex better than retaining the
same partnerships. Diverse grouping is encouraged
especially when a single speaking course typically
has to cover several learning topics/themes spanning
the entire semester. This instructional technique
is not only to avoid the one-fits-all method but
also aligned with the approach to effectively serve
different patterns of preference in learning among
students as evidenced by the findings from the second
research question above. This approach reflects the
core nature of learner-centeredness because it pays
attention to learner diversity. Moreover, diverse
grouping in peer interactions offers positive risks
for learners to train adaptivities, and coping tactics
for unprecedented confrontations, and to “discover
new and creative ways of practicing that language
in authentic settings outside of the classroom”
(Slavkov, 2023, p. 52) as present and future life
likely holds in reality. Particularly, given that one of
the supervisors for this study is the current Divison
Leader (EFL) of the Foreign Languages Faculty at
the University, the above findings would provide him
and the faculty with some alternatives to innovative
teaching methods.
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5. Conclusion

By intentionally applying diverse groupings
of mixed English proficiency, sex, partner self-
selection, and teacher assignment at biweekly
intervals over the 15-week speaking skill course,
the present study demonstrates positive effects on
participants’ speaking-listening skills (English
pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammar included),
cognitive, and social skills. This study made it
different from past pertinent inquiries by uncovering
typical patterns of EFL students’ preference in
working on collaborative group/pair learning tasks
regarding English proficiency levels, sex, partnership
selection, and working duration. On the one hand,
the results are added to the existing EFL literature;
on the other, pedagogical implications are thereby
generated for classroom practices when it comes to
peer interactions in English-speaking classes. This
is deemed to bring another dynamic to the language-
learning classroom.

As already mentioned above, what has been
found by the present study is somehow limited due
to its small-size convenience sampling and short
temporal operation. In addition, the researcher
was unable to control what other activities outside
the class sessions (e.g., English speaking club)
participants took part in to facilitate their English
speaking. As a consequence, for stronger warrants and
generalization values, more future research in this line
is encouraged. Specifically, the template procedure
of diverse groupings could be replicated with a larger
sample at different colleges or universities in Vietnam
and other countries. Also, academic performances
via regular forms of pretests and posttests should be
included to attest concrete academic gains. These
issues in rigorous inquiries will beneficially update
our understanding of how EFL learners currently
perceive and practice English speaking skills with
peers and others alike. Thereby, we can frequently
modify teaching methods better tailored to their
diverse needs and interests.

Acknowledgments: This research was supported
by the scientific and technological topic of Dong Thap
University under the code SPD2021.01.21.

References

Al-Obaydi, L. H. (2020). Risk-taking and self-
actualization in EFL positive classroom
environment. ELS Journal on Interdisciplinary
Studies in Humanities, 3(3), 352-365. https://
doi.org/10.34050/elsjish.v3i3.10877.

Azizifard, F. M. (2024). The effect of task-based
language teaching on speaking skill. Cihan
University-Erbil Journal of Humanities and
Social Sciences (CUEJHSS), 8(1), 65-71.
https://doi.org/10.24086/cuejhss.vol8n1y2024.
pp 65-71.

Bakar, N. I. A., Noordin, N., & Razali, A. B. (2019).
Improving oral communicative competence in
English using project-based learning activities.
English Language Teaching, 12(4), 73-84.
https://doi.org/10.5539/elt.v12n4p73.

Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundations of thought &
action: A social cognitive theory. Upper Saddle
River, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Basterrechea, M., & Gallardo-del-Puerto, F. (2020)
Language-related episodes and pair dynamics
in primary school CLIL learners: A comparison
between proficiency-matched and student-
selected pairs. SSLLT, 10(3), 423-447.

Bhattacherjee, A. (2012). Social science research:
Principles, methods, and practices. USF:
Textbooks Collection.

Chen, P. J., & Chen, Y. H. (2022). Massive open
online course study group: Interaction patterns in
face-to-face and online (Facebook) discussions.
Frontiers in Psychology, 12,670533. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.670533.

Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design: Qualitative,
quantitative, and mixed methods approaches (4"
Ed.). Thousand Oaks, California: Sage.

Do, M. H. (2023). Benefits perceived by Vietnamese
EFL learners and their engagement in online
collaborative learning during the COVID-19
pandemic. 3L: Language, Linguistics,
Literature® The Southeast Asian Journal of
English Language Studies, 29(1), 77-92. https://
doi.org/10.17576/3L-2023-2901-06.

57



Scocial Sciences and Humanities Issue

Do, M. H., & Le, T. T. M. (2020). High school
teachers’ perceptions and implementations
of group work in English speaking classes.
International Journal of Instruction, 13(2),445-
462. https://doi.org/10.29333/1ji.2020.1323 1a.

Garcia Mayo, M. P., & Aguirre, A. 1. (2019). Task
modality and pair formation method: Their
impact on patterns of interaction and LREs
among EFL primary school children. System,
80, 165-175.

Hair, J. F., Black, W. C., Babin, B. J., & Anderson,
R. E. (2014). Multivariate data analysis (7" ed.).
Edinburgh Gate: Pearson.

Hair, J. F., Hult, G. T. M., Ringle, C. M., Sarstedt,
M., Danks, N. P., & Ray, S. (2021). Partial
least squares structural equation modeling
(PLS-SEM) using R. A workbook. Cham,
Switzerland: Springer.

Jia, Q. (2022). Learner-learner interaction in
MOOCs: A literature review. [Unpublished
Master thesis]. The University of Texas at
Austin, USA.

Jitpaisarnwattana, N., Reinders, H., & Darasawang,
P. (2021). Learners' perspectives on interaction
in a language MOOC. JALT CALL Journal,
17(2), 158-182.

John, D. (2017). Employing group work to foster
speaking skills: A study of success and failure in
the classroom. MEXTESOL Journal, 41(3), 1-9.

Johnson, D. W. & Johnson, R. T. (2018). Cooperative
learning: The foundation for active learning.
Available from www.intechopen.com

Kemaloglu-Er, E. (2022). Project-based EFL learning
at the tertiary level: Research, translation,
creativity and interaction. Turkish Journal
of Education, 11(3), 162-182 https://doi.
org/10.19128/turje.1061653.

Kettanun, C. (2015). Project-based learning and its
validity in a Thai EFL classroom. Procedia -
Social and Behavioral Sciences, 192, 567-573.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.06.094.

Khoiriyah, K., & Setyaningrum, R. W. (2015).
Project-based learning method in teaching
English speaking skills for eleventh grade of
SMA Negeri 3 Malang. Celtic, 2(3), 59-72.

58

Krasny, M., DuBois, B., Adameit, M., Atiogbe,
R., Alfakihuddin, M., Bold-erdene, T., et al.
(2018). Small groups in a social learning MOOC
(sIMOOC): strategies for fostering learning and
knowledge creation. Online Learn, 22, 119-139.

Leeser, M. (2004). Learner proficiency and focus on
form during collaborative dialogue. Language
Teaching Research, 8, 55-81.

Namaziandost, E., Homayouni, M., & Rahmani,
P. (2020) The impact of cooperative learning
approach on the development of EFL learners’
speaking fluency. Cogent Arts & Humanities,
7(1), 1780811, 1-13. https://doi.org/10.1080/2
3311983.2020.1780811.

NASEM (National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine), (2024). Mentorship,
well-being, and professional development in
STEMM: Addressing the "Knowing-Doing
Gap. Proceedings of a Workshop-in Brief.
Washington, DC: The National Academies
Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/27513.

Nguyen, T. H. (2023). Using cooperative learning
techniques to improve English speaking skills
of the first-year students in Hanoi: An action
research project. Vietnam Journal of Educational
Sciences, 19(3), 40-56.

Nguyen, Q. T.N., & Huynh, S. V. (2024). The need for
values education programs for both pre-service
teachers and in-service teachers in Vietnam.
Asian Journal of Education and Training, 10(1),
48-54. https://doi.org/10.20448/edu.v10i1.5368.

Nguyen, T. M. T., & Nguyen, B. H. (2018). Impact
of cooperative learning on learner motivation in
speaking at a Vietnamese high school. European
Journal of English Language Teaching, 4(1),
136-148.

Pham, D. L., Nguyen, T. T., & Phan, T. P. M.
(2024). The intercultural communication
analysis of conversations in the project 'My
Hanoi' by the Faculty of Tourism, Hanoi Open
University. Proceedings of the AsiaCALL
International Conference, 4, 188-208. https://
doi.org/10.54855/paic.23414.

Sakae, O. (2022). Enhancing creative thinking,
critical thinking, and interactional skills



Dong Thap University Journal of Science, Vol. 13, No. 7, 2024, 46-59

through problem-solving group projects
among undergraduate English majors in
Japan. The Southeast Asian Journal of English
Language Studies, 28(2), 1-17. http://doi.
org/10.17576/3L-2022- 2802-01.

Sirisrimangkorn, L. (June, 2021). Improving EFL
undergraduate learners’ speaking skills through
project-based learning using presentation. ALLS,
12(3), 65-72. http://dx.doi.org/10.7575/aiac.
alls.v.12n.3.p.65.

Slavkov, N. (2023). Linguistic risk-taking: A new
pedagogical approach and a research program.
Canadian Journal of Applied Linguistics,
26(2), 32-59. https://doi.org/10.37213/
cjal.2023.33038.

Soundy, A. (2024). Social constructivist
meta-ethnography. A framework
Construction. International Journal of
Qualitative Methods, 23, 1-17. https://doi.
org/10.1177/16094069241244863.

Shkedi, A. (2019). Introduction to data analysis in
qualitative research. Practical and theoretical
methodologies with optional use of a software
tool. Available from www.narralizer.com/
Software/BuyNow.aspx.

Sugianto, K., & Hanan, A. (2020). Improving students'
speaking skills through task-based language
teaching at Mandalika University of Education.
JUPE: Jurnal Pendidikan Mandala, 5(6),56-61.
https://ejournal.mandalanursa.org/index.

Timonen, V., Foley, G., & Conlon, C. (2018).
Challenges when using grounded theory:
A pragmatic introduction to doing
GT research. International Journal of
Qualitative Methods, 17, 1-10. https://dx.doi.
org/10.1177/1609406918758086.

Treesattayanmunee, P., & Baharudin, S. M.
(2024). Learner autonomy and interaction in
English language learning among Thai EFL
undergraduate students. LEARN Journal:
Language Education and Acquisition Research
Network, 17(1),393-415.

VMOET - Vietnamese Ministry of Education and
Training (2018). Official document No. 32/2018/
TT-BGDDT, 26 September, 2018.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.

Wathyudin, A. Y. (2017). The effect of project-
based learning on L2 spoken performance
of undergraduate students in English for
Business class. Advances in Social Science,
Education, and Humanities Research (AS-
SEHR), 82, 42-46. https://doi.org/10.2991/
conaplin-16.2017.9.

Yassi, A. H., Hanafiah, W., Sahib, H., Aswad, M.,
Nurchalis, N. F., & Azizi, Z. (2023). Exploring
the effects of the pair-interaction model on
improving Indonesian adult learners’ English
proficiency. Studies in English Language and
Education, 10(1), 117-136.

59



