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Abstract:

Aims: The study seeks to investigate the impact of Small-Group Discussions on
improving lIraqi University students' speaking proficiency in English as a Foreign
Language (EFL). This includes examining the communication between Iraqi
students and their interactions with native English-speaking students and students
from the UK and Canada. The Iragi students now acquiring English language
proficiency still require more development in their oral communication abilities.
Methodology: Pre-test and post-test measures were employed to collect the data. A
quantitative data analysis method is implemented. Small group discussion is a
learning process in the classroom consisting of two or more students who interact
with each other, where each group member can express their ideas. In a small
group discussion, students must combine their different ideas with those of other
students in the same group to understand the text well.

Results: The results from the three hypotheses revealed a significant difference
from which we can conclude that the learning of the speaking skills by small group
discussions may create a comfortable and safe speaking environment. The study
recommends That teachers employ this method and actively motivate their pupils
to engage in these groups.

Conclusions:  The study concluded with significant results that proved that
interaction with peers who speak Arabic as their mother tongue can create a useful,
safe and comfortable environment for speaking, and that interaction with native
English speakers can benefit students by getting to know different English dialects
as spoken by native speakers.
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skills.
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Introduction

One of the most crucial communication skills in the world is
speaking. People use it to share significant details about one another. It
Is especially vital for us to learn and utilize English if we speak it when
interacting with people in a foreign country. Speaking instruction
essential for students to learn language skills in school and advance
their proficiency in the future (Rao, 2019). They gained knowledge on
how to communicate with their friends. In this age of globalization, this
Is the most significant method by which they can build rapport with
certain foreigners. Understanding what people are saying and
responding to spoken language are two aspects of listening. Self-
expression is the use of language to communicate ideas and emotions.

English is extremely important in every aspect of life, including
commerce, education, travel, and business. It is included in school
curricula because it was designated as the first foreign language in Iraq.
Speaking is an activity that people use to communicate with each
other(Socheath, 2018). Kurm (2016), on the other hand, defines
speaking as the ability to speak, express, or engage in thought exchange
through language.

Speaking is a productive skill that can be observed empirically
and directly; however, the validity and reliability of an oral production
test are inevitably compromised by the accuracy and efficacy of a test-
taker's listening ability. Students can communicate information and
express their thoughts and feelings through speaking. Human
communication is based on talking because it is the most direct way for
people to connect. According to Pavlovskaya & Minakova (2022),
correct and effective listening skills can help develop active speaking
abilities over time. Stated differently, a conversation requires the
involvement of a minimum of two individuals, each of whom must
participate by speaking and listening.

Nevertheless, common problems include their inability to use a
foreign language alongside their native tongue, their shyness and
anxiety when engaging in an English language conversations, or even
Issues brought on by teachers who don't use the English language often
in the classroom (Faroog & Wahid, 2012). In addition, without taking
an action, speaking skill goals would not be attained. Teachers must
therefore be able to identify the solutions to address those issues.
Speaking exercises for students can be increased through discussion,
speeches, and oral dialogues (Crisianita & Mandasari, 2022). In this

study,
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the researcher uses small-group discussions to assist students in
developing more functional and communicative English speaking
abilities.

Problem Statement

The researcher conducted a needs analysis task distributed to
fourth-grade students as an open question to write about the strategy
they need to develop before graduation and to be an English language
teacher at public and private schools. The analysis revealed that the
majority needed the enhancement of speaking skills. Al-Khayyat
(2019) (a university professor at the same university where the
researcher of this study works) addressed this need, who proved that
most university professors didn't focus on teaching students how to
speak well and pronounce words correctly. Also, Almadhady, et al.
(2021) found that Arab EFL university students, including Iraqis, are
facing severe problems in speaking. The Iraqgi students learning English
still need to work on their speaking skills. In addition, the students who
are learning English still need to work on their speaking skills to
enhance them. The main aim of learning English is to help students
understand spoken English. To use English in communication, you
have to understand and be understood when you talk or listen to
someone. This helps you to communicate and to learn things. To ensure
a message is understood, you must say to say the words correctly. To
teach speaking in a foreign language context is more complicated than
teaching it in a second language or a native language contexts. This is
in the EFL context, students only learn English in school and don't
practice it to communicate. This means they have no opportunities to
speak the language. To solve the problem, the researcher reviewed the
literature and found that the studies of A’ini (2019), Mogea (2019),
Bohari (2020), Crisianita and Mandasari (2022), Lin, et al. (2022),
Mogea and Oroh (2022), and Sukmawati, et al. (2023) proved the most
significance and valuable tool to teach speaking skills is the small-
group discussion strategy.

Research objectives:

1- To examine the effects of the Small-Group discussion strategy
on students’ speaking skills for [raqi university students.

2- To examine the effects of the Small-Group discussion strategy
on students’ speaking skills between Iraqi university students and
foreign native students.

3- To examine the effects of the Small-Group discussion strategy
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on students’ speaking skills between Iraqi university students and those
who interact with UK and Canadian students.

Research hypotheses:

The current study proposes three hypotheses.

H1. HO. There is no significant difference between the Iraqi
students’ pre and post-tests due to the small group discussion.

H1. There is a significant difference between the Iraqi
students' pre and post-tests due to the small group discussion.

H2. HO. There is no significant difference between the Iraqi
students' pre and post-tests due to interaction with UK Canadian
students in small group discussions.

H1. There is a significant difference between the Iragi students'
pre and post-tests due to interaction with UK Canadian students in
small group discussions.

H3. HO. There is no significant difference between the Iraqi
students' who interacted with Iraqi students and who interacted with
UK and Canadian students via the small group discussions technique.

H1. There is a significant difference between the Iragi students'
who interacted with lIraqi students and who interacted with UK and
Canadian students via the small group discussions technique.

The Significance

The outcomes of the current study are significant for all EFL
university instructors who teach at the departments of English in the
Iragi universities. Also, the EFL learners can benefit from the outcomes
which may considered an excellent indicator to encourage EFL
students to communicate inside and outside the educational institutions.
In addition, the result may motivate EFL students to speak and interact
using the English language.

The Research Limitations

This study is limited to the following:

1. Location: The study was conducted at Anbar University ,
Ramadi, Irag, the University of Bedfordshire (UK), and
Memorial University of Newfoundland (Canada).

2. The Participants: The participants were only 35 university
students from the universities included in the location of the
study. Each student holds the nationality of his/her country.

3. Duration: The study was conducted during the first and second
semesters of the academic year 2022-2023.
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Iragi EFL Context

EFL learning environment in Iraq is a complex terrain influenced
by educational, cultural, and historical factors. The need for effective
language instruction is driven by the growing recognition that
proficiency in English is necessary for career opportunities,
international communication, and academic success (Saed & Aladin,
2023).

The four primary language skills developed in EFL programs in
Irag are speaking, listening, reading, and writing. speaking is frequently
the most difficult (Almadhady, 2021). This state of affairs is a result of
multiple factors: instructional design and methods, as most EFL
courses in Iragi universities focus heavily on reading comprehension,
grammar, and vocabulary. However, due to large class sizes, scarce
resources, and conventional teaching approaches that give prefer to
written exams over oral assessments, speaking practice might not
receive as much attention as it could.

The second factor is the teacher competence and training. There
are differences among EFL instructors' proficiency level and teaching
approaches. Some teachers may use more conventional, grammar-
focused methods, but others may be well-versed in communicative
approaches. A lack of trained English-speaking teachers makes
effective speech improvement more difficult. Third is the language
anxiety as a lot of Iragi students get nervous when they speak English
because they are afraid of making mistakes or don't think they are good
enough at the language. This psychological barrier may prevent them
from actively participating in speaking exercises or striking up
discussions outside the classroom. The fourth factor is the
technological integration, while it is still developing, different
institutions use technology differently when it comes to teaching EFL
(Al-Habsi, 2022). Regarding speaking proficiency, universities that use
digital tools like video conferencing or online language labs for
language practice tend to achieve better results than those that stick to
traditional methods. Finally there are cultural and societal influences;
speaking proficiency is also impacted by sociocultural factors, such as
societal attitudes regarding English as a foreign language and the
availability of English-speaking environments outside of academia.
Students not exposed to enough real-world English contexts may find it
more challenging to use their language skills in everyday situations.
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There are ongoing initiatives in Iragi universities' EFL programs
to improve speaking abilities. Initiatives include curriculum revisions
prioritizing oral communication, teacher training workshops on
communicative teaching techniques, and expanded access to language
practice through language exchange programs and online platforms.
But tackling systemic issues necessitates ongoing investments in
teacher professional development, technology infrastructure, and
instructional strategies that promote a supportive and communicative
learning environment for students.

Literature Review

Language is a means we use to talk to each other. We talk to
people to share our thoughts and hear what they think. Communication
happens when people talk to each other. We need to talk to
communicate with each other. Speaking skills are essential for people
learning a new language. Without talking, a language is just writing.
Using language happens in our community. We use words in different
situations. People working in medical or language laboratories need to
speak clearly and effectively to communicate with each other, if they
don't, it can cause misunderstandings and problems (Qureshi, 2007).

Speaking is a way for people to communicate with their voices.
Speaking is how we make and share meaning by using words.
Speaking is the use of words and actions for communication in
different situations. Speaking is when we share and understand
information with others by speaking and listening (Ellis & Brewster,
2014). How we speak to each other and what we talk about depends on
who is talking, why they are talking, and where they are when they
talk. Speaking is a way of talking to people and does many different
things. Brown and Yule (1983) say that speaking has three main
purposes: talking to communicate, talking to exchange things, and
talking to show off.

To be a good communicator, you must be good at listening,
speaking, reading, and writing. But being good at speaking can give
you extra benefits. Communicating our thoughts and feelings using
words helps us in many ways. Sharing your ideas with others brings a
lot of happiness. We learn more about ourselves when we talk to
people (Rao, 2019).

Concerning the aspects related to speaking skills, and the topic
of this study, speaking has three main functions as suggested by Brown
and Yule (1983): speak as a transaction, speak as interaction, and speak

as
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performance. The functions are:

Speak as a Transaction: Speaking as a transaction means that
people negotiate and agree on what they mean when they talk to each
other. The talk will be about what people say and do. The main goal is
to communicate effectively. In these deals, talking is connected to other
actions. For instance, students talk about an assignment and then tell
the class about it or do what is asked. Communication is about sharing
information and messages, not about the people involved. The
participants use different ways of talking to help others understand
them. Also, there are lots of questions that require repeating things, and
ensuring everyone understands. Sometimes people may also talk about
different things and try to make deals. In a conversation, it's not always
essential to use perfect language.

Speak as Interaction: Talking with others means having a
conversation with them. People talk when they meet. They say hello,
chat about things, and share what's been happening in their lives to
become better friends. Brown and Yule believe that when people talk
to each other, it's usually through speaking. This shows their different
roles, who they are, and how polite they are. It can be formal or
informal, and follows the rules of conversation. It uses oridinary words
and speaking methods and is created together by people.

Speak as Performance: Talking as performance means speakin
to people to share information, like giving a presentation in a
classroom, making public announcements, or giving a speech. It pays
attention to what is said and who it's said to, as well as how it's said and
ensures it's correct. It is also easy to follow and understand. Also, its
language focuses on writing which is one-way communication.

Speaking is vital for communicating well. Learning to speak
another language is often considered one of the most complex parts of
learning a new language. Many people who are learning a new
language have trouble speaking it. They often have trouble using a
different language to communicate their thoughts well. They stop
talking because they have problems with their feelings or they can't
find the right words (Hughes and Reed, 2016).

The most significant strategy to teach speaking skills to the EFL
learners is by small group discussion strategy, Lubis (1988) stated “A
good way to give students opportunities to speak English is to schedule
them in small group discussion” (P. 55). In small group discussions, the
teacher splits the classroom into small groups to teach. Each group
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have four or five students. The students sit in small groups and talk to
each other. Students can talk and share their ideas in the classroom
without feeling nervous. Everyone takes part in a small group talk.
(Lin, etal., 2019).

By putting students in groups, they can help each other. In a
group, everyone joins in and talks to each other. When people work
together, they can learn more than alone. This means that groups who
are motivated to learn can do better in the learning process. They can
help each other. When people work together, they can make something
better (Gibbs, et al., 2021).

Fujishin (2023) mentioned that small group discussions have
advantages and disadvantages features, the advantages are:

1- It can help people get better at talking to and being around
others people. It helps people become more aware of themselves by
sharing their thoughts and ideas with others and getting their feedback.
Please rewrite the text you'd like me to simplify.

2- It can be nice and helpful when people feel like they belong
and are liked by others.

3- Knowing that other people have the same worries and fears
can make you feel better about yourelf.

4- Using small groups and emphasizing that everyone's input is
valuable can show that each of us has something to offer and can also
guide our learning by coming up with our ideas and thinking about,
agreeing with, or disagreeing with the opinions we hear.

While the disadvantages are:

1- It can mean the teacher has less control and students have
fewer responsibilities.

2- Evaluating learning is harder when no written tests have clear
right or wrong answers.

To conduct a small group discussion, the role of the teacher and
the role of students have to be taken into account. The roles of the
teacher has been listed by Mogea (2019), that when a teacher talks and
teaches students, they have some jobs like:

1- Giving clear directions on when to begin, what to do, and
when to finish.

2- Giving obvious tasks.

3- Make a plan for students to work together and know what they
should do. Above all, the teacher should act like a helper and be there
to give advice and support during the discussion. In class, the teacher

listens
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and helps instead of being in charge.

While the roles of the students within the group are as following
as listed by Rory McGreat (1989, cited in Mogea, 2019) :

1- Starting

2- Sharing and requesting information.

3- Sharing and inquiring about the response.

Summing up the main points.

In a group speaking, one person usually leads and the rest are
group members. To have a good and successful conversation, every
student should know what they are supposed to do (Bohari, 2020).

Clark and Starr (1981:187) describe the group leader's role as.

1- Start the conversation by asking what we are going to talk
about.

2- Make sure the conversation stays focused.

3- Summing up what the group found.

4- Giving advice and leading the discussion.

After the group members are done talking, they must choose one
person to share their thoughts with the whole class. After that, the
teacher, as leader, talks about results with the whole class. This kind of
activity will finish when the groups talk about the outcome and devise
a solution that makes both the students and the teacher happy
(McDonnell, et al., 2021).

Burgess, et al. (2020) described the procedures of the feedback.
They suggested that feedback comes after the session is over. The
students are now sitting alone instead of in groups. Feedback needs to
be given carefully and thoughtfully. This is more likely to happen if we
follow the following rules:

- Feedback should be given instead of forced.

- The Feedback must be obvious and pointed toward things that
could be enhanced.

- The Feedback should be focused on good things.

- When you say a terrible thing, attempt to say something
acceptale. The giving feedback person should have the
responsibile for that and assure to check with others before
saying it aloud.

- The students should be considered for the feedback they give,
and to be discussed with others.

- The feedback assists personnel and groups to learn more.
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Reviewing some of the related studies conducted to the current
study will help to uncover merits of small group discussion and the
results obtained by researchers who have conducted the research in this
domain. One of the new studies was carried out by Cresianita and
Mandesari (2022) when they examine the impact of SGD technique in
the enhancement of speaking proficiency for students in EFL context.
The research respondents are 30 students who used to collect the data
in the form of pre-and post-tests. The results showed that the
respondents of the experimental group achieved higher scores than
those of the control group. This is evidence that the use of SGD helped
to device the students' speaking skills.

Another study ws conducted in 2018 by Prayogga who
investigated the effect of SGD in improving of students' speaking skills
in EFL context. 70 Indonesian respondents were chosen for the
research sample. A pre-test and Post-Test data collection tools were
employed in the study. The study results showed the positive and
effective effect of using SGD in enhancing the study participants’
speaking proficiency.

Furthermore, Nurmainati, (2019) also conducted a study to
investigate the impact of group discussion in improving the EFL
students' speaking. 16 males and females students were the participants
of the study. The participants were divided into two groups, each of 8
respondents. The same instrument, pre and post test, is used to collect
the research data. The primary results showed that no difference
between the students' scores in the experimental and the control groups.
Based on the obtained results, this technique has no real effect on the
students' speaking skills.

Methodology

The Participants

The study participants are 35 male and female students. They
were chosen from the College of Education for Humanities at Anbar
University 25 male and female students, The participants from the
Faculty of Education, English & Sport at the University of
Bedfordshire (UK) were five males and females, and the participants
from the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences at the Memorial
University of Newfoundland (Canada) were five male and female
students.

The College of Education for Humanities at Anbar university
participants were selected based on the students' agreement to volunteer

to be
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included in the experimental group. The Iragi participants were
distributed in three groups. The first group consisted of fifteen students
(who interact with each other inside the classroom). The other
participants (the foreigners) were only then students in each group. The
Iragi participants were five and the UK students were five too, also, the
group of students from Canada was ten students, five students from
Irag and five students from Canada. Table 1 below explains the
distribution.
Table 1: Distribution of participants

Nationality Number
Irag 25
UK 5

Canada 5
Total 35

The Instruments

In this study the researcher prepared a pre-speaking test and
post-test and a post speaking test elicited from the literature review.
The test assesses students' abilities in: Fluency; Flexibility; Grammar
(word order); Vocabulary (to use the most suitable one in the proper
context); Pronunciation (to be acceptable and to modify the fossilized
one such as the pronunciation of "often™, "academic”, archive", etc.";
and comprehension (to understand and to be understood).

Validity of the Instruments

To obtain the validity for the post test, it was given to a jury of
member specialists in the methodology and the field of applied
linguistics. The specialists suggested several recommendations that the
researcher accounted. They suggested adding details to the speaking
test criteria, such as flexibility, fluency, and vocabulary.

Concerning reliability, the researcher distributed a pilot sample
to five respondents excluded from the study sample. Ten days later, the
test was distributed again to the same respondents under the same
circumstances. After analyzing the test items using Cronbach Alpha,
the reliability Coefficient was 0.89. This means the items of the test are
acceptable.

The Procedures

1. The students were chosen randomly due to the student's desire to
participate in the experiment.
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2. The 25 lraqgi students, males and females, are divided into three
groups to apply the technology among them.

3. Contact was made with students from Britain and Canada, and a
meeting was agreed upon between them and the Iraqi students.

4. Free Conference Call application was used as a communication
tool between the students in Iraqg, the UK and Canada.

5. A group of five Iragi students and five British students was
allocated, as well as another group of the same number of
Canadian students.

6. The experiment was implemented under the researcher's
supervision to conduct dialogue and give feedback to the
students.

The Results

Results of the First Hypothesis

H1. HO. There is no significant difference between the Iraqi
students’ pre and post-tests due to the small group discussion.

H1. There is a significant difference between the Iragi students'
pre and post-tests due to the small group discussion.
Table 1: Mean scores, and criterion deviation of the Iraqi students’

pre-test and post-test
T-Values Df. | Sig.
Calculated | Tabulated

Tests No. | Means SD

Pre-
test 15 | 4959 | 6.51 14 | 0.05

Dot 3.34 2.00
15 | 5350 | 8.66
test

As shown in Table 1, the post-test mean was higher (M= 53.50,
SD= 8.66) compared to pre-test mean (M= 49,59, SD= 6,51). The
result revealed that there was a significant difference. Thus, based on
the above result the HO that ¢ there is no significant ........... . can be
rejected and the H1 that there is a significant ..... . is accepted.

The Results of the Second Hypothesis

H2. HO. There is no significant difference between the Iraqi
students' pre and post-tests due to interaction with UK Canadian
students in small group discussions.

H1. There is a significant difference between the Iragi students'
pre and post-tests due to interaction with UK Canadian students in
small group discussions.
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To verify the second hypothesis "There is a significance
difference at («=0.05) between the Iraqi students' pre-test and post-test
due to the interaction with the UK and Canadian students in small
group discussion”, the means scores, standard deviations, and t-values
were used to analyze data. Table 2 shows the results.

Table 2: Means scores, standard deviations, and t-values of
pre-test and post-test interaction between the Iragi and foreign
students

Tests No. | Means SD

Pre-
test 5 49.59 6.51 4 1005

Dot 3.47 2.00
5 | 57.32 | 891
test

T-Values Df. | Sig.
Calculated | Tabulated

In Table 2, the mean scores of post test are 57.32 which is higher
than the pre test scores which are 49.59, and calculated t-value is 3.47
which is higher than the tabulated t-value which is 2.00. This means
that there is a significant difference between the pre and the post tests
for the favor of the post-test due to the interaction between the Iraqi
students with the students from the UK and the Canada. This means
that second hypothesis is accepted.

Results of the Third Hypothesis

H3. HO. There is no significant difference between the Iraqi
students' who interacted with Iraqi students and who interacted with
UK and Canadian students via the small group discussions technique.

H1. There is a significant difference between the Iragi students'
who interacted with Iraqi students and who interacted with UK and
Canadian students via the small group discussions technique.

To validate the third hypothesis "there is a significance
difference at (0a=0.05) between the Iraqi students' who interacted with
Iragi students and who interacted with UK and Canadian students via
the small group discussion technique”, a t-test, mean score, and
standard deviation are used to analyze data. Table 3 shows the result.
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Table 3: Means scores, standard deviation, and t-values of pre-test
and post-test interaction between the Iraqi and foreign students

. T-Values Df. | Sig.
Interaction No. | Means | SD Calculated | Tabulated
WithIragi | 5| 14 55 | 153

students 4 | 005
With UK, and 3.83 2.00 '

Canadian 5 13.36 | 2.09

Students

Table 3 shows that the mean scores of the students who
interacted with Iragi students is 11.56, while the mean score of those
who interacted with the students from the UK and Canada is 13.36.
The calculated t-value is 3.83 that is higher than the tabulated t-value
which is 2.00. That means there is a difference between students who
interacted with Iragi students and with those who interacted with UK
and Canadian students in favor of the students who interacted with
students from the UK and Canada. This means that the third hypothesis
IS accepted.

Discussion of The Results

The result of the first hypothesis revealed a difference between
the pre and post tests of the students in the experimental group who
interacted with the lragi students in the favor of the post-test. This
means that the Small Group Discussions technique significantly effects
the students speaking skills. The exposing to the experience of
discussion with peers has encouraged the students to engage in
communication for long period, this fact has been proved by
Homayouni, 2022; Peralta Cisneros, 2022; and Chen, 2023. Due to this
teaching technique, the students look for their possess encounters and
encounter them specifically; do it yourself; cultivating agreeable
participation among students which in turn can encourage gather work;
the students learn and work based on their claim.

The result of the second hypothesis revealed that the students in
the post-test showed higher result than in the pre-test due to interaction
with the students from the UK and Canada. The interaction with native
language has influenced the students' experience to communicate in an
authentic context with native speakers. The idea that the interaction
with native speakers can positively developed EFL students speaking
skills (Freiermuth, 2001; Boonkit, 2010; Jauregi, et al., 2012; Liu, et
al., 2023; Mahdi, 2022, and Nymeyer, et al., 2022) have been proved in
this study. When the students interacted with native speakers, their

grammar
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competence, diversity of topics, generated ireas, use of vocabulary, the
pronunciation of words, and also listening ability developed during the
communication and interaction with the native peer speakers.

The result of the third hypothesis revealed a significant
difference between the students who interacted with Iragi students and
those who interacted with UK and Canadian students in favor of the
students who interacted with students from the UK and Canada.
Interaction in an authentic context can increase students' speaking skills
more than interaction with peers. Both teaching methods were
significant, but interaction with natives has proved more effective than
interacting with peers.

Conclusion

This research study is to examine the role of the small group
discussion strategy in the development of EFL students’ speaking skills
by Iragi EFL university students between each other and between them
and foreign native students, as the students who interact with peers and
who interact with UK and Canadian respondents. The significant
results of the study revealed that interacting with peers whose native
language is Arabic can creates comfortable and safe speaking
environment. Also, interacting with English native speakers can expose
the students to various colloquialisms. The English language has
various colloquialisms and accents. We as Arabic speakers do not
distinguish between these colloquialisms and accents unless we expose
to the English language in real context. The Small Group Discussion
also works to encourages students to be aware of the English language
fluency and accuracy when using the language for communication
exposing them to the English culture, by using culture during
communication. The study also assisted the participants to improve
their speaking abilities as utlizing Small Group Discussion is a
beneficial technique in English language teaching when the teachers
and students are concerned to enhance the students' speaking skills.
One of the important outcomes of using the small group discussion is
that this technique helps increase the students confidence when they
use English to talk and communicate. This strategy is preferred over
the extensive group discussion, therefore teachers are recommended to
use it and encourage their students to participate in such groups
effectively.
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