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ENGLISH LANGUAGE TEACHING CHALLENGES: CURRENT AND RETROSPECTIVE
PERCEPTIONS OF TEACHERS

Abstract. While teaching challenges have been shown to affect teacher performance in multiple ways, little is
known about the transformations occurring in language teachers' perceptions of challenges over time. Hence, this
study purported to analyze EFL teachers' current and retrospective perceptions of challenges associated with language
teaching tasks. Quantitative data were collected utilizing a questionnaire and processed through Friedman’s ANOVA
and a Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test. A within-subjects comparison revealed a statistically significant difference between
current and retrospective perceptions of challenges with a large effect size on all language teaching tasks included
in the questionnaire, indicating that experience was a causing variable contributing to transformations in teachers'
perceptions of task difficulty. The principal shifts in the participants' views were documented on such tasks as student
engagement with language material, effective instruction for all learners, personalizing teaching, and planning and
managing instruction. The teaching experience played a less decisive role in the case of teaching speaking, student
motivation, teaching vocabulary, teaching reading, student assessment, and knowing students. Notably, the areas
persisting as very challenging regardless of experience were teaching speaking, motivating learners, teaching writing,
and listening. The study's findings hold implications for initial teacher preparation and development, highlighting
areas calling for more attention. The paper presents the results of a rather small-scale investigation tackling only a few
of the multiple areas of language teaching which potentially challenge language teachers. Likewise, due to a small
research sample (n=208) and its limitation to the context of Ukraine, this study does not claim the generalizability of
its findings. Nevertheless, the findings reveal in highlighting the tasks posing a substantial challenge to EFL teachers

both at the outset of their career and following years spent in it.
Key words: challenges, English as a foreign language, teaching experience, current and retrospective perceptions.

Introduction. It has been commonly observed
that the quality of education is commensurate with
the quality of teachers’ work. Being held accountable
for providing quality instruction and sustaining high
standards in education has accelerated the level of
challenge experienced by teachers. Unsurprisingly,
considerable effort has been expended into the study of
teaching challenges in general education. A sizeable body
of research has addressed challenges faced by English as
a foreign language (EFL) teachers [1; 2; 3]. Meanwhile,
certain aspects of the delineated problem are still
awaiting a more systematic response. Among them are
the perceived challenges EFL teachers experience at the
outset of their careers, and following a period spent in the
profession. This study is, thus, guided by the following
research question: what are the current and retrospective
perceptions of challenges held by EFL teachers?

Challenges were studied in the literature through
theoretical prisms of cognition and affect, intersecting
beliefs, emotions, attitudes, etc. They refer to subjective
perceptions of the task difficulty associated with language
teaching. Perceptions of challenges affect teacher
performance in multiple ways, as summarized in Figure
1. Based on an extant literature review, it was shown that
challenges influenced the use of L2 by language teachers
in the lessons [4]. Language proficiency was a decisive
factor in determining the amount of time language
teachers spent speaking L2 [5]. It also determined the
general focus of the lesson, where more proficient
teachers emphasized authentic communication in
English while their less fluent colleagues preferred more
grammar-focused instruction [6]. In their study, Back
and Dean found that an insufficient level of language
proficiency posed a serious challenge, diverting
potential candidates from choosing a teaching career [7].
Challenges stemming from insufficient command of EFL
were also associated with the level of stress experienced

by language teachers, causing feelings of insecurity
and frustration [8, p. 228; 9]. Challenges caused by
classroom management issues and student misbehavior
also feature among potential sources of stress [10].
Especially vulnerable to the challenge of establishing
rapport with learners are novice EFL teachers [2]. In
an interview study by Levrints/Lérincz the participants
often referred to challenges associated with learner
rapport and discipline as one of the principal sources of
stress, leading to teachers’ contemplating quitting the
profession [3]. Perception of challenges was associated
with a threat to EFL teachers’ wellbeing, drops in teaching
motivation, and teacher attrition in the study by Sulis et
al. [11]. Difficulties experienced by language teachers
also lead to identity transformations [12; 13]. In his
study, H.Xu describes major shifts in teachers’ identities
as they tackle job-related challenges. Under contextual
and job constraints, language teachers abandon their
imagined professional identities and assume an identity
shaped by attempts to align with the work environment
[13]. Perceptions of challenges often impact language
teachers’ communication styles. Student misbehavior,
low confidence in their capability to answer complicated
questions, and fear of language errors led teachers to
adopt a more authoritarian style [10; 14]. Challenges
experienced by novice teachers also led them to adopt
a traditional language teaching approach, like grammar-
translation, instead of the communicative approach
endorsed by the language education program they
attended [15]. In addition to the debilitating effect, the
literature also mentions the facilitating effect challenges
may have on teachers. Whereas tasks perceived as overly
complicated diverted from learning at work, tasks viewed
as doable led to professional growth [16]. Likewise,
the tension between teachers’ aspirational identity and
their current level of competence enhances professional
development [17].
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Fig.1. Influence of language teachers’ perceptions of challenges on their performance (based on Lérincz [4])

Although language teaching challenges have
been addressed in the literature from different angles,
how their perception transforms, beginning with the
induction phase and beyond, has been overlooked.
Even though several comparative studies of language
teachers’ challenges with varying lengths of experience
were conducted [18; 19], a comparative analysis of
within-subjects perceptions of challenges held by EFL
teachers currently and in retrospect (i.e. experienced at
the outset of teaching) could not be located. The paper
thus purports to investigate current and retrospective
perceptions of challenges held by EFL teachers and
whether their rates alter following a period of exposure
to professional activity.

Research Methodology

Participants

The participants come from Ukrainian educational
institutions where English is taught as a foreign
language. In all, 208 language teachers consented to take
part in the study. They were recruited utilizing a random
sampling technique. The teachers occupied posts at
different educational levels, from primary to tertiary.
Their qualifications ranged from BA to DSC degrees.
The latter roughly corresponds to a habilitated doctor
in Ukraine. Their language teaching experience varied
from 1 to more than 25 years.

Data collection and analysis

This study forms a part of a broader examination of
EFL teaching challenges in the context of Ukraine. It is
quantitative in nature, adopting a survey research design.
The instrument of the study was a questionnaire initially
used by Ldrincz & Greba, with minor adaptations made to
meet the aims of this paper. In particular, the respondents
were asked to indicate to what extent they found the
enumerated language teaching tasks challenging when
they started teaching [ 18]. Next, they had to indicate how
challenging these tasks were at the given moment. The
responses were elicited on a five-point Likert scale where
1 stood for not challenging and 5 — most challenging.

The data were processed through Friedman’s
ANOVA (a nonparametric test in SPSS) and a Wilcoxon
Signed Ranks Test which were used to test whether the
rate of perceived challenge associated with EFL teaching
decreased as teachers gained experience. Accordingly,
the hypothesis was formulated as follows:

Null hypothesis: The mean ranks will be equal in the
language teachers' current and retrospective perceptions
of challenges.

Alternative hypothesis: The mean ranks will not be
equal in the language teachers' current and retrospective
perceptions of challenges.

Results

As can be seen in Table 1, the mean ranks
for perceived challenges decreased as a result of
teaching experience, which was evident in the case

of all enumerated tasks displayed in the table’s first
column. Moreover, the difference between current and
retrospective perceptions of challenges was statistically
significant in all 15 cases (p <.001).

As indicated by the outputted data in Table 1, the
null hypothesis of equal mean ranks is rejected. The
Friedman’s ANOVA analysis for teaching grammar
yielded x2(1) =49.846, (p <.001), 24,4% of the variance
in the ranks is attributable to the research condition;
teaching vocabulary results: ¥2(1) = 34.945, (p < .001),
with 16,8% of the variance caused by experience;
teaching pronunciation results: x2(1) = 42.706,
(p < .001), with 20,5% of the variance caused by
experience; teaching speaking results: y2(1) = 28.69,
(» < .001), with 13,8% of the variance caused by
experience; teaching reading: y2(1) = 32.143, (» <.001),
with 15,5% of the variance caused by experience;
teaching writing: x2(1) = 44.885, (p < .001), with
21,6% of the variance caused by experience; teaching
listening: ¥2(1) = 49,782, (p < .001), with 23,9% of the
variance caused by experience; planning and managing
instruction: ¥2(1) = 46.407, (p < .001), with 22,3% of
the variance caused by experience; assessing student’s
knowledge: ¥2(1) =34.133, (p <.001), with 16,4% of the
variance caused by experience; engaging all learners with
the instructional material: 2(1) =75.111, (p <.001), with
36,1% of the variance caused by experience; motivating
learners; ¥2(1) = 48.286, (p < .001), with 23,2% of
the variance caused by experience; knowing students:
¥2(1) = 36.125, (p < .001), with 17.4% of the variance
caused by experience; providing effective instruction for
all learners: ¥2(1) = 58.696, (p <.001), with 28.2% of the
variance caused by experience; maintaining discipline:
¥2(1) = 42.667, (p < .001), with 20,5% of the variance
caused by experience; differentiating instruction:
¥2(1) = 57.042, (p < .001), with 27.4% of the variance
caused by experience.

Partial eta squared had a large effect in all cases
indicating that experience was a decisive factor
influencing teachers’ perceptions of language teaching
challenges. Partial eta squared was the highest in the
case of engaging all learners with language material
(n2=.361), providing effective instruction for all learners
((m2= .282), differentiating instruction (m2= .274),
teaching grammar (n2= .244), teaching listening
(n2= .239), motivating learners (n2= .232), planning
for instruction (n2= .223), teaching writing (2= .216),
maintaining discipline (n2=.205). Thus, the enumerated
aspects of language teaching accounted for the research
condition (i.e., experience) to a greater extent and were
more subject to the influence of teaching experience
with a tendency to decrease over time. A decrease in the
perceived challenge rates on other aspects of language
teaching was accounted for by the research condition
to a lesser degree. Consequently, teaching speaking
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Table 1.
EFL teachers’ current and retrospective perceptions of challenges:
within-subjects comparison
5 = [ = | ¢
3 5|z | &,
Challenges : = r% £ E 5 E%n N
5 S 5 =
& = v &)
. current 11 2.43 1.17 1.33
1. Teaching grammar retrospective B 29 127 167 244 149.846 .000 | -6.905
. current 15 2.15 1.18 1.35
2. Teaching vocabulary retrospective G 254 120 165 168 |34.945 .000 | -5.425
. i current 9 2.48 1.27 1.34
3. Teaching pronunciation retrospective T 39 116 17 205 42,706 .000 | -6.56
. . current 1 3.27 1.3 1.35
4. Teaching speaking retrospective 1 376 2 165 138 128.69 .000 | -5.134
. . current 14 2.38 1.7 1.36
5. Teaching reading retrospective 12 377 G L 64 155 132.143 .000 | -5.368
. . current 3 2.87 1.26 1.32
6. Teaching writing retrospective 4 338 115 163 216 |44.885 .000 | -6.895
L . current 4 2.78 1.2 1.32
7. Teaching listening retrospective 3 333 105 17 239 149.782 .000 | -7.358
8. Planning and managing | current 13 2.38 1.17 1.32 )
instruction retrospective 9 3 1.13 1.68 223 146407 000 | -6.885
9. Assessing students’ current 10 2.44 1.2 1.35
knowledge retrospective 8 3.02 1.25 1.65 164134133 0001 -6.954
10.Engaging all learners | current 5 | 264 | 12 | 125
with the instructional - 361 |75.111 .000 | -8.311
material retrospective 2 3.45 1.2 1.75
. current 2 2.89 1.25 1.31
11.Motivating learners retrospective 3 34 135 169 232 |48.286 .000 | -6.119
. current 8 2.48 1.35 1.34
12.Knowing students retrospective 10 297 128 166 174 136.125 .000 | -5.461
13.Providing effective in- | current 7 2.58 1.3 1.28
struction for all learners | retrospective 7 3.19 1.15 1.72 282 |58.696 000 1 -6.746
o S current 12 2.38 1.28 1.35
14.Maintaining discipline retrospective B 200 127 165 205 |42.667 .000 | -6.767
15.Providing differentiated | current 6 2.6 1.24 1.28
instruction retrospective 6 33 1.07 1.72 274 157.042 000 7.6

(2= .138), teaching reading (n2= .155), student
assessment (2= .164), teaching vocabulary (n2= .168)
and knowing students (2= .174) were also susceptible
to the influence of conditions external to this study.

As shown in the last column of Table 1, post hoc
tests using a Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test also produced
similar to the above-displayed results, showing that
experience reduced the level of challenge perceived by
the given sample of EFL teachers. Thus, the participants
reported feeling less challenged as they gained
experience on all 15 variables, with a strong evidence
obtained for engaging all learners with the instructional
material (z=-8.311), differentiating instruction (z=-7,6),
teaching listening (z=-7.358), teaching grammar (z=-
6.905), teaching writing (z=-6.895), assessment (z=-
6.954) and planning for instruction (z=-6.885). In other
words, as teachers matured professionally, the challenges
associated with these language teaching tasks decreased
significantly, suggesting that teachers approach the above
tasks with more confidence in their coping capabilities.

Inaddition, it was of interest what aspects of language
instruction EFL teachers found most challenging as
they embarked on the teaching career and to compare
these findings with currently held views. As displayed
in Table 1, in retrospect, teachers were most challenged
by teaching speaking (M=3.76), engaging all learners

(M=3.45), learner motivation (M=3.40), teaching writing
(M=3.38), teaching listening (M=3.33), differentiating
instruction (M=3.30), providing effective instruction
for all learners (M=3.19), learner assessment (M=3.02),
planning and managing instruction (M=3.00). However,
a comparative analysis of means on retrospective and
current views shows minor discrepancies. Although
teaching speaking persisted as the most challenging
task, learner motivation shifted to the third place in
the list, and so did the responses about engaging all
learners with the instructional material (from 2nd to
5th place). Meanwhile, teaching writing and listening
have shifted to the 3rd and 4th places in the ranks of
challenges. The respondents also reported differences in
the challenge rates related to engaging all learners and
planning for instruction, which were initially considered
more complicated than at the given moment. It can be
inferred that many language teaching aspects continue to
be perceived as challenging despite a period of exposure
to professional activity.

Discussion. This study addressed current and
retrospective perceptions of challenges by EFL teachers.
The quantitative data were collected by means of a
questionnaire and processed through Friedman’s ANOVA
of SPSS. The results of the present study indicate that
experience is a causal factor accounting for the decrease
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in the perceived rate of challenge associated with tasks
of FL teaching. The participants unequivocally reported
feeling less challenged by all aspects of language
teaching included in the study’s instrument following
a period spent in the profession. This result was partly
corroborated in earlier research, which investigated the
impact of experience on language teacher cognitions
and teaching effectiveness [20; 21; 22]. In particular, it
also showcased the impact of the length of experience on
language teachers’ professional mindset and perceived
competence [18; 23].

However, the present study has additionally
documented that the most substantial transformations
in the teachers’ perceptions occurred in relation to such
tasks as student engagement with instructional material,
ability to provide effective instruction for all learners,
and personalizing teaching. Strong evidence for
transformations was also evinced for teaching grammar,
listening, and instructional planning, indicating that
the respondents attributed their heightened coping
capabilities to the experience gained due to engagement
with these tasks. Conversely, teaching experience
was reported to play a less significant role in the case
of teaching speaking, teaching vocabulary, teaching
reading, learner assessment, motivation, and knowing
students. It could indicate that the participants attributed
the rate of challenge on these tasks to other linguistics
and psychological aspects of instructed language
acquisition.

A comparative within-subjects data analysis
revealed that only slight changes occurred in the ranks of
perceptions of challenges held by EFL teachers initially
and after a period of engagement with language teaching.
With minor exceptions, the rank order remained similar
on most teaching tasks. Thus, the participants asserted
that teaching speaking and learner motivation remained
the most challenging tasks despite experience, which
accords with previous research. Notably, a large-scale
study by Copland et al. involving 4456 language teachers
established that teaching speaking and learner motivation
were the principal language teaching challenges [24].
Furthermore, teaching writing and listening were
considered rather challenging, both initially and after a
period spent teaching in the present study. Conversely, the
rank order was somewhat different in the case of learner
engagement with the instructional material, planning,

and managing instruction, which were considered rather
challenging in retrospect and less so with experience.

Limitations. The paper presents the results of a
rather small-scale investigation tackling only a few of
the multiple areas of language teaching which potentially
challenge language teachers. Likewise, due to a small
research sample (n=208) and its limitation to the context
of Ukraine, this study does not claim the generalizability
of its findings. Nevertheless, these findings could be
revealing in highlighting the tasks posing a substantial
challenge to EFL teachers both at the outset of their
career and following years spent in it.

Conclusions. As shown by the results of the
present study, experience is a causal factor contributing
to transformations in the perception of challenges
by EFL teachers. A comparative within-subjects
analysis of current and retrospective perceptions of
challenges captured a statistically significant difference
in all language teaching tasks included in the study’s
instrument, yielding a large effect size. It indicates
that teachers become more confident in their coping
capabilities as they gain experience. Notably, further
analysis of the data provides a window into the areas
deserving more attention in the periods of initial
teacher education, which differ to some extent from
those required by more experienced language teachers.
Specifically, during the induction period, EFL teachers
need more support in such areas as learner engagement
with language material, providing effective instruction
for all learners, personalizing instruction (providing
differentiated and individualized instruction), knowing
students, planning and managing instruction, and learner
assessment. Interestingly, these areas pose less challenge
for language teachers as they mature professionally. By
contrast, teaching speaking, learner motivation, teaching
writing, and listening featured among very challenging
tasks viewed both currently and in retrospect, warranting
additional preparation in these areas in the context of
initial teacher education and professional development
courses. Finally, as suggested by the results, none of
the language teaching areas tackled in the questionnaire
was considered not challenging by teachers even after
years spent in the profession, pivoting the critical role of
lifelong learning. The further prospect of this study could
include an analysis of relationship between language
teachers’ challenges and mistakes they commit.
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3akapriarchbkuii yropchkuid iHcTuTyT iMeHi @epenna Pakomi 11, M. beperose, Ykpaina

TPYJHOIII BUKJIAJTAHHA AHFJIII/ICI)KOI MOBH: IOTOYHI TA PETPOCIIEKTUBHI
HEPHEIII BYNTEJIB

AHoTanis. 3 ooy Ha BU3HA4YalbHY POJIb KOTHITUBHMX IPOLIECIB y JeTepMiHauii npodeciiiHol misuibHOCTI
BYMTEIIIB, HAYKOBE 3aI[IKABJIICHHS CTAHOBUTh BHBYCHHS TpaHC(OpPMAIliil, SKAX 3a3HAIOTH CTABJICHHS BYUTEIIB IO
TPYIHOIIIB, ITOB’A3aHMX i3 BHKJIAJAHHSIM iHO3eMHHX MOB. BinTak MeTOIO CTATTI € aHalli3 MOTOYHHX i PETPOCIIEK-
TUBHUX TEPICIIiN BUUTEISIMHA BUKITHKIB BUKJIAJJaHHS aHIIIHCHKOT MOBH SIK iHO3€MHOI. Y JOCIIPKEHHI 3aCTOCOBAHO
KiJIbKiCHI MeToau 300py i 00poOKM naHMX, a came aucnepciiiHuii ananiz dpigmana Ta Tecty Binkokcona. o no-
ciimpkeHHs Oyno 3amydeHo 208 BUNUTENNIB aHIIIIHCHLKOI MOBH SIK iHO3eMHO1. Ha 0CHOBI KOMTIapaTUBHOTO aHami3y Oyiio
BUSBJICHO CTaTHCTUYHO 3HAYYIIY PI3HUIIO MiXK MOTOYHAMH Ta PETPOCICKTUBHUMHU TEPICIIISIMU BUUTEIIB IO BCIM
3MIHHHM, SIKI YBIHIIIM B IHCTPYMEHT JOCIHIPKEHHS. Byno noBeneHo, o JOCBiA BUKIIAIaHHS MOBHU € 3MIHHOIO, L0
cripusie TpanchopMallii ysSBICHb BUUTENIB PO PiBEHb CKJIATHOCTI podeCciHHUX 3a1ad. 3HAYHI 3MIHH Y BiATIOBIIAX
PEeCIOHICHTIB OyII0 3a(hiKCOBAHO IOJ0 TAKUX 3a71a4, K aKTHBHE 3aJy4YCHHS BCIX YYHIB 10 pOOOTH HaJ HABYAIBHUM
MmarepiajioMm, eeKTHBHE HaBYaHHS BCIX y4HIB, IHAMBIAyasi3auis i audepeHuialis HaByaHHs, IUIaHYBaHHS U ynpas-
JHHS HABYAJIEHUM TpoIriecoM. J[0maTkoBo BCTaHOBJICHO, IO BIUIMB AOCBIAY BHKJIAIAHHS € JACII0 MEHII BiTIyTHUM y
BUMAJIKY 3 TPYJAHOIAMH, OB’ I3aHUMH 3 PO3BUTKOM iHIIIOMOBHOI KOMYHIKaTHBHOI KOMIICTEHTHOCTI yYHIB, MOTHUBAIII1
Y4iHHS, CJIOBHHKOBOTO 3aIlacy, HABMYOK YATAHHSI, OL[IHIOBAHHS 3HAHb YYHIB Ta 3HAHb PO YYHIB. 3TiHO 3 OTPUMAaHU-
MH [aHUMH, HaﬁCKnanHimHMn 3aa4aMy HE3aJIEKHO Bi,Z[ TpI/IBaHOCTi BUKJI/[aLlbKOTO JIOCBITy 3aJIMIIAIOTHCS PO3BH-
TOK IHIIOMOBHOT KOMYHIKaTUBHOT KOMIICTCHTHOCTI YYHIB, HABUYAIbHOI MOTHBAIlii, HABUAHHS IIUChMA U ayIiFOBaHHS. Y
CTaTTi MPEICTABICHO PE3YIBTaTH JOCHTh HEBEIIUKOIO JIOCITIJPKEHHSI, SIKE CTOCY€EThCS JIMILE KiJIbKOX 13 Oararbox cdep
BUKJIAIaHHS MOBH, SIKi IIOTEHIIIITHO BHKJIMKAIOTH IPOOIEMH 3 BHKJIaa4aMy MOBH. Tak caMo, depe3 HeBeIUKy BHOip-
Ky nociimkerns (n=208) Ta il 00MeKeHICTh KOHTEKCTOM YKpaiHu, [Ie TOCIIPKCHHsI HE TIPETCHYE Ha y3araibHEHH
CBOIX BUCHOBKIB. TUM HE MEHIII, I1i BACHOBKH MOXYTh OyTH MTOKA30BHMH JJIsl BUCBITJICHHS 3aB/IaHb, SIKi CTAHOBJISATH
cyTTeBU BUKIUK 1yt BunTelniB EFL sk Ha moyarky iXHbOI Kap’€pH, Tak i B HACTYITHI POKH, TPOBECHI B HiM.

Kuro4doBi ci1oBa: TpyJqHOIII, aHITIHCEKA K 1HO3€MHA MOBA, BUUTEIb, JOCBIJ BUKJIAIaHHsI, TIOTOYHI Ta PETPO-
CICKTHUBHI TIEPIICTIIi.
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