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Abstract

This study primarily aimed to examine the relationship between soft and hard skills and
English-speaking proficiency among college students in Nanchang, China, while exploring the
moderating effects of technology-based resources and motivation. It addresses a significant
gap in English language learning research concerning the interaction among these key
variables. Four research objectives were drawn up to answer four research questions using as
a background a few theories. One aim was to examine the role of technology-based resources
as well as motivation which is believed to enhance the influence of soft and hard skills to
improve the speaking of English. A gquantitative survey design was employed, with 387
students participating. Data collection involved an instrument which was adapted from
various sources. The design involved the initial collection and analysis of quantitative data.
Quantitative data was analysed using SPSS-27. The findings revealed significant positive
correlations between all the variables which were identified. Moreover, the study identified
the moderating role accurately. All the hypotheses were also accepted. By filling a theoretical
gap, this research contributes valuable insights that can guide educational policy and practices
aimed at enhancing language learning outcomes. Furthermore, the study offers practical
implications for educators, suggesting the importance of technology-based resources and
motivation as among the factors which influence the impact of soft skills and hard skills on
improving English speaking among vocational college students in Nanchang, China.
Keywords: Soft Skills, Hard Skills, English-Speaking Proficiency, Technology-Based Resources,
Motivation, College Students
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Introduction

In today’s globalized world, English proficiency has become a vital requirement for academic
success, professional advancement, and international communication (Crystal, 1997). As the
dominant global language, English is essential for college students seeking to participate in
global education and cross-border employment. In response, China has integrated English
instruction into its national curriculum. However, despite this nationwide effort, a significant
gap in English language proficiency persists.

According to the Ministry of Education of China (2025), fewer than 1% of mainland Chinese
citizens possess the ability to engage in basic English conversation. This deficiency is further
reflected in the 2023 EF English Proficiency Index, which ranked China 82nd out of 113
countries globally, with a national score of 464, well below the global average of 502.
Regionally, disparities are stark. While cities like Beijing (514), Shanghai (512), and Hangzhou
(509) fall into the "moderate" proficiency category, others such as Chongqging (479),
Guangzhou (475), and Suzhou (449) are classified as "low" or "very low" in English proficiency.
These differences highlight the ongoing urban—rural divide in access to quality English
education, with rural and underdeveloped regions facing limited resources, underqualified
teachers, and early dropout from language instruction due to financial constraints.
Compounding the issue is the widespread perception that English lacks relevance in daily life,
particularly in non-metropolitan areas. Despite acknowledging the importance of English for
global engagement, many Chinese learners remain disengaged, as their educational
environments emphasize rote memorization over communicative competence. Students
often perform well in reading and writing but struggle to speak fluently due to limited
opportunities for authentic language use and a lack of supportive, interactive learning
settings. These barriers underscore the urgent need for a more practical, skill-integrated
approach to English language instruction in Chinese higher education.

English-speaking proficiency remains a significant challenge for Chinese university students
and is consistently regarded as one of the most difficult language skills to master. A core issue
contributing to this problem is the continued emphasis on rote memorization over the
development of practical language use (Purmama, 2019). Classroom instruction typically
prioritizes grammar drills and written examinations, offering minimal opportunities for real-
life speaking practice. While many students recognize the value of English, especially for
academic and professional advancement, they often lack opportunities to practice speaking
outside the classroom (Ministry of Education of China, 2023). This results in a noticeable
imbalance—students may perform well in reading and writing but struggle significantly with
oral communication.

Contributing factors include shyness, real-time processing difficulties, and a lack of interactive
environments or speaking partners. Studies by Peng (2014), Zhang (2022), and He (2013)
highlight recurring obstacles to oral proficiency such as anxiety, timidity, limited cultural
awareness, and foreign language speaking apprehension. These challenges are common
across both English and non-English majors and contribute to a cycle of disengagement in
which students gradually lose motivation due to the absence of meaningful language use.
Moreover, Zhang (2022) emphasized the influence of verbal and non-verbal barriers, while
He (2013) underscored the long-term impact of speaking anxiety on learners’ oral proficiency.
Even students who reach moderate fluency levels often experience regression when they lack
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practical outlets for sustained use. This persistent gap between receptive and productive
language skills illustrates an urgent need for a comprehensive, skills-integrated, and
motivation-driven approach to English language education in Chinese universities—one that
addresses both the cognitive and affective barriers to spoken language development.

On the other hand, the problems faced by the students in speaking English as a foreign
language are the linguistics aspect such as lack of vocabulary, grammatical error and poor
pronunciation and psychological aspect, such as lack of self- confidence, shyness, fear of
making mistakes and being laughed at, anxiety, the interference of mother tongue language
and lack of motivation to learn. Many English language learners in China find grammar
complex and extremely difficult to learn. According to the British Council (2023 - 2025), China
has experienced a steady decline in English language proficiency over recent years. The
country’s ranking on the English Proficiency Index fell from 38th in 2020 to 49th in 2021, and
further dropped to 62nd in 2022, marking a shift from "moderate" to "low proficiency." By
2024, China remained in the "low proficiency" category but had fallen to 82nd place out of
111 countries—reflecting a troubling downward trend in national English language
competence. Several factors have contributed to this decline. The COVID-19 pandemic
disrupted English language learning and reduced opportunities for meaningful practice. In
addition, the implementation of China's "double reduction" policy in 2022, which aimed to
ease academic pressure by limiting after-school tutoring, further restricted access to
supplementary English instruction. Compounding the issue is a growing perception that
English proficiency holds decreasing value in China. This is evident in ongoing debates about
reducing the prominence of English in the national curriculum, as well as in the relaxation of
English language requirements for university admissions and course completion. Collectively,
these developments point to a diminishing emphasis on English education in China, with
potential long-term implications for students' global competitiveness.

Soft skills including communication strategies, empathy, and adaptability—are critical to
authentic spoken interaction, yet they receive scant attention in China’s largely exam-driven
classrooms. Without training in turn-taking, active listening, and cultural sensitivity, students
struggle to negotiate meaning in conversation or to employ pragmatic language functions,
further stalling their oral development. Hard skills the foundational elements of grammar,
vocabulary, and pronunciation—are regularly drilled but in isolation. This segmented focus
often fails to translate into fluent speech, because students can recite rules or definitions
without integrating them dynamically in conversation. The resulting disconnect between
declarative knowledge and procedural speaking ability leaves learners unable to bridge theory
and practice.

Recent studies suggest that technology-based resources can provide simulated
communicative environments—through language-learning apps, online speaking workshops,
and virtual exchange platforms—that foster both soft-skill practice (negotiation, turn-taking)
and hard-skill reinforcement (pronunciation feedback, interactive drills). According to
Shuoyan (2021) and Tian (2020) later highlighted the potential of network technology in
improving English language learning, with Shuoyan specifically proposing an education
platform based on network technology. Nguyen (2022) indicted that the use of technology
can significantly impact the teaching and learning of speaking skills in English as a foreign
language. These studies collectively suggest that technology-based resources can play a
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moderating role in the influence of soft and hard skill on English-speaking proficiency among
college students in Nanchang, China. Motivation—shaped by classroom atmosphere,
instructor support, parental encouragement, and individual goals—consistently drives
students’ persistence in speaking tasks and their pursuit of extra practice (Soriano, 2021). Key
motivational factors include a positive learning environment, enjoyment of the learning
process, and intrinsic and extrinsic desires to master English. Ahmad (2021) underscores the
need for heightened learner motivation to foster oral competence, while Lee (2011)
demonstrates that genuine interest in the language significantly enhances speaking
proficiency. Further confirm a strong, positive correlation between speaking ability and
motivational intensity. Given the pivotal role of motivation in achieving English proficiency—
especially for non-native contexts such as Chinese universities—its precise relationship with
oral skills warrants deeper investigation. Accordingly, the present study explores how
motivational factors, alongside technology-based resources, mediate the influence of both
soft and hard skills on English-speaking proficiency among college students in Nanchang,
China.

Together, technology and motivation may mediate the relationship between students’ soft

and hard speaking skills and their overall oral proficiency. The present study therefore

examines how technology-based resources and motivational factors interact with both soft

skills  (communication, empathy, flexibility) and hard skills (grammar, vocabulary,

pronunciation) to influence English-speaking proficiency among college students in

Nanchang, China.

Below are the Research Questions:

1) What is the level of speaking skills among college students in Nanchang, China, according
to China's Standards of English Language Ability?

2) What s the relationship between soft skills (communication, empathy, and flexibility) and
English-speaking proficiency among college students in Nanchang, China?

3) What is the relationship between hard skills (grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation)
and English-speaking proficiency among college students in Nanchang, China?

4) Do technology-based resources and motivation moderate the relationship between soft
and hard skills and English-speaking proficiency among college students in Nanchang,
China?

Literature Review

Recognising the persistent gap in English speaking proficiency, the Chinese
government has intensified efforts to enhance English education, with a particular focus on
oral skills. Over the past two decades, policy initiatives such as the Standards of English
Language Ability and revisions to the National English Curriculum have shifted the emphasis
from rote memorisation and grammar-translation methods toward communicative language
teaching (CLT), task-based learning, and learner-centred approaches (Sang, 2023). These
reforms aim to develop communicative competence, including listening, speaking, reading,
and writing, prioritising real-world applicability over mere grammatical accuracy. Classroom
practices now commonly incorporate pair and group discussions, role-plays, debates, and
presentations to provide learners with structured opportunities to practice speaking in
meaningful contexts.
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Teacher-training programmes have been comprehensively restructured to support China’s
shift toward communicative and learner-centred English instruction. Both in-service and pre-
service development initiatives now prioritise enhancing instructors’ oral proficiency,
intercultural competence, and pedagogical skills for facilitating interactive and collaborative
classroom activities (Li & Chen, 2021). These programmes increasingly emphasise reflective
teaching practices, classroom observation, and peer feedback to ensure that teachers can
effectively implement communicative language teaching (CLT) and task-based learning
approaches. In addition, professional development is progressively incorporating modern
technologies to create more dynamic and immersive learning experiences. Computer-assisted
language learning (CALL) platforms, online speaking forums, and mobile applications now
allow students to practise English in semi-immersive or authentic virtual environments, often
with immediate feedback and performance tracking. Some initiatives even integrate Al-
powered speaking tutors, virtual role-play simulations, and gamified speaking exercises to
reduce anxiety and promote sustained oral practice. By combining targeted teacher
development with technology-enhanced learning tools, these reforms aim to expand
instructional capacity, increase opportunities for meaningful communication, and ultimately
improve students’ speaking proficiency in both classroom and real-world contexts.

Pilot projects in various provinces have further introduced innovative approaches, such as
bilingual immersion programs, collaborative school-enterprise partnerships, and English
corners that encourage spontaneous conversation. These initiatives aim to reduce speaking
anxiety, increase exposure to native and fluent speakers, and foster a positive affective
environment conducive to oral practice (Wang & Zhang, 2022). Despite these efforts,
challenges persist. Large class sizes, uneven teacher qualifications, and limited access to
authentic English-speaking contexts outside the classroom continue to constrain students'
oral proficiency development (Amoah & Yeboah, n.d.; PubMed, 2024).

Collectively, these reforms represent a comprehensive, long-term strategy aimed at aligning
China’s English education outcomes with international benchmarks and global standards. By
systematically integrating policy reform, curriculum innovation, teacher professional
development, and technology-supported learning, the initiatives not only target the
improvement of students’ linguistic competence but also seek to cultivate broader
communicative and socio-cultural skills. Specifically, the reforms aim to enhance learners’
confidence in using English in authentic settings, develop intercultural awareness necessary
for global interaction, and strengthen the ability to engage effectively across academic,
professional, and cultural contexts. In doing so, China positions its students to participate
more competently and competitively in international education programs, cross-border
professional opportunities, and multicultural exchanges, bridging the gap between domestic
English instruction and global communicative demands.
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Theoretical Framework

CONSTRUCTIVIST THEORY

ENGLISH LANGUAGE

LEARNING '\

COMMUNICATIVE
TEACHING THEORY

SELF DETERMINATION
THEORY

EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING
THEORY

Experiential learning theory and constructivist theory are very closely related. In fact,
experiential learning is often looked at as a specific application of constructivist principles.
Both of these theories place great emphasize on the fact that learning is an active process.
Individual learners construct their own understanding of what they learn through their
experience. This means that while learning, the students are not receiving information
passively. As stated by Davied Kolb, experiential learning focuses on learning through what
they experienced directly. This is followed by their reflection on the experience. Both these
theories suggested that the learners are not and will nut be empty vessels to be filled with
knowledge and skill.

On the other hand, they are active participants who build their understanding of that they
have learned based on their interaction with the environment. Besides that, both the theories
are based on the fact that experience is central to learning. Experiential learning theory place
importance on direct experience. Meanwhile, constructivism postulated that all learning by
students is based on their previous experiences and also on how these students interpret
their experience. Both these theories also place importance on reflection as a key component.
From David Kolb’s explanation, he said experiential learning theory includes reflective
observation as a stage in the learning cycle. On the other hand, constructivist theory place
importance on reflecting on the experience so that the students can understand the whole
learning process. As a conclusion here, experiential learning can be taken as a practical
framework for carrying out constructivist learning principles, especially in cases where direct
experience and reflection are important to learning (Mughal and Zafar, 2024). This is
especially useful in the learning of English language speaking.
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Conceptual Framework
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Figure 2: Conceptual Framework

Methodology

The methodology for this study follows a structured and rigorous quantitative framework. A
deductive research approach was selected, beginning with established theories and
hypotheses related to English-speaking proficiency and testing them using empirical data. This
approach ensures a systematic evaluation of the influence of soft and hard skills on students’
English performance, allowing for theory validation and prediction. A correlational research
design was employed to examine natural relationships among variables—soft skills, hard
skills, English proficiency, technology-based resources, and motivation—without
manipulation. Statistical methods such as correlations and regressions were used to identify
both direct and moderated effects, providing evidence-based insights for educational
practices.

The study population consisted of college students in Nanchang, China, with the Nanchang
Institute of Science and Technology chosen as the focal point. From a total population of
28,900 students across eight faculties, a sample size of 400 was determined using Krejcie and
Morgan’s formula and stratified random sampling to ensure proportional representation. The
selection criteria included students in their 2nd and 3rd years, particularly those in tourism,
nursing, and medical programs, given their high reliance on English proficiency for
professional success. Stratified sampling improved representativeness, minimized bias, and
ensured statistical validity across subgroups.

For data collection, a structured questionnaire was developed consisting of 67 items divided
into demographics, hard skills, soft skills, English-speaking proficiency, technology-based
resources, and motivation, measured on a 5-point Likert scale. A pilot study with 50 students
established the instrument’s validity and reliability, with Cronbach’s Alpha values above 0.9
for all constructs, confirming internal consistency. Data screening procedures ensured
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normality, removal of outliers, and accuracy before full analysis. The analysis used SPSS 28.0,
applying descriptive statistics, correlation, multiple regression, and confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) to validate constructs and test hypotheses. This comprehensive methodology
ensured reliability, ethical rigor, and robust findings aligned with the study objectives.

Results

The structural equation modeling has been taken into consideration for performing the main
analysis in order to test the different research hypothesis and also indicating the relationship
between different exogenous construct and the endogenous construct. The relationships that
are depicted could be either direct or indirect. The structural model has been performed in
this research study for the purpose of testing the model fit and the individual parts as well as

for describing the coefficient of determination.
Eu';.

Hardskills

e

©

Proficiency

Maotivation

- Softskills

Figure 3: Structural Model

With a specific end goal to accomplish this target, the squared various connections (R2) for
every one of them were developed and each beta incentive for each auxiliary way was alluded
nearly. A p-value greater than 0.05 is considered "not significant" and means that the null
hypothesis is not rejected. This indicates that there is not a statistically significant deviation
from the null hypothesis. To test H2 and H3, regression analysis is employed.

There is a positive relationship between soft skills (communication, empathy, and flexibility)
and improving English-speaking proficiency of college students in Nanchang, China.

Refer to Table 4.11, soft skills to English-speaking Proficiency, Beta value 0.431, S.E. value
0.097, C.R. value 4.431, and P value 0.004 which is less than 0.05. Hypothesis 2 is “There is a
positive relationship between soft skills (communication, empathy, and flexibility) and
improving English-speaking proficiency of college students in Nanchang, China”. From the
analysis of the data, the hypothesis is supported. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is accepted.
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There is a positive relationship between hard skills (grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation)
and improving English-speaking proficiency of college students in Nanchang, China.

Inthe Table 4.11, hard skills to English-speaking Proficiency, Beta value 0.029, S.E. value 0.066,
C.R. value 0.447, and P value 0.035 (less than 0.05) which is considered "significant". As a
result, after analysing the data, Hypothesis 3 “There is a positive relationship between hard
skills (grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation) and improving English-speaking proficiency
of college students in Nanchang, China”, is supported. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is accepted.
Regression weights

Beta S.E. C.R. P-Value
Hard skills -------- » Proficiency .029 .066 447 .035 Supported
Soft skills  -------- » Proficiency 431 .097 4431 .004 Supported

These results confirm that both soft and hard skills are positively associated with English-
speaking proficiency, with soft skills showing a stronger predictive value. This has significant
implications for curriculum design, emphasizing the need to integrate interpersonal and
cognitive skill development alongside technical language instruction.

Discussion, Limitations, Implications and Recommendations

Khasinah (2014) said that educators who make up teachers and lecturers have been diligently
trying to find ways to combat the challenging problems related to the improvement of the
standard of the English language among Chinese students at all levels in general. Of particular
seriousness is the problems faced when the Chinese students attempt to speak in the English
language. This may be due to the inadequate classroom teaching and learning skills, limited
daily use and practice of the English language, lack of interest in enhancing teaching
capabilities, and an inability to be flexible when the teachers and lecturers are applying the
teaching techniques, strategies and approaches during their interaction with the students
(Gang Zhang and Hui Lu, 2024). This is just to name a few of the problems which were
obtained from the numerous literature reviews. Due to these, English language teachers
therefore face challenges when teaching the English language particularly when they attempt
to get the students to speak (Budiman, 2023). Therefore, the objective of this study is to
examine and discuss and find answers to the various objectives put forth in Chapter 1. It is
also aimed to discuss the status of the assumptions made. The ultimate aim of this research
activity is to provide a platform and basis so that further action can be taken to improve the
speaking of the English language among Chinese students, particularly those in colleges and
institutes of higher learning in China.

This study set out to investigate the influence of soft skills (communication, empathy, and
flexibility) and hard skills (grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation) on the English language
speaking proficiency of college students in Nanchang, China. Additionally, it explored how
technology-based resources and motivation moderated these relationships. Drawing data
from 384 students across eight faculties within a selected college, the study used a validated
and reliable questionnaire comprising 65 items. The findings from the data analysis,
conducted using SEM-PLS, confirmed that both soft and hard skills significantly contribute to
enhancing English-speaking proficiency. Furthermore, the moderating roles of technology-
based resources and motivation were found to strengthen these relationships.
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The study contributes to both theoretical and practical domains by proposing a pedagogical
model for language instruction that integrates experiential learning theory, constructivist
pedagogy, and 21st-century digital tools. The recommendation to develop a Classroom
Teaching and Learning Skills Module serves as a tangible output of the research. This module
is designed to support beginning and pre-service teachers as well as in-service educators by
equipping them with essential teaching competencies, particularly in the area of speaking
skills. The blended and hybrid teaching models advocated in this research present a flexible,
personalized, and interactive framework for English language education. These approaches
leverage technology to enhance learner engagement, autonomy, and communication
effectiveness both in and out of the classroom. The integration of experiential learning cycles
into the module ensures that learners not only acquire theoretical knowledge but also
develop practical teaching and language skills through hands-on experience and reflective
practice.
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