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Abstract
The present study aims to examine the English-speaking practices inside and outside the classroom by first-year Vietnamese university students during their preparatory English program in a non-English-speaking environment. The study sample consisted of 50 lower-intermediate EFL learners at the outset of the program, corresponding to levels A2-B1 on the CEFR scale. In the Vietnamese context, classroom-based English speaking is considered essential for developing oral communication skills, while outside-school real-life use is limited, especially for young university students. This study also sought to examine the relationship between in-class speaking and out-of-school English use. The study employed the explanatory sequential mixed-methods research design. Quantitative data collection methods were employed to address the research questions, including the administration of a structured questionnaire to assess the frequency of English-speaking practices among participants. Additionally, semi-structured interviews were used to gain more insights into the participants’ out-of-school use of English. Quantitative data were analyzed through statistical methods, while qualitative data were analyzed through thematic analysis. The findings indicate that the students spoke more English inside the classroom than outside the classroom. Inside the classroom, the students spoke English mainly through structured activities, such as answering teachers' questions, discussing in pairs or groups. On the other hand, the participants rarely used English outside the classroom to communicate in real-life situations. The findings reveal a substantial discrepancy between instructional speaking participation and spontaneous English use in authentic communicative contexts. 
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1. Introduction
English speaking competence is widely recognized as an essential learning outcome (Richards, 2008; Bygate, 1987) in the context of tertiary English language learning and teaching, especially in the context of English as a Foreign Language (EFL). Within the context of higher education, the relationship between the articulation of ideas in English and student learning outcomes, including academic participation, professional preparedness, and employability, has been widely discussed in previous literature (Richards, 2008). Accordingly, the role of English language learning and teaching in the context of higher education lies in the promotion and development of English-speaking skills, especially in the early stages students’ learning pathways.
In EFL contexts such as Vietnam, opportunities for English speaking are largely confined to classroom settings, while real-life communicative use outside the classroom remains limited. Classroom-based English use, including teacher–student interaction, pair work, and group discussions, serves as the primary source of speaking practice for many EFL learners in contexts where opportunities for authentic communication remain limited (Richards, 2008; Littlewood, 2007). These classroom practices are important for the teaching of English but are limited to controlled contexts and are not necessarily indicative of the willingness or ability of the students to use English outside the classroom.
Empirical studies suggest that EFL students show a high level of divergence between the use of English for classroom oral communication and the use of English outside the classroom (Littlewood, 2007). In addition to the classroom, the scope for the use of English is limited outside the classroom; therefore, the students are likely to use their first language for daily interactions. In this context, this raises an important question regarding the extent to which classroom speaking practices are transferred to real-life English use. This issue is particularly evident among first-year students. In their early stage of higher learning, many of these students will be enrolled in foundation-level English classes, where their proficiency level ranges from low-intermediate (A2-B1) and their communicative confidence is low. In this transitional period, their affective variables, such as anxiety, fear of making errors, and communicative confidence may play a major role in impeding their willingness to communicate in English, especially in real-world contexts (MacIntyre et al., 1998). They may be highly involved in speaking tasks in class but simultaneously avoid using English outside of class.
While prior studies have examined the teaching of speaking in the classroom from the perspective of EFL settings, not many studies have attempted to examine the ways students use spoken English in various learning contexts, particularly by comparing the use of speaking in the classroom and out of the classroom. In addition, not many studies have attempted to consider the students’ own perspectives to account for the prevalence of English speaking in some contexts more than others. In fact, researchers have called for more attention to students’ use of language in real contexts to better evaluate the effectiveness of communicative language teaching (Benson, 2011).
While previous studies have extensively explored classroom-based speaking practices in EFL settings (e.g., Bygate, 2001; Nation & Newton, 2009; Goh & Burns, 2012), relatively limited attention has been paid to how instructional speaking practices connect with authentic English use beyond the classroom, particularly from students’ perspectives in Asian EFL contexts (Lamb & Arisandy, 2020; Nguyen & Habók, 2023). Specifically, there is a need to bridge the gap between instructed classroom-based speaking and the use of English outside the classroom from the point of view of students themselves, especially first-year Vietnamese university students. To bridge this research gap, the present study aims to explore the ways in which first-year university students employ English for speaking purposes in classroom settings as well as in-class and out-of-class situations. The research aims to explore the ways in which English speaking takes place across different learning environments, as well as the factors that affect English-speaking in and out-of class situations. In line with the research aims, this study employed an explanatory sequential mixed-methods research design to explore English-speaking in EFL university settings. In this regard, the research was guided by the following research questions:
1. How do first-year university students report using English for speaking purposes inside the classroom during a preparatory English program?
2. How do first-year university students report using English outside the classroom in real-life communicative contexts?
3. What factors influence first-year university students’ reported use of English-speaking practices outside the classroom?
2. Literature review
2.1 English Speaking in EFL University Contexts
English speaking is considered one of the key aspects of communicative competence in the teaching of second or foreign languages (Canale & Swain, 1980; Richards, 2008). In the context of higher education, the importance of speaking is that it allows the learner to take part actively in the interaction in the classroom, in academic discussions, etc. Speaking competence in EFL contexts involves not only linguistic accuracy but also the ability to communicate fluently and appropriately in meaningful contexts (Bygate, 1987; Richards, 2008).
In many Asian EFL contexts, including Vietnam, classroom interaction remains the primary source of English-speaking practice because opportunities for authentic communication outside the classroom are limited (Littlewood, 2007). As a result, university preparatory English programs often place considerable emphasis on classroom-based speaking activities designed to develop students’ basic communicative competence (Hyland, 2006; Richards, 2008). Understanding how students engage in English-speaking practices within and beyond these instructional settings is therefore important for evaluating the effectiveness of EFL speaking instruction.
2.2 Classroom and Out-of-Class English Speaking
In EFL contexts, classroom interaction functions as the primary environment for English-speaking practice because opportunities for authentic communication outside the classroom remain limited (Littlewood, 2007; Benson, 2011). Classroom speaking activities, including teacher–student interaction, pair work, group discussions, and task-based interaction, provide important opportunities for learners to practice and develop spoken English skills (Richards, 2008). However, such interaction is often pedagogically structured and highly task-oriented, with learners responding to teacher prompts rather than engaging in spontaneous communication (Ellis, 2003; Littlewood, 2007). Although these classroom activities may support the development of linguistic competence, they do not necessarily facilitate the transfer of English-speaking practices to real-life communication. This suggests that classroom participation alone may not automatically lead to authentic communicative engagement in EFL contexts due to differing communicative purposes and environmental constraints. Previous studies have suggested that learners who actively participate in classroom-speaking activities may still avoid using English outside the classroom (Littlewood, 2007).
In contrast, out-of-class English speaking typically occurs in less formalized contexts, such as communication with friends, service encounters, or online interaction (Benson, 2011). Recent studies have also explored learners’ willingness to communicate beyond the classroom through both human-human and technology-mediated interaction. For example, research has shown that interaction with intelligent personal assistants may increase learners’ willingness to communicate outside formal classroom settings by reducing communication anxiety and providing accessible opportunities for English use (Tai, 2024). In many EFL settings, however, such opportunities remain relatively scarce. Benson (2011) argues that learners’ out-of-class English use depends largely on both the availability of communicative opportunities and learners’ willingness to seek them. As a result, English-speaking practices outside the classroom tend to occur far less frequently than classroom-based speaking activities. Taken together, the literature suggests a substantial discrepancy between classroom participation and authentic English use.
2.3 Factors Influencing English-speaking practices beyond the classroom
Recent studies have pointed to a variety of factors that play a significant role in influencing learners' willingness and ability to use English for speaking outside the classroom (MacIntyre et al., 1998; Benson, 2011). Among these factors, affective factors have been extensively studied. Collectively, previous studies suggest that affective factors such as anxiety, fear of negative evaluation, and low confidence substantially constrain learners’ willingness to communicate in EFL contexts (Horwitz, 1986). Recent studies have also shown that positive affective variables, such as foreign language enjoyment and teacher support, significantly influence learners’ willingness to communicate in EFL contexts (Yang et al., 2024). These affective constraints might be compounded in out-of-class situations where learners are more vulnerable to negative social evaluation (Horwitz, 1986; MacIntyre et al., 1998).
The Willingness to Communicate (WTC) framework provides an important perspective for understanding why EFL learners may avoid speaking English outside the classroom despite possessing sufficient linguistic knowledge (MacIntyre et al., 1998).  For EFL learners, low levels of willingness to communicate result in the reluctance to engage in English speaking, despite the presence of linguistic competence in the target language (MacIntyre et al., 1998). Similar findings have also been reported in Asian EFL contexts, where learners’ communicative confidence and readiness to engage in English interaction is closely associated with confidence and perceived communicative competence (Yashima, 2002). In the Vietnamese EFL context, Nguyen and Vu (2024) similarly reported that learners’ willingness to communicate was negatively influenced by affective barriers such as communication anxiety, fear of negative evaluation, and low self-confidence. Besides the role played by affective variables, the impact of contextual or environmental factors cannot be overlooked. For instance, the scarcity of English-speaking interactional partners, the preference to speak the first language, and the absence of communicative need all contribute to the reluctance to engage in real-life interaction in the target language (Littlewood, 2007; Benson, 2011). These factors, in aggregate, result in the reluctance to engage in English speaking outside the classroom (Littlewood, 2007; Benson, 2011).
According to the reviewed literature, the importance of speaking in EFL university education is emphasized, and the classroom is identified as the main setting in which English-speaking practice occurs. The reviewed research has also identified various affective and contextual factors affecting learners' English-speaking practice outside the classroom. However, there are still gaps in the research in this area.
Firstly, despite extensive research on classroom-based speaking instruction in EFL contexts (Richards, 2008; Littlewood, 2007), relatively limited attention has been paid to the discrepancy between classroom participation and real-life English-speaking practices, particularly among first-year university students in Vietnam. Secondly, relatively limited research has focused specifically on first-year university learners enrolled in preparatory English programs, whose communicative confidence and speaking practices may differ from those of more advanced learners due to affective factors such as anxiety and willingness to communicate (MacIntyre et al., 1998). Thirdly, previous studies in this area have often relied primarily on either quantitative or qualitative approaches, while fewer studies have adopted mixed-methods designs to examine English-speaking practices across classroom and out-of-class contexts (Benson, 2011; Littlewood, 2007). In order to fill the gaps in the research, the study employed a mixed-methods research approach to explore the English-speaking practice of first-year university learners in the classroom and outside the classroom, as well as the factors affecting learners' English-speaking practice outside the classroom. The study aims to contribute to the theoretical discussion on how English-speaking practice in the classroom can be promoted to learners to be used outside the classroom.
3. Methodology
3.1 Research design
This study followed an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design, in which quantitative data were collected and analyzed first, followed by the collection and analysis of qualitative data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The use of a mixed-methods approach was considered appropriate because it enabled the researcher to identify patterns of English-speaking practices across classroom and real-life communicative contexts while also exploring the underlying factors influencing students’ English use from the learners’ perspectives.
More specifically, the quantitative phase focused on identifying patterns of English-speaking practices inside and outside the classroom, whereas the qualitative phase explored the reasons underlying students’ use or non-use of English in real-life communicative situations. The integration of quantitative and qualitative findings provided a more comprehensive understanding of English-speaking practices among first-year university students.
To ensure theoretical grounding, the study was informed by theories of communicative language use and second language communication behavior, particularly Communicative Competence Theory (Canale & Swain, 1980) and the Willingness to Communicate framework (MacIntyre et al., 1998). These theoretical perspectives informed the conceptualization of English-speaking practices as well as the interpretation of the findings.
3.2 Theoretical Framework
The research has been informed by Communicative Competence Theory, as well as the Willingness to Communicate (WTC) model, which provide a unifying framework to guide the research on the phenomenon of English-speaking practices from the perspective of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) context. From the perspective of communicative competence theory, speaking has been conceptualized as “the ability to convey linguistically accurate, fluent, and appropriate language in meaningful contexts, especially in the classroom” (Canale & Swain, 1980; Richards, 2008).
To expand the scope of the study to the wider phenomenon of English-speaking practices beyond the classroom, the WTC model is applied, which posits that language use is shaped by situational factors such as context and the people involved, as well as individual factors such as confidence or anxiety, in the language user (MacIntyre et al., 1998). The synthesis of the two theoretical frameworks provides the potential to offer an explanation of the reason why, despite the linguistic competence, the learner does not engage in real-life communicative situations. These theoretical perspectives informed the interpretation of students’ reported speaking practices and the affective and contextual factors associated with English use beyond the classroom.
3.3.  Research context and participants
The research was conducted in a private university in Vietnam. English is considered a foreign language in Vietnam. The first-year undergraduate students in the university are expected to take a course in English before they are allowed to specialize in the actual field of study. The course is expected to help the students learn the basics in English, with a focus on speaking. The total number of students in the research was 50. The students in the research were all enrolled in the English course at the time the research was conducted. The level of the students’ English was at the A2-B1 level on the Common European Framework of Reference for Language Levels. The research was on a volunteer basis, and all the students were made aware of the confidentiality of the research. The research participants were chosen using a method of convenience sampling since they were accessible to the researcher during the preparatory English program. Even though such a method of sampling makes the results non-generalizable, it is considered appropriate for exploratory research.
3.4.  Data collection instruments
3.4.1 Quantitative data collection methods, in the form of a structured questionnaire, were used to measure the extent of students’ use of English in their classrooms and out-of-class activities. The questionnaire had two parts, A and B. In part A of the questionnaire, the background information of the participants, such as their academic background and their level of proficiency in English, was collected. In part B of the questionnaire, the extent of students’ use of English in their classrooms was measured by asking them to report their use of English in situations such as answering teachers’ questions, participating in pair/group discussions, their use of English in real-life situations outside the school context, etc.
The extent of students’ use of English, as reported by the participants of the study, in part B of the questionnaire, is measured by a five- point Likert scale ranging from never to very often. Items in the questionnaire are supported by literature regarding EFL speaking and willingness to communicate. The questionnaire was based on prior research on EFL speaking behaviors and willingness to communicate, as reported by researchers such as MacIntyre et al. (1998) and Benson (2011). To establish content validity, the questionnaire was validated by two EFL lecturers with considerable experience. The pilot study was carried out with a small group of students, consisting of 10 students, to test its reliability and make minor modifications if necessary. The internal consistency of the questionnaire was satisfactory, with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.82.
3.4.2 Semi-structured interviews
In addition to the quantitative questionnaire, semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore students’ perceptions of English use outside the classroom in greater depth. A total of 10 volunteer participants participated in follow-up interviews after the quantitative phase. The interviews focused on students’ experiences, attitudes, and perceived difficulties related to using English in real-life communicative situations.
The interviews lasted approximately 15–20 minutes and were conducted in Vietnamese to allow participants to express their perspectives more comfortably and accurately. With participants’ consent, the interviews were audio-recorded and later transcribed for thematic analysis. The use of follow-up interviews in explanatory sequential mixed-methods research helped provide deeper explanations for the quantitative findings (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). In addition, the number of interview participants was considered appropriate for exploratory qualitative inquiry and thematic analysis, where relatively small samples may still provide sufficient thematic depth and saturation (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Guest et al., 2006).
3.5 Data collection procedure
The data collection was done in the middle of the English preparatory program. This ensured a high rate of return because it was administered in class. It took the participants about 20 minutes to answer the questionnaire. After analyzing the quantitative data, the semi-structured interviews were conducted. This ensured that the qualitative part explained the quantitative part.
3.6 Data analysis
Descriptive statistics, including frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations, were used to analyze quantitative data and identify patterns of English-speaking practices across contexts. In addition, a Wilcoxon signed-rank test was conducted to compare students’ reported English-speaking frequency inside and outside the classroom, as the data involved paired ordinal Likert-scale responses from the same participants. In terms of qualitative data analysis, thematic analysis was used following the six-phase procedure suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006), which involved familiarization with the data, generating codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report. This helped to identify major patterns related to affective and contextual issues in the students’ use of English outside the classroom setting. Data collection and analysis continued until thematic saturation was reached, that is, when no substantially new themes or patterns emerged from the interview data (Guest et al., 2006). Recurrent ideas became increasingly repetitive across participants, suggesting sufficient thematic coverage for the purposes of the study. To enhance trustworthiness, the researchers discussed and refined the coding categories collaboratively throughout the analysis process.
3.7 Ethical Considerations
Ethical consideration was strictly adhered to in the study. Participants were made aware of the study's objectives, as well as their right to withdraw at any time with no penalty. Informed consent was obtained before data collection, with confidentiality of the collected data being ensured by anonymizing the information collected. Data collection was limited to research purposes only. All participants provided informed consent prior to participation, and no personal identifying information was collected to ensure anonymity.
4. Findings
4.1. Questionnaire findings
4.1.1 English-Speaking Use inside the Classroom
The results of the questionnaire indicate that English speaking was frequently used inside the classroom during the English preparatory program. Overall, students reported high levels of engagement in English-speaking activities inside the classroom, especially when these activities were teacher-initiated.
A majority of participants (78%) reported frequently using English to answer teachers’ questions. The activity was found to be used most frequently compared to all other speaking activities, with a mean score of M = 3.96 (SD = 0.61) on a five-point Likert scale. In parallel, it was found that 72% of students (n = 36) reported that they frequently took part in pair or group discussions held in English.
In contrast, it was found that speaking activities that required higher spontaneity were used less frequently. Only 34% of participants (n = 17) reported that they frequently volunteered to give their opinions without being prompted by teachers, whereas 46% (n = 23) reported that they seldom did so. The mean score was M = 2.91 (SD = 0.83).
These findings reveal that English speaking in the classroom was primarily facilitated by the teacher and was task-based, as students relied on instructional cues to engage in English speaking. Although English speaking was highly facilitated by opportunities provided by the classroom, these opportunities were primarily task-based and embedded in instructional contexts rather than students’ spontaneous English speaking.
	Classroom English-speaking activities

	Never (%)
	Rarely (%)
	Sometimes (%)
		



	Often (%)



	Very often (%)
	Mean
	SD

	Responding to teachers’ questions
	2 (4%)
	4 (8%)
	5 (10%)
	21 (42%)
	18 (36%)
	3.96
		



	0.61




	Participating in pair/group discussions
	3 (6%)
	6 (12%)
	5 (10%)
	20 (40%)
	16 (32%)
	3.74
	0.67

	Giving prepared oral responses
	4 (8%)
	7 (14%)
	10 (20%)
	18 (36%)
	11 (22%)
	3.50
	0.79

	Volunteering opinions without prompts
	8 (16%)
	15 (30%)
		



	10 (20%)



	12 (24%)
	5 (10%)
		



	2.91



	0.83


Table 1
Frequency of English-Speaking Use inside the Classroom (n = 50)
As illustrated in Table 1, English speaking inside the classroom was most often engaged in during teacher-initiated activities. Responding to teacher-posed questions was the most common form of English speaking, achieving the highest mean score (M = 3.96, SD = 0.61), while participating in pair or group discussions came second (M = 3.74, SD = 0.67). English speaking engaged in for the purpose of self-initiating, such as volunteering opinions without any prompts, was reported the least (M = 2.91, SD = 0.83).
4.1.2 English-Speaking Use outside class in Real-Life communicative Contexts
In contrast to the school context, the use of English outside the school was found to be limited. The data collected by the questionnaire show that there was a considerable decrease in the rate of English use when the contexts of real-life English-speaking activities were considered.
In the outside class context, only 18% of the participants (n = 9) reported that they used English frequently or very frequently, whereas 62% of the participants (n = 31) reported that they used English rarely or not at all for speaking activities in daily life. The overall mean score for the use of English outside the school for speaking activities was M = 2.14 (SD = 0.71), which was significantly lower than the score for English-speaking activities in the school context.
However, a closer examination of the data indicated that 70% of the students (n = 35) used English infrequently when interacting with their peers, including those who were simultaneously taking English courses. Additionally, 76% of the students (n = 38) stated that they used English almost never when interacting in service encounters, such as ordering food, shopping, or seeking information. The use of English in online communication was slightly higher but still limited, with 42% (n = 21) of the students stating that they used English occasionally.
The above data suggest that there was a significant gap in the use of English in the classroom and in out-of-class contexts. Although the students used English frequently in the classroom, they used English minimally in real-life communicative contexts. A Wilcoxon signed-rank test revealed a statistically significant difference between students’ reported English-speaking frequency inside and outside the classroom, with classroom speaking reported more frequently, Z = -5.42, p < .001, r = .77, indicating a large effect size.
	Out-of-class English-speaking contexts
	Never (%)
	Rarely (%)
	Sometimes (%)
	Often (%)
	Very often (%)
		



	Mean



	SD

	Communicating with friends in English
	15 (30%)
	20 (40%)
	8 (16%)
		



	5 (10%)



	2 (4%)
	2.18
	0.88

	Using English in service encounters (e.g., shopping, ordering food)
	18 (36%)
	20 (40%)
	7 (14%)
	4 (8%)
	1 (2%)
	2.00
		



	0.82




	Using English in everyday interactions outside class
	17 (34%)
	21 (42%)
	8 (16%)
	3 (6%)
		



	1 (2%)



	2.00
	0.80

	Using English in online communication
	10 (20%)
	14 (28%)
		



	11 (22%)



	10 (20%)
		



	5 (10%)



		



	2.72



		



	1.12





Table 2
 Frequency of English-Speaking Use outside class (n = 50)
As shown in Table 2, English use outside the school environment was found to be generally low in most real-life situations. The lowest mean scores were found in service encounters and daily interactions, which had a mean of 2.00 each, implying that most students made little to no use of English in these situations. Although English use in online communication seemed to be a bit more frequent, with a mean of 2.72 and a standard deviation of 1.12, it is still low compared to English use in speaking activities in the classroom. In conclusion, there is a big gap between English-speaking use in the classroom and English use outside the school environment.
4.2 Qualitative Findings from semi-structured interviews
A total of 10 out of the 50 participated in the semi-structured interviews. The answers were analyzed using thematic analysis to investigate the perceptions of the use of English outside the classroom and the quantitative patterns. Two major themes were identified from the answers: affective factors and contextual/environmental factors.
4.2.1 Affective Factors Influencing English-Speaking Use
The affective factors proved to be the most important factor in explaining the students’ minimal usage of English outside of academic settings. Out of the ten students, seven students pointed out that their lack of confidence in speaking English was the major factor in not using English in everyday life. Some of the students had concerns about their English pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammar, which made them reluctant to speak English unless they had to. One student said: “I am not confident about my pronunciation, so I usually avoid speaking English outside the classroom.” (Student 3)
Another student similarly noted:
“I worry that I might use wrong words or grammar, so I feel safer not speaking English.” (Student 7)
Moreover, six of the ten students cited fear of errors or negative evaluation as a significant factor in their response to barriers. These students saw the level of stress in communication in the real world as greater than in the classroom, where making errors is acceptable. One of the students explained: 
“In class, making mistakes is normal, but outside the class I am afraid people will judge my English.” (Student 1)
Another student highlighted the anxiety associated with speaking to unfamiliar interlocutors:
“When I speak English with strangers, I feel very nervous because I don’t want them to think my English is bad.” (Student 9)
These responses indicate that affective constraints—particularly low confidence and fear of negative evaluation—played a crucial role in shaping students’ English-speaking behavior outside school, despite their active participation in classroom speaking activities.
4.2.2 Contextual and Environmental Factors
In addition to affective factors, students also identified contextual factors that constrained their opportunity to use English outside of class. Of the 10 students, eight students identified that they had limited opportunity to use English in daily life because the majority of interactions were conducted in their native language. Some of the students emphasized that English was not required outside of class, which affected their motivation to initiate English-speaking interactions. One student commented:
“In daily life, everyone speaks Vietnamese, so there are not many chances to use English.” (Student 4)
Another student explained:
“Outside school, English is not really necessary, so I don’t think about using it.” (Student 10)
Moreover, five of the ten students identified the lack of English-speaking interlocutors as an important barrier. Although the students were willing to practice their English skills, they encountered difficulties in locating interlocutors who were willing to communicate in English.One participant noted:
“I want to practice English, but my friends prefer speaking Vietnamese.” (Student 6)
Another student echoed this concern:
“It is hard to find someone to talk to in English, so I usually use my first language.” (Student 8)
Together, these contextual and environmental factors reinforced the gap identified in the quantitative findings, constraining students’ English-speaking use beyond the classroom.
5. Discussion
This study is concerned with exploring the students’ English-speaking practices in the classroom and in real-life situations in an EFL context, as well as the factors that affect students’ engagement in English speaking activities outside the classroom. The findings show that there is a large gap between students’ English speaking in the classroom and in real-life situations, which can be explained in terms of communicative competence and WTC.
5.1 Classroom English Speaking as Instructed Communicative Practice
Moreover, the findings of the questionnaire show that English-speaking frequently occurred in classroom settings, particularly in activities initiated by teachers, such as answering teachers’ questions and participating in pair or group discussions. This finding suggests that classroom speaking remains largely pedagogically controlled, limiting the development of spontaneous communicative competence, which aligns with Littlewood’s (2007) distinction between form-focused and meaning-focused interaction. The slightly higher mean scores in these activities suggest that the English preparatory program provides students with opportunities to practice English-speaking in the classroom.
The low incidence of self-initiated oral contributions, such as volunteered opinions may imply that English speaking in the classroom was still largely controlled. From the point of view of communicative competence (Canale & Swain, 1980; Richards, 2008) these classroom practices may promote the development of linguistic accuracy and fluency but may not necessarily facilitate spontaneous communicative use in authentic contexts. Thus, the findings imply that while students were engaged in English speaking activities, these activities were still largely in the context of instruction, not communicative need.
5.2 Limited Transfer of Classroom Speaking to Real-Life communicative contexts
A key finding of the study is the markedly low frequency of English-speaking use outside school. The majority of students reported very little or no use of English in out-of-class situations, such as interactions with peers or service encounters. This finding supports the claims made in earlier research that classroom ability does not necessarily equate to the use of the target language in other situations (Littlewood, 2007).
The slight increase in the use of English in online communication may be an indicator of the potential of these online contexts to be relatively safe avenues for English-speaking activities. However, the overall use of out-of-class English language use is still restricted, which aligns with the notion that English language use is often perceived by EFL learners as an academic subject. This aligns with Benson’s (2011) notion that out-of-class language use in the context of EFL settings is heavily dependent on the opportunity and the agency of the learners.
5.3 Affective Constraints and Willingness to Communicate
Qualitative findings provide substantial insights into the factors that prevent students from using English outside of the classroom. Among the ten students, low self-confidence and fear of making mistakes dominated the affective factors that prevent students from using English outside of the classroom, which is consistent with the literature of FLA that indicates that fear of negative evaluation is one of the most important factors that prevent students from using English, according to Horwitz (1986). Similar patterns have been identified in Asian EFL classrooms, where students’ willingness to communicate is strongly influenced by confidence, classroom climate, and fear of negative evaluation (Peng & Woodrow, 2010).
Interpreted in the light of the WTC framework proposed by MacIntyre et al. (1998), the results suggest that the willingness to use English outside the classroom is not limited by the lack of linguistic knowledge, but rather by other factors. For instance, the students who were actively using English in the classroom were still reluctant to use it outside the classroom due to the risk of communication. This is in support of the contention that linguistic knowledge is not enough to account for the use of the target language, especially in EFL settings.
5.4 Contextual Constraints and Lack of Communicative Necessity
Apart from affective factors, contextual and environmental factors also limited students’ English-speaking practices. The major part of interviewed students emphasized that most interactions were based on the first language and that there was no need to use English outside the school environment. This result corresponds to previous research that showed that lack of exposure and absence of communicative need reduce students’ motivation to use the target language outside the classroom (Littlewood, 2007; Benson, 2011).
The difficulty in finding an English-speaking interlocutor again illustrates the ways in which the environmental factors work in tandem with the affective factors to create an unwillingness to communicate in English. In the WTC framework, the role of the contextual factors is to reduce the learner's situational willingness to communicate, despite the learner's underlying motivation to improve his/her speaking skills in English. The interplay between the affective and contextual factors explains the continued gap between the learner's use of English in the classroom and in the real world, as seen in the results of this study.
5.5 Pedagogical Implications
The results of this research also reveal several implications for English language teaching pedagogy in preparatory English programs offered in EFL university contexts. Firstly, while speaking activities in the classroom are undoubtedly important, more attention needs to be devoted to overcoming affective factors by creating a speaking environment that encourages risk-taking and self-initiated speaking. Secondly, it may be necessary to take English language teaching beyond the confines of the classroom by designing speaking tasks that involve out-of-class speaking.
Finally, promoting students’ understanding that English is not just an academic subject but also a viable means of communication may enhance their interest in communicating beyond the classroom. Such changes in teaching methods may help bridge the gap between instructed language use and communicative language use.
5.6 Summary
In summary, the findings highlight a substantial limited correspondence between instructional speaking activities and spontaneous English interaction which is shaped by the interaction of instructional, affective, and contextual factors. While the classroom provides learners with the opportunity to practice speaking in English frequently, it is important to note that the opportunity to practice speaking in the classroom does not necessarily equate to the real-life setting.
5.7. Limitations
In spite of the positive contributions of the study, several limitations need to be pointed out. 
Firstly, this study had a small sample size of 50 participants from a private university in Vietnam. This may limit the generalizability of the findings to broader EFL contexts. Secondly, the present study is based on self-report measures of the participants. The responses gathered by the survey technique are prone to the influences of recall and social desirability biases. Therefore, one cannot be sure that they reflect fully the students' actual behavior of using English to communicate. Future research should triangulate self-reported questionnaire and interview data with more objective sources of evidence, such as classroom observations, speaking performance assessments, audio/video recordings of speaking tasks, and teacher evaluations.
Thirdly, although the study had a mixed-methods design, the qualitative part of the study had a small sample size of 10 participants. This might not have been representative of the entire range of the participants’ experiences. In addition, the study focused more on the frequency of the participants’ English-speaking behavior rather than the effectiveness of the communication. This is another limitation of the study.
Lastly, this study is a snapshot of the participants’ behavior and cannot account for changes in the participants’ behavior over time. Future studies might employ longitudinal designs to assess the development of the participants’ English-speaking behavior. Despite these limitations, the study provides important insights into the gap between classroom-based and real-life English-speaking practices in EFL contexts.
6. Conclusion
This study examined the speaking practices of first-year university students both inside the classroom and in real-life situations in the context of an English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classroom. The study’s findings reveal a wide gap in the level of participation in speaking practices inside the classroom and the limited use of such practices outside the classroom. Despite the opportunities for speaking practice inside the classroom, such practice may not easily extend to authentic communicative contexts. The study’s findings also reveal the importance of affective factors in the use of English outside the classroom. The low level of confidence, the fear of making mistakes, and the anxiety stemming from negative evaluation all served to limit the students’ willingness to communicate. The lack of opportunities and the lack of communicative necessity also limited the students’ use of English outside the classroom.
From the perspective of language teaching, the study’s findings reveal the importance of moving beyond the classroom-bound speaking practice to more authentic, meaningful, and confidence-building speaking practice. The study’s findings also reveal the importance of language teaching going beyond the development of students’ linguistic knowledge to the development of their willingness and readiness to communicate in real-life situations.
The study’s findings also have important implications for the development of students' readiness to communicate in the global academic or professional community, where the ability to communicate orally plays a crucial role. Future studies on the speaking practices of students need to be longitudinal studies to reveal the development of students' speaking practices over time.
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