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Abstract

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the classroom discussion 

engagement experiences, the challenges faced and strategies for their solution, of 

eight international Indonesian masters students in one public university in the United 

Kingdom through a demographic questionnaire and semi-structured interviews. The 

results indicated that the participants faced some speaking challenges in engaging in 

discussion, including (1) language barriers, (2) individual matters, and (3) academic 

culture differences. To cope with those challenges, the participants have undertaken 

strategies, such as (1) having the verbal response, (2) utilising learning sources, and (3) 

maintaining a positive motivation.

Keywords: Classroom Engagement, Face-to-face Discussion, International Indonesian 

Students, Students’ Perspectives
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Introduction

     Since the year 2000, there have been greater 

opportunities for non-native English students to 

study in English speaking universities. According 

to Schneider (2000) cited in Andrade (2006), some 

English-speaking countries such as Australia, the 

United Kingdom, and Canada, in order to attract 

a massive number of International students, have 

developed and applied clear national priorities 

and comprehensive strategies ranging from the 

cooperative efforts of government and education 

holders to simplify visa and university application 

processes. As a result, more international students 

come and study in English speaking countries 

for various purposes, from taking a short-term 

period course or gaining an academic degree. 

Regarding studying in English universities, it may 

be undoubtedly challenging for the learners who 

have perceived English, in their home countries, 

as a foreign language (EFL) and who come 

from different educational and sociocultural 

backgrounds (Kamhi-Stein, 1999; Leki, 2001; Liu, 

2001). Furthermore, McGee and Lawrence (2009) 

argue that different language systems may be one of 

the reasons for international students’ difficulty to 

understand the second language.

     One of the biggest obstacles for international 

students is adjusting the language use both 

inside and outside classrooms, eventhough they 

had previously been required to surpass certain 

proficiency tests, i.e. IELTS or TOEFL, or to join 

preparatory classes before studying at the school. 

Through their studies, Andrade (2006), and 

Bamford (2008) identify that adjustment in 

language proficiency, as well as classroom 

participation, are the primary challenges for 

international students. To actively engage in a 

classroom discussion (CD) face-to-face, the 

learners have to interact with others and are 

required to be proficient in both linguistic and 

sociolinguistic communication. These could be 

potential factors which affect international students’ 

verbal participation in CD, especially those coming 

from Indonesian.

     The intent of this qualitative study was to help 

academics at universities in the United Kingdom 

(UK), particularly in Northern Ireland (NI), better 

understand the Indonesian students’ experiences, 

most notably speaking challenges, coping strategies, 

and goals in CD involvement. Additionally, to date 

there has been a lack of literature and information 

published on UK international students’ verbal 

participations in CD. In particular, there is limited 

research on Indonesian students’ experiences 

orally participating in class forums. So, this study 

is expected to fill the gaps that exist in previous 

research. The major objective of this inquiry was 

to explore International Indonesian students’ 

perspectives on CD engagement. In accordance 

with its purpose, this study was intended to answer 

these two research questions: (1) What are the 

speaking challenges in a classroom discussion faced 

by Indonesian students? And (2) What are the 

strategies the students feel they use to overcome the 

speaking challenges?

In the teaching and learning context, discussion 

is the most frequently observed teaching method 

used in adult classes, especially in higher education 

Discussion method
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(Seaman & Fellenz, 1989; Legge, 1971). This 

method can enhance students' participation in the 

classroom, and potentially create active learners, 

participators, as well as collaborators in education 

process (Dale, 2011; Svinicki & McKeachie, 

2010; Goldsmid and Wilson, 1980). This method 

facilitates active learners in the discussion. 

Moreover, McGonigal (2005) asserts that discussion 

develops problem-solving skills for the learners. 

More importantly, this technique potentially builds 

students' critical thinking (McGonigal, 2005; 

Parker, 1996; King, 1994; Seaman, & Fellenz, 

1989; Legge, 1971), because within the discussion, 

the learners have the opportunity to convey their 

ideas, criticise and debate others’ views.

     The implementation of discussion as an 

educational method, conversely, has been 

criticised for a number of reasons. Some teachers 

acknowledged that their students are against 

the method (McFarland 2004; Yon 2003) while 

others query the essence or value of this concept 

(Kelly, 2009). Pertaining to this contrasting view, 

Seaman & Fellenz, (1989), Legge, (1971) posit that 

discussion is inappropriate to be applied to a bigger 

class size, a short class period, and for all topics. 

Their viewpoints clearly indicate that the method 

is only best applied in small size classrooms, longer 

period classrooms, and for controversial issues. 

Furthermore, utilizing this method in teaching is 

sometimes at the expense of less active students 

because only a few dominant students would 

actively engage in the discussion.

     Although the discussion has several limitations 

in its application, it is certainly a potential and 

crucial method to build the learners’ critical 

thoughts because it gives more space for the learners 

     

to share and discuss their views, rather than 

merely recount, or memorise facts and details. 

Additionally, its implementation in the learning 

process helps students become more active and 

critical, specifically in teenagers and adult classes. 

In this present study, the focus of the analysis 

was face-to-face classroom discussion since all 

participants have experienced it in their module(s).

As its name suggests, face-to-face discussion is 

a discussion in which a verbal interaction occurs 

among the students and tutor. The communication 

is direct because they interact with one another in 

the same place and at the same time. Small-group 

and whole-class are two general face-to-face 

discussion types employed in educational processes 

(Orlich, et al. 2012; Pollock, et al. 2011; Adam, et 

al. 2007; Theberge, 1994; Seaman & Fellenz, 1989; 

Bormann, 1975). The key difference between the 

two types is the number of participants involved. 

Small-group discussion recruits fewer people to 

participate such as in buzz group or the think-

pair-share learning technique, while, on the other 

hand, the whole-class discussion involves all people 

in the classroom to engage in a forum. 

     These two face-to-face discussion formats 

have been compared and debated on their merits 

and drawbacks. Pollock, et al. (2011); Lowry, 

2006; Fay, et al. (2000) claimed that small-

group discussion is much better than whole-class 

discussion in many aspects, including students’ 

participation and communication quality. The 

small-group discussion is seen as effective because 

     

Face-to-face Discussion
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it facilitates a more conducive discussion 

atmosphere for the participants who are reluctant 

to speak in whole group discussion. It is also an 

effective way to encourage all people to speak, 

not only for the dominants. Contrastingly, in their 

studies, Stephens (2010), Wu & Huang (2007), 

Smetana & Bell (2009) found no significant 

differences between small-group and whole-class 

discussions methods towards the learners’ study 

results. This indicates that whole-class discussion 

is also a proper method to foster participants’ 

engagement in discussion. Moreover, the whole-

class discussion is believed as an appropriate 

method for auditory learners and provides for 

greater interaction among the teacher and students. 

It also gives an opportunity for everyone in the 

discussion to hear all the ideas generated (Goldman, 

2014). Despite their pros and cons, both face-

to-face discussion types are certainly useful in 

encouraging the learners' involvement in the forum 

and helping them build their critical thinking.

Speaking and CD are closely interwoven. For 

instance, in a face-to-face discussion people share 

the ideas and interact verbally with one another. 

Speaking is defined as an interactive process of 

constructing meaning which comprises producing, 

receiving, and processing information (Brown, 

1994; Burns & Joyce, 1997). This obviously shows 

that speaking is not as simple as it seems because 

the effective interaction involves both the speaker’s 

and listener’s active engagement. To actively engage 

in a talk, (Nunan, 2003, 2009; Hinkel, 2005) 

ascertain that speakers require having proper 

linguistic and sociolinguistic competence. Nunan 

(2009) further explains that linguistic competence 

encompasses language proficiencies, including 

grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, and fluency 

while Sociolinguistic competence requires a 

speaker’s competence on what, why, and how 

the language is produced. Moreover, Shumin 

(2002) asserts that a speakers’ ability to use proper 

language is a demanding factor in interaction. These 

viewpoints highlight the importance of speakers’ 

proficiency and appropriateness in communication.

     Due to its complexity for EFL learners, speaking 

can be a relatively challenging skill to master 

(Shumin, 2002), especially in English-medium 

discussions. It seems impossible that someone 

can actively participate in a discussion forum if 

they have no proper linguistic or sociolinguistic 

competence. Consequently, the learners are prone 

to be silent in the discussion. Some scholars argue 

(Price, 1991; Palacios, 1998; Horwitz et al. 1986) 

that another alternative reason why students feel 

reluctant to speak is because speaking itself is the 

major anxiety-provoking factor in a learning 

process, especially for foreign language learners. 

Although speaking is a complex skill to learn 

and practice, it is an essential component in a 

classroom discussion, particularly in the face-to-

face forum. The discussion might be less conducive 

when the majority of students are unwilling to 

actively participate verbally. This indication shows 

a significant connection between speaking and 

discussion.

Link between Speaking 
and Classroom Discussion
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Empirical Studies on International 
Students’ Engagement

International students’ engagement issues are 

relatively new in the related research areas, though 

the increase of overseas students has already been 

noted in some major English speaking countries. 

Recently there have been many studies conducted 

from different perspectives, settings, methods 

and with varying amounts of participants. In 

most studies, language proficiency becomes the 

primary challenge faced by international students 

in academic life, e g. classroom participation. 

Mukminin & McMahon (2013), for instance, 

conducted a qualitative study on the lived 

experience of academic involvement of US 

international graduate students, specifically 

Indonesian. They highlighted five major academic 

engagement experiences, including language 

barriers to speaking which prevent the participants 

from actively participating in the oral interaction. 

Additionally, Novera (2004) examined Indonesian 

postgraduate experiences studying in Australia. 

He found that participating in CD was one of 

the respondents’ main difficulties due to their 

language barriers and unfamiliar discussion topics. 

Similar to these studies, some studies reported that 

international students, and in particular Asian 

students, tended to remain silent in CD due to their 

lack of linguistic competencies. (Akasha, 2013; 

Wright & Schartner, 2013; Nguyen, 2011; Lee, 

2009; Littlewood, 2000; Jones, 1999). Lee (2009) 

who explored six Korean international students’ 

oral participation in CD revealed that sociocultural 

and individual differences are the other factors 

which affect International students’ oral involvement.  

In his findings, he noted that sociocultural 

differences involve social views on talk, gender and 

age, and classroom norms, while the lack of content 

knowledge, personality and anxiety are included 

in individual differences. Similarly, in terms of 

individual differences, Mukminin and McMahon 

(2013); Nguyen, (2011) found in their studies that 

the respondents often did not feel confident in 

presenting their ideas verbally and individually.

     In the United Kingdom, Wright & Schartner 

(2013) investigated the social interaction of 20 

international postgraduate students. They employed 

a mixed-method study and presented the results 

both in the quantitative and qualitative analysis. 

Surprisingly, their study results show that students’ 

limited opportunities to interact and socio-

cultural differences cause their lack of interactional 

engagement, including academic circumstance, 

while language barriers were not serious issues in 

hindering them from social interaction.  The above 

studies (Mukminin & McMahon, 2013; Wright & 

Schartner, 2013; Nguyen, 2011; Lee, 2009; and 

Novera, 2004) have provided valuable information 

on international students’ engagements, including 

Indonesian, in academic life from different English 

speaking areas. By exploring a rather similar 

issue in a Northern Irish setting, the author hopes 

to identify more typical features which surely 

contribute to the related studies. Additionally, 

this present study explores two main issues in CD 

engagement, including the challenges, and their 

coping strategies.
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Methodology

Table 1. Participants’ profiles

    In order to deepen the understanding on 

the related issue, qualitative design with a 

phenomenological approach was employed. 

The purpose of undertaking a qualitative study 

has historically been “to explore, explain, and 

describe the phenomenon of interest” (Marshall 

and Rossman, 1999, p. 33). This signifies 

that qualitative emphasises a comprehensive 

exploration, description, and explanation of the 

phenomenon of interest. A phenomenology, as an 

approach, is one of qualitative traditions (Cresswell, 

2007, 2012; Johnson & Christenson, 2008). The 

fundamental elements of phenomenological inquiry 

are to understand lived experiences of individuals in 

a specific phenomenon, and to deeply explore and 

interpret the meanings from participant’s words, 

descriptions, and perspectives on the phenomenon 

(Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 1990).

     A purposive sampling with a convenience case 

strategy was employed in this study. According to 

Cresswell (2007) “The concept of purposive  

sampling is used in qualitative research. This means 

that the inquirer selects individuals and sites for 

the study because they can purposefully inform an 

understanding of research problems …” (p. 125), 

and “convenience cases, which represent sites or 

individuals from which researchers can access and 

easily collect data” (p. 126). The reason for using 

this strategy was based on the access availability 

to carry out the study as well as to collect the data 

from the participants.  The participants of this study 

were Indonesian master students registered in one 

public university in NI and experienced face-to-

face CD in their module(s). At the beginning, the 

author planned to recruit 10 Indonesian students

to take part in the study. A consent letter informing 

the nature and purpose of the research was initially 

sent to them via email. However, only eight 

International Indonesian students responded and 

voluntarily agreed to become the participants in 

this inquiry. They were (pseudonyms) Jay, Muthia, 

Norma, Nicky, Ibef, Emma, Katy, and Dennis. 

Their biographical information is summarised in 

table 1.

No Name Gender School/ Major

1 Jay Male Education/ Education Leadership.

2 Muthia Female Management/ Accounting and Finance.

3 Norma Female Education/ Educational Studies.

4 Nicky Female Law/ European Law and Governance.

5 Ibef Male Medicine, Dentistry, and Biomedical Sciences/ Advanced Food Safety.

6 Emma Female Medicine, Dentistry, and Biomedical Sciences/ Advanced Food Safety.

7 Katy Female Chemistry and Chemical Engineering/ Process Engineering.

8 Dennis Male Management/ Accounting and Finance.
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Results

Speaking Challenges in Engaging 
Classroom Discussion

    To gain comprehensive data, a demographic 

questionnaire and semi-structured interviews 

guided by an interview protocol were employed. 

The demographic questionnaire consisting of 

participants' biographical information – gender, 

school, and major - was administered before 

the beginning of interview session. Furthermore, 

each participant was individually interviewed in a 

language he or she was comfortable with, either in 

Bahasa or English, lasting for approximately 15-

30 minutes. Six participants out of eight elected to 

use English in the interview, while the other two 

preferred the interview to be conducted in Bahasa. 

As a result, grammatical errors appeared in the 

quotations. In order to not miss any responses 

from the respondents, the interview was digitally 

recorded via a digital voice recorder. The interview 

protocol comprised questions on challenges and 

strategies to cope with them in a CD engagement. 

For the analysis of the data, the demographic data 

were descriptively analysed and presented in the 

participant profile (table 1). The interview data, 

guided by Miles and Huberman (1994) within-

case and cross-case displays and analysis, were 

then transcribed, read line-by-line and marked 

in different colours. After that, the responses were 

contrasted and compared as an attempt to find 

data differences and similarities, and to categorise 

or cluster the significant statements among the 

participants into themes, and sub-themes as well as 

to reduce the repetitive data.

     To ensure the trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985; Mukminin, 2012) of the study or to verify 

the interview data (Cresswell, 1998), member 

checking was done. In this sense, the interview 

transcriptions (Bahasa/ English) were returned to 

all respondents in order to get their feedbacks, and

comments. This was helpful for  the author to 

avoid misinterpretation of the results in the final 

report.

Going through within-case and cross-case displays 

and analyses, the author identified interrelated 

themes and sub-themes regarding speaking 

challenges in engaging in CD, including (1) 

language barriers (vocabulary, grammar, accent, 

and fluency); (2) individual matters (anxiety, 

personality, unfamiliar topic/term, and wait-time); 

and (3) academic culture (cultural difference).

All participants shared that they first learned 

English when they were in primary school. 

However, the majority of them, in the interview, 

revealed that they sometimes find it difficult to 

participate actively in a CD due to their limitation 

in verbal language competencies. Four common 

speaking challenges include vocabulary, grammar, 

accent, and fluency. In terms of vocabulary, some 

international Indonesian students reported that 

vocabulary, the basic component in language and 

communication, became one of the main barriers 

for them to be active participants in CDs. For 

example, Ibef, said, “I have limited vocabularies, 

and sometimes I get confused which words I shall 

say”. Likewise, Muthia, commented, “I don’t 

want to make a mistake for my presentation, so it 

can influence to the mark of the group. So, I feel 

ahh no, it better is my friends. You know, I have 

[limitation] in English, especially vocabulary”. 

Language Barriers
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These interview transcripts obviously showed that 

diction prevented the participants from getting 

involved in CDs and sometimes confused them.

    For grammar, some other Indonesian students 

highlighted structure as an influencing factor to 

their oral participation. For instance, Norma 

reported, “Sometimes, I feel that I have a poor 

grammar (laughing), so, I don’t think I [speak in 

a proper structure]. That is the only thing that 

sometimes [makes] me feel a bit reluctant to speak 

in English.” Similarly, Emma, stated, “When I want 

to say something in class, I always keep thinking 

of grammar. I always ask myself ‘is it correct or 

not?’ It eventually makes me reluctant to speak”. 

These participants’ perspectives indicated that the 

lack of proficiency in grammar affects their oral 

performance to participate in academic discussion 

forums. 

    For accent and fluency, the English-Irish accent 

is another speaking challenge for the participants 

to adjust to in their academic life, particularly in 

CDs. To illustrate, Jay, revealed, “at the first month, 

I [had] no idea about their discussion. Their accent 

[was] difficult to understand”. Likewise, Katy, 

reported, “to be honest, because most of them 

are from Belfast, the thing that makes it difficult 

is their accent.” Another accent issue, English-

Chinese, was mentioned by Dennis. He asserted, 

“Actually the discussion is fine, but when I have 

to engage with my Chinese friends, it’s [harder] 

because they’ve got different English dialect, [the] 

accent I mean.” Besides accent, from interview 

transcription, one participant, Dennis, raised an 

issue of classmates’ English fluency as a reason 

for his difficulty to actively participate in CD. He 

stated, “I am not telling [that] I am a good speaker, 

but they (Chinese) are not fluent. That’s why it’s 

harder to communicate”.  These statements suggest 

that some language challenges preventing students 

from activily participating in verbal communication 

can be from external factors, such as classmates’ 

accent and fluency.

The information gathered from the interviews 

demonstrated that the participants’ individual 

matters seemed to be another obstacle to their 

active participation in academic discussion. These 

individual matters included anxiety, personality, 

unfamiliar topic/term, and wait-time. In terms of 

anxiety, an affective factor in learning, appeared 

to be a challenge for the participants’ active 

engagement in CD. Most of the participants 

confessed that they felt anxious when involved in 

verbal forums. As stated by Ibef, “I feel anxious 

and worries. When I am speaking, I always think 

whether my friends understand my language or 

not.” Likewise, Nicky enthusiastically stated, “Oh 

my God, I feel nervous to speak in front of people 

because English is not my first language.” For 

personality, some participants’ statements indicated 

that their personalities caused their objection to 

participating in discussions. As Emma, said, “For 

me, one of the biggest challenges in the discussion 

is shy and being not confident.” Similarly, Muthia, 

mentioned, “I am not confident to speak in front of 

the class, that’s why no for presentation”. As such, 

if they were not shy and instead confident, they 

could engage in oral forums more easily.

     With regards to Unfamiliar Topic and Wait-

Time, The analysis of the interview data indicated 

that one of the participants, Jay, experienced 

Individual matters
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difficulty in CDs due to his limited content 

knowledge of educational “terms”. He reported, “…

and sometimes I [heard an unfamiliar] term that I 

[didn’t] understand.” In addition, another personal 

matter which affects students’ participation is wait-

time or a silent period. Two participants declared 

that they sometimes need more time to answer the 

questions from tutors, and/or classmates. Emma, 

asserted, “What I worry the most is the session 

after the presentation, which is Q&A session. The 

challenges are: I sometimes cannot comprehend 

my lecturer or my friends’ questions directly, I need 

time to do it.” Similarly, Jay said, “In discussion 

…I sometimes need time to think [the answer of 

the] the question.” The interview content clearly 

denoted that unknown topic/term and wait-time 

issues restrained the participants’ engagement.

Another speaking challenge to engage actively in 

the discussion for international Indonesian students 

is the difference in academic culture. Ibef, admitted, 

“I think it is because of cultural differences. In 

Indonesia, we mostly just accept what the lecturer 

has said, but here, looking at European study 

culture, it seems the students and tutors actively 

interact one another.” This indicates that the  

home country academic culture potentially affects 

Indonesian students’ speaking participation.

In relation to coping strategy issues, using within-

case and cross-case displays and analyses, the 

author classified three major interrelated themes 

and sub-themes, including: (1) verbal response 

(practising the language and asking questions), (2) 

using learning sources (books and technology), (3) 

maintaining a positive motivation.

Most of the participants believed that verbal 

responses during CDs help them engage in the 

forum. The author identified two sub-themes of 

this theme. Firstly, some participants confirmed 

that practising the language is the best option. 

For instance, Katy, said, “because it deals with 

language, the best way that to solve [the language 

difficulty is] by practising”. Similarly, Nicky told 

the interviewer, “to cope the problem, I just speak 

like [the language], just make it flow.” Another 

strategy used by some participants to overcome 

their speaking challenges is to ask a question. As 

Emma stated, “If I don’t understand the questions, 

I will say ‘pardon?’, and ask the questions more 

than once.” Likewise, Jay reported, “I just ask them 

to repeat the sentence. If it doesn’t work, I just [ask 

them to speak slowly].” These statements indicate 

that verbal response in the discussion is an effective 

method to encourage active participation.

Some participants responded that they utilize some 

learning sources to aid them to overcome their 

speaking challenges, particularly in language barrier 

issues. Norma reported, “I do realise I need to 

practice English. So, I need to check my grammar 

Academic culture

Verbal response

Using learning sources

Strategies to overcome speaking 
challenges
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in the grammar book,[just] study from the book.” 

She highlighted that books are a reliable source for 

learning the language. Ibef and Emma indicated that 

online sources facilitate them in communication. 

Ibef voiced this saying, “What I like to do is 

installing dictionary application at my mobile, and 

using it before speaking. I also use google translate 

because it really helps.” Similarly, Emma addressed, 

“What I usually do is checking the grammar before 

saying a rather complex sentence. At present, there 

are many applications for grammar errors. I have 

to make sure that I use proper grammar when 

speaking for complex sentences.” This suggests that 

using printed and online sources can be alternative 

strategies to cope with language matters.

The analysis of the interview data indicated that 

maintaining positive motivation is essential as a 

way to cope with the anxiety issue. One participant 

from Educational Leadership, Jay, reported, “I 

always cope with anxiety by motivating myself that 

I cannot stay like that. So, I cannot just like to be a 

passive student [in] the class”.

Speaking challenges, the interview data indicated 

that International Indonesian students were 

encouraged to participate in CDs as it is an 

essential factor affecting students’ success in school. 

However, the challenges they faced - including 

(1) language barrier; (2) individual matters; and 

(3) academic culture - sometimes affected their 

eagerness. Regarding these challenges, all students

reported that language issues (vocabulary, 

grammar, accent, and fluency) became their biggest 

barrier to becoming involved actively in discussion. 

These results confirm those of many other studies 

(Mukminin & McMahon, 2013; Nguyen, 2011; 

Novera, 2004; Bayley, et al., 2002) in finding that 

language barrier is one of the biggest challenges to 

Indonesian students, and (Akasha, 2013; Wright 

and Schartner, 2013; Nguyen, 2011; Lee, 2009) in 

a larger context of EFL students’ cases, particularly 

Asian. The challenge in language is likely to 

occur because English is neither the first nor the 

second language for all participants. In their home 

country, English status is as a foreign language. 

Furthermore, the author also identified two major 

language issue categories, internal and external. 

Internal challenges emerged from the limitations of 

participants’ proficiencies, such as vocabulary and 

grammar, while the external challenge in language 

resulted from the outsiders' factors, such as accent 

and fluency.

    Moreover, participants’ individual difference 

issue appeared to be another challenge making 

them unwilling to participate much in discussion. 

Regarding this theme, most participants reported 

that they experienced anxiety during the forum. 

According to Horwitz et al., (1986), anxiety is 

“the subjective feeling of tension, apprehension, 

nervousness, and worry associated with an arousal 

of the autonomic nervous system” (p.125). This 

result is similar to other research results (Wright 

& Schartner, 2013; Lee, 2009), and corroborates 

(Price, 1991; Palacios, 1998; Horwitz et al. 1986) 

arguments which state that speaking is the most-

provoking anxiety factor in second language classes 

learning. The other findings on personal matters 

which factor in are the participants’ personality and

Motivation

Discussion and Conclusion
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lack of knowledge on particular topics/terms. This 

supports the findings of Lee (2009) that personality 

and lack of content knowledge influenced students’ 

participation in an oral discussion. Some other 

participants, Emma, and Jay, surprisingly, revealed 

another issue pertaining to the individual matter, 

which is ‘wait-time’. It is a period of silence that 

followed teacher’s questions or students’ answers 

(Row, 1974).

     The last speaking challenge is the academic 

culture difference. Some participants implicitly 

stated that they were sometimes influenced by their 

home country’s academic culture which emphasises 

the unequal role of tutors and students in the 

classroom. Hofstede (1997), called the unequal 

position among people ‘power distance’. He 

further explained that Asian countries, including 

Indonesia, are categorised among the large power 

distance societies, and this surely affects educational 

sectors, such as classroom interaction. Additionally, 

these finding are consistent with those of Lee 

(2009), Novera (2004), and Garner (1989), that 

cultural differences in learning can be a barrier to 

adjustment in a new academic environment.

     With regard to coping strategies, developed 

to overcome these challenges, the participants 

have tried their best by undertaking some efforts, 

including verbal response, learning sources, and 

motivation. Most participants reported that the 

best way to resolve the speaking challenges in CDs 

is utilizing verbal responses (practising the language 

and asking for clarification or repetition). This 

indicates that they actively use speaking strategies 

(Douglas, 2007) to cope with the issue. According 

to Douglas (2007), there are eight speaking 

strategies, including asking for clarification and 

repetition. Moreover, it also matches with the 

findings of Lam and Wong (2000) in their 

experimental study that the learners made more 

attempts to ask for clarification in the discussion. 

Besides, the use of learning sources seemed to be 

an alternative way for the participants to overcome 

their language difficulties. Some interviewees 

mentioned that books were very helpful to support 

their language. This result supports Carpenter 

et al., (2006) findings in that textbooks are 

worthwhile learning resources which support 

the students in understanding the subject. Some 

others stated that online applications assist them 

in having better performances in discussions. This 

indicates that technology plays an important role 

as a media to facilitate their learning process. 

These findings affirm what Kasapoğlu-Akyol’s 

(2010), and Soliman (2014) found in their studies 

that technology tools and e-learning positively 

improve students’ language proficiency, particularly 

in communication skill. Last, but not least, one 

participant believed that positive motivation 

helped him improve his engagement. According to 

Gardner (1985), ‘motivation refers to the extent 

to which the individual works or strives to learn 

the language because of a desire to do so and the 

satisfaction experienced in this activity (p.10).’ This 

means that motivation is an individual’s desire to 

get a satisfactory result. In the learning context, a 

learner’s motivation is very important as it is an 

influential factor to their success (Lennartsson, 

2008).

This study has discussed the perspectives of 

international Indonesian students on CD engagement,

Limitation
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including challenges, and their coping strategies. 

However, this is not to say that the study itself is 

without limitations. Firstly, the participants may not 

be representative since they were solely limited to eight 

masters students in one public university in NI. Future 

research may include a larger sample of Indonesian 

students from different degree levels and universities 

in NI, which may provide different perspectives of 

Indonesian students on CD engagement. Secondly, 

this study was focused on students’ perspectives 

only, and teaching staff were excluded, so the further 

related study could explore the faculty’s perspectives 

on Indonesian students CD engagement. Also, the 

discussion was only limited to face-to-face discussion 

type. Other researchers may investigate another 

discussion type, such as online discussion.

I would like to thank Dr Caroline Linse (Senior 

Lecturer, School of Education, Queens University 

Belfast, UK) for her expert advice and comments on 

this paper.
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