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Abstract 

It has been generally well-known that most people faced some problems in learning English 
as a second or foreign language in non-English speaking countries; for example, in Lao 
People Democratic Republic (Lao PDR). This paper has a main purpose to explore 
students-teachers’ weakness towards English language learning as a foreign language of a 
Continuing Summer Program for Bachelor’s degree of Teacher Education in English at the 
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Faculty of Education (FOE), the National University of Laos (NUOL) in Lao. A study 
focuses on the reasons that impact on their poor English performance. Data were drawn from 
the question “Why Lao students weak in English?”. This question was administered to 30 
English students-teachers in order to respond with their own views. Each respondent listed 
ten reasons that mentioned why students are poor in English language performance. Based on 
the findings of this research, main causes have been included namely: first, the majority of 
students stated that the English teachers are not well-trained; for instance, they use Lao 
language when teaching, so they cannot perform well to attract the interest of the student. 
Secondly, students lack of English foundation background. Third, students lack of confidence 
to use English because they are afraid of mistakes and shy feeling. Fourth, the curriculum is 
inappropriate for helping students to improve their English proficiency. Last but not least, 
English language is difficult to learn due to students are not well-motivated, encouraged and 
gained learning strategy. Furthermore, students do not practice speaking English with English 
native speakers, and class environment is crowded and noisy that is not fulfilled with 
teaching pedagogy. 

Keywords: English language learning, factors, weakness 
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1. Introduction  

This paper has a main purpose to investigate the perception of English student-teachers who 
have registered in the Continuing Summer Program for Bachelor’s degree of Teacher 
Education in English about the causes of students’ poor performance in English language 
learning at the Faculty of Education (FOE), the National University of Laos (NUOL) in Lao 
PDR. This Program has been conducting during the school vacation. It offers a good 
opportunity for English teachers who had already graduated diploma certificate in the field of 
English program to further their studies in the same field. The duration of this program is 
three years, but students have to take time for two months for this extra-course annually. The 
program has been offered as a module depends on teachers’ available times and teaching 
schedule during the semester opening. 

Nevertheless, students generally are weak in English language learning were found in many 
parts of the world, especially for the countries that English is not spoken as the mother tongue. 
Hashemi (2011), identified that students’ weakness in English language learning is due to the 
differences of social contexts, cultural environments; for example, in the environments where 
the first and second or foreign languages learning take place such as Cambodia, Laos, 
Thailand, Vietnam and others. English language has always played a key role in the Lao 
nation development, but the English proficiency level of Lao students is still far from 
satisfactory (Thang, Thing Siew, & Nurjanah Mohd, 2011). 

1.1 Background 

English is not only use as an official language in many nations, but also influence on many 
different cultures in a large number of countries; it is the central language of communication 
in the world-wide (Susanna, 2007). It is clearly present when a lot of people in a country 
speak English as the first language such as in the United States of America, Canada, Britain, 
Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and others (Braine, 2005; crystal, 2006). The 
expansion of the English language has rapidly increased the needs to gain better 
communication English throughout the world because the aptitude to use English is very 
much needed for further studies, journeys in other countries as well as for social and 
professional global contacts of different kinds (Hashemi, 2011; Susanna, 2007). A study 
carried out by Ton & Pham (2010), identify that the English language is generally used as an 
international language for communication among people from different language 
backgrounds in all parts of the world. 

In the same vein, English language is a global language which can be used for 
communication with native-speakers and non-native-speakers in the worldwide, especially in 
the education section, all university students need it for their studies in order to search 
information and obtain knowledge; therefore, a lot of the universities throughout the world 
need to include English language as one of their educational tool requirements (Khader & 
Mohammad, 2010). English is often used as the medium of instruction in higher education 
(Murray & Christison, 2010). On the other hand, obviously the fact of the day-to day the 
process of teaching and learning of the English language also related to many interrelated 
with social and political uses (Ronald & David, 2001). People’s demands toward English in 
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many countries in the world make English language is key factors and became the 
international language that spreads quickly (Carlo, 2012; Hessein, Demirok, & Uzunboylu, 
2009; Richards, 2001; Wozniak, 2010). 

Lao PDR is one of the Asian countries that English language has been taught as a second or 
foreign language in schools and tertiary institutions; particularly, in higher education 
institutions. Laos used to be colonized by American and French for a long period of time. At 
that moment, the English language was limited use in Lao PDR because French was still 
largely used in official documents of the government as a medium of teaching and learning 
process in the most institutions of secondary and higher education levels as well as in running 
a business (Judy & Luangpraseut, 1989). In general secondary school, students have studied 
English for two hours per week, which was not sufficient for English proficiency. Most 
students were not motivated to study English. Furthermore, all English documents were 
destroyed because the significance of this language was ignorant after Laos gained its 
independence from America in 1975 (Siphong, 2008). 

In 1986, Lao PDR accepted a new way of thinking “Chintankan Mai” policy, representing a 
change from a centrally planned economy and an Eastern bloc-oriented foreign policy 
towards a market economy and an omnidirectional foreign policy because the carrying out of 
this policy influence a lot of Lao people towards the demand for English language learning 
(Souvannasy, Masashi, & Yukiko, 2008a). Consequently, from 1980-1996, English gradually 
returned to important language due to Laos opened its door to the world in 1994. Lao 
government was offered such a large amount of official development support from many of 
international organizations. In 1997 Laos has also an opportunity to join the Association of 
South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), so English has become the first priority foreign 
language which needed in both the public and private sectors (Siphong, 2008). 

John & Ehow (2011), describes that nowadays, the English language has been introduced in 
the school curriculum from lower secondary school level as a compulsory course in 1997. 
Unfortunately, English is not currently officially taught in government primary schools 
(Siphong, 2008). Nevertheless, a study conducted by Judy & Luangpraseut (1989), identified 
that for a long time, there were no obviously introduced goals for English programs in the 
Lao curriculum. 

Many reasons that cause Lao students poor performance of their learning English as a foreign 
language such as the weakness of curriculum design, lack of English teachers, and lack of 
students’ learning motivation. According to John & Ehow (2011), stated that the problems of 
learning English language derived from many different factors in different environments such 
as school resources, class size, quality of teachers, and the school attendance of learners. 
Murray & Christison (2010), observed that many students think English is only a school 
subject and they don’t see its significance for their prospective employment to work with 
multinational or national companies  where English is employed. Hutchinson & Waters 
(1991); Susanna (2007), pointed out that the mismatch between the students’ conceptual or 
cognitive capacities and the learners’ English proficiency level often cause problems for 
students because the students’ learning style and teachers’ teaching approach do not match 
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and also the English course does not relate to the students’ needs and interests. Susanna 
(2007), also claimed that weak students usually have poor strategies and give up easily when 
they find struggle. 

In addition, many studies have been conducted on students’ poor performance in learning the 
English language such as a study of Challenges of Learning English in Australia towards 
Students Coming from Selected Southeast Asian Countries found that factors that affected the 
Asian students’ weakness in learning English because of the changing of learners’ habits, 
cultures, and the structure of languages; for example, there were no strict rules for 
pronunciation of their mother language (Cao, 2011). Besides, a survey into the causes of 
English language learning anxiety in students also found that students were afraid of making 
mistakes in the classes, failing the exams, as well as the poor socioeconomic background 
cause of the poor performance in learning languages (Khattak, Jamshed, Ahmad, & Baig, 
2011).While, a study of the determinants and issues in student achievement in English at the 
Lao secondary education level found that a majority of Lao secondary students have a 
problem with basic vocabulary skills which influence reading comprehension and the content 
of textbooks difficulty (Souvannasy et al., 2008a). 

Hence, this paper investigates the determinants and issues of teaching and learning the 
English language as a foreign language or second language in Lao PDR: a case study in the 
National University of Laos, focus on the Faculty of Education students who have been 
taking the Continuing Summer Program for Bachelor of Teacher Education in English. In 
general aim of this study is to identify the problems and common discourses with the 
instructional implementation of English language in Laos. In doing so, this research also 
seeks to classify the factors that contribute to low English language proficiency among Lao 
students. What causes of the learners' poor performance in English language? Why are Lao 
students weak in English? 

2. Literature Review 

There are several of determinants and problems that effect to the students’ learning English as 
a foreign or second language in a non-native speaking country as Lao PDR. Those factors 
may derive from many components including social environmental issues, the difference of 
culture, social economic extension, and etc. These issues cause students to have poor 
performance in language learning, particularly in the bottom billion countries such as Laos, 
Myanmar, Cambodia, and Vietnam. So, this paper has a main purpose to investigate the 
factors which contribute to students low English language proficiency. 

2.1 Causes of Weakness in English Language Learning  

The development in the quality of English language learning has not satisfaction towards the 
demands of the society in Laos. This is because of lack of several factors to support the 
learning and teaching approaches. According to Souvannasy, Masashi, & Yukiko (2008b), 
identify that teaching and learning English implementation still has shortages of textbooks, 
unqualified English teachers and also unstandardized curriculum. The poor socioeconomic 
background is one of factors that creates learners face with the use foreign language (Khattak 
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et al., 2011). A study has been conducted by (Muhammad, 2007), on the investigation of the 
factors that cause language anxiety for ESL/EFL learners in learning speaking skills and the 
influence it casts on communication in the target language found difficulties of language 
learning, differences in learners’ and target language cultures, the difference in social status of 
the speakers are the factors that affect to the students’ weakness of language learning. In 
addition, a study of problems encountered by Arab EFL learners showed that learners 
preferred to use Arabic rather than English for communication in both outside and inside the 
classroom, the lack of the target language exposure as spoken by its native speakers, the 
shortage and weakness of the contribution in their language teaching context, and lack of 
their personal motivation (Loae, 2011). 

Normazidah, Koo, & Hazita (2012); Trawiński (2005), also presented the factors that impact 
the EFL learners to have poor performance in English language learning as followings: 

 English is regarded as a difficult subject to learn. 

 Learners’ learning depends on the English teachers as authorities. 

 There is a lack of support to use English in the home environment and the community. 

 Learners have insufficient or lacking of exposure to the language as there is a limited 
opportunity to use English outside the classrooms 

 Students have a limitation of vocabulary proficiency as well as English reading materials 
are not always available. 

 Learners have an unwillingness and lack of motivation to learn English as they do not see 
the immediate need to use the language. 

 Lack of motivation for learning or the negative attitude towards the target language. 

Chang (2010), indicated that reasons cause students’ weakness for English language learning 
derived from learners’ laziness, lack of efficiency of the school, and insufficient of parents’ 
promotions. Moreover, according to Dembo (2004), specifies that time management is 
involved in students’ educational achievement; for instance, students with better 
time-management skills tend to have higher grade-point average (GPA) than students with 
poorer time-management skills.Alderman (2004), states to the students’ poor performance of 
language learning are affected from a lack of effort, lack of effective learning strategies, 
whereas a good language learner is a highly motivated students and a successful user of a 
large number of different strategies (Trawiński, 2005).So, teachers have to help them improve 
the motivational beliefs and language learning strategies in order to find ways that reach to 
their academic achievement. 

Therefore, to these key factors, all stakeholders should find ways to solve the problems for 
learners’ academic achievements. 

2.2 Motivation for English Language Learning 

In general, motivation is recognized as one of the most significant factors affecting students’ 
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performance of second language (L2) learning (Lei, 2012; Thang et al., 2011). At present, 
many numbers of Lao students have failed in their English language learning because of lack 
of motivation from some elements such as family background, social-environment, physical 
environment, culture, methods of learning and so forth (Dembo, 2004). Motivation can 
influence students’ freedom, attention, attempt, patient, the frequency of using learning 
strategies, and their learning success (Zhou, 2012). Learners have pleasure for a second or 
foreign language learning when they receive motivation, especially internal motivation 
because it could be well predicted by perceived second language ability and independence 
(Wu, 2003). 

For a long time, motivation is generally involved by English as foreign language teachers and 
researchers have been attempting to sustain students’ motivation in learning English by 
knowing their English learning motivation types and factors which influence their supporting 
motivation in the long process of English learning is still in requirement of investigation in 
the Lao context (Lei, 2012). If students are strongly motivated, they will enjoy learning the 
language, need to learn the language and attempt to learn the language (Sakiroglu & Dikilitas, 
2012). Moreover, motivation has usually been considered to be the key concept in the 
learning of foreign language (Klimova, 2011). 

2.3 Learning Strategies  

Learning strategies are the methods that learners use to obtain information; normally high 
achievers learners use more learning strategies than do lower achieving learners (Dembo, 
2004). There were several unsuccessful students in their study because they often failed to 
apply learning strategies appropriately to the task at hand. The aspects of researchers believe 
that learning strategies are as significant in second language acquisition (SLA) motivation; it 
provides the learners tools for gaining achieving the goal. They can facilitate specific aspects 
of the learner’s competency such as communicative, and individual’s emotional state that 
related to the learning process (Trawiński, 2005). It is very valuable to formulate and adapt 
learning strategies to complement learner’s English language level and then encourage 
successful participation (Margaret, 2005). According to Ting (2009), students are able to 
overcome their weakness in some learning styles with suitable strategy training, and learning 
strategies can influence students’ learning achievements. Moreover, learning strategic factors 
also enhance students to be good learners as Oxford (2001), classifies the characteristics of 
the good learners that s/he: 

 is an enthusiastic and accurate guesser; 

 has a strong drive to communicate; 

 is uninhabited and ready to make mistakes; 

 emphasizes on form by looking at patterns and using analysis;  

 take improvement of all practice opportunities; 

 monitors his or her own speech and that of others; 
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 pays attention to meaning 

However, there are many scholars and researchers describe the difference of definitions of 
learning strategies as followings: 

Richards & Lockhart (2007), describe that learning strategies are the particular processes 
students use with individual learning tasks such as reading a chapter of a book or preparing a 
written summary of a passage as well as the student can select many different ways of 
completing the task, learners can make learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, more effective, 
and more transferable to new situations. 

As highlighted by Grainger (2005); Oxford (2002), language learning strategies are conscious 
techniques for students’ usage to purposely assist English language learning process which 
include both informal and formal interviews, group discussions, language learning diaries, 
dialogue journals among students and teachers, open-ended survey, structured three- or five 
point surveys of strategy frequency. 

Ting (2009), describes that language learning strategies from a specific aspect as a) learning 
strategies are possible behavioral thus observable, or mental then not observable. b) Learning 
strategies could be either common methods or special action or techniques adopted to learn a 
target language. However, Ting also identifies that the term ‘strategies’ has been referred to as 
a small range of synonyms such as ‘techniques, tactic, and skills, by which each expert or 
researcher defines their understandings in the particular field in quite different ways. 

Abbasi, Ahmad, & Khattak (2010), definite that language learning strategies are the specific 
manners or thoughts students use to increase their language learning. 

4. Methodology 

This paper aims to determine the problems and the practice of learning and teaching English 
as a foreign language in the Faculty of Education, the National University of Laos. However, 
the main objective of this study seeks to identify the factors that cause low English language 
proficiency among student-teachers who have registered in Continuing Summer Program for 
Bachelor of Teacher Education in English. There were 30 student-teachers who have enrolled 
in a Continuing Summer Program for Bachelor of Teacher Education in English, in the 
academic year 2011-2012, were entered into this study. The respondents were selected from 
two classes through the purposive sampling research method; each classroom was equally 
divided into 15 male and 15 female of English student-teachers. All participants were the 
second year students. 

The question, “Why Lao students weak in English?,” was employed as a tool in this study in 
order to ask the English student-teachers’ perceptions towards reasons that Lao students are 
poor performance for learning English as a foreign language. All selected participants were 
asked to answer this question with individual aspects. Each person was required to give ten 
items which needed to write down in the blank A4 paper provided. The respondents’ 
answerers were written in Lao language during their tutorials in the classes. After that all 
answers were returned back, the researcher identified and developed into categories for 
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coding and categorizing constructing as well as each answer was also translated into English 
language. The data analysis was used Microsoft Excel for calculating in order to find 
percentage of each category that causes Lao students weak in English language learning 
factors. 

5. Findings 

The question “Why Lao students weak in English?” was employed as the research tool in this 
study has attempted to identify the possible factors that find during students’ poor English 
performance learning. Table 1 below presents the factors that cause Lao students weak in 
English language learning. However, these cases cannot be generalized to all Lao students, 
but it does represent a majority of the learners; particularly, for student-teachers who have 
enrolled in Continuing Summer Program for Bachelor of Teacher Education in English in the 
academic year 2011-2012.  

Though, the overall picture of the factors that affecting students’ learning English language is 
discouraged and is indicative of the need to change the methods in which English language 
literacy is taught to Lao learners. According to Normazidah et al., (2012) , specify that in 
learning English as a second language or a foreign language, research has established that it is 
the highest significant that learners receive utmost support in terms of supportive and 
conducive learning situation and adequate, meaningful language experience. 

Therefore, the researcher would like to present factors that are currently affecting limited 
English proficiency at FOE, NUOL in the following table. 

Table 1. Factors that affect limited English proficiency 

No Category of Factors Frequency Percentages (%)
1.  
 

Family background influenced on using their English 
language as everyday life communication. 11

 
36.7 

2. Lack of English background knowledge. 21 70.0 
3. The English teachers are not well trained, for example 

using Lao language when teaching, so they cannot 
perform well and influenced the interest of the students.

 
23

 
 
76.7 

4.  Students' lack of confidence to use the language because 
they’re afraid and shame when they make mistakes. 16

 
53.3 

5 The students feel that English is not important subject
because of their low expectation in education. 14

 
46.7 

6. Old methods in teaching made the learning process dull 
and not interesting, so students feel bored and lack of 
interest. 

 
6

 
 
20.0 

7. 
 

The education system itself does not encourage the 
students which means the resources such as textbooks, 
library. 

10 
 
33.3 

8. Students not interested to read English books. 6 20.3 
9. 
 

Students who came from rural areas less expose in using 
the English language. 3 

 
10.0 

10. Students are very poor in grammar usages. 1 3.3 
11. 
 

Lao is not English language speaking country (English is 
not Lao’s mother tongue). 9 

 
30.3 
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No Category of Factors Frequency Percentages (%)
12. 
 

Lao’s curriculum is not suitable for Lao students to help 
them improve English. 16

 
53.3 

13. English language is difficult to learn. 16 53.3 
14. Time is not enough for a tutorial. 2 6.7 
15. Students themselves are not interested in study English. 4 13.3 
16. 
 

Students do not practice to speak English with English 
native speakers. 14 

 
46.7 

17. The classroom is crowded, the environment is not 
suitable. 

12 40.0 

18. The constraint of financial resources supporting. 5 16.7 

6. Conclusion  

The main purpose of this study was to determine the factors that affect on students’ English 
learning as a second language or a foreign language. According to the question, “why Lao 
students weak in English”, was employed in this study in order to investigate the English 
student-teachers’ perceptions towards their poor English language performance learning. The 
researcher analyzed the data and separated students’ answers into 18 categories as the results 
in the table 1. 

After analyzing the data through Microsoft Excel Program, the researcher can find the 
highlights that put forward valuable pedagogical implications in the learning and teaching of 
English language in Laos, especially in the FOE at NUOL. 

1. The majority of students stated that the English teachers are not well trained, for example 
using Lao language when teaching, so they cannot perform well and influenced the interest of 
the students. 

2. The majority of students' lack of English background knowledge; for example, the 
English curriculum is provided when they learn in the first year of low secondary school. 

3. The majority of students lack of confidence to use the language because of afraid and 
feeling shame if they make mistakes; Lao curriculum is not suitable for Lao students to help 
them improve English; English language is difficult to learn. 

4. Students do not practice to speak English with English native speakers; classroom is 
crowded as well as the environment is not suitable. 

Therefore, the findings of this study clearly indicate that Lao students still have lack of many 
key factors to support them such as motivational encouragement, learning strategy and other 
related variables. In addition, this result also is highly important for language educations and 
policy makers to carefully inspect how language learning is theorized in Lao educational 
context and make necessary changes in order to both correspond to current the real life 
situations and advocate the best English language learning among Lao learners, particularly 
for higher education learners. 

7. Recommendation 

Given in English language learning factors that affect EFL learners can influence for 
language stakeholders try to find the ways to solve the problems. It is important that language 
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instructors should recognize that such weakness is a main cause impact on students’ English 
proficiency. Based on the results of this study, the following recommendations can be made 
in order to improve and facilitate the learners and teachers: 

1. Students should be motivated to acquire a confidence whenever they make mistakes in 
language classrooms 

2. Parents should try to encourage their children to actively involved in learning the English 
language at home and schools. 

3. English teachers should equip well-training courses at the Faculty of Education, National 
University of Laos and abroad. 

4. Students should be encouraged to practice English language with native speakers in both 
inside and outside classrooms. 

5. The curriculum designers should think about the learners’ needs in language learning 
when they plan to design curriculum. 

6. Future research needs to continue to determine the pedagogical practices of learning and 
teaching in this country and at the same time, to evaluate and inspect the English teachers’ 
qualifications and knowledge before allowing them to teach. 
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