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ABSTRACT
The growing shift toward digital learning environments has transformed the landscape of English language education, particularly in private tutoring contexts. Despite the widespread adoption of online platforms such as Zoom and Google Meet, limited attention has been given to the specific challenges encountered by English tutors when teaching speaking skills to young learners at the elementary school level. This study aims to explore the challenges faced by English tutors in delivering speaking instruction through online  tutoring sessions. Employing a qualitative descriptive approach, this study involved English tutors who regularly teach speaking to elementary school students via Zoom or Google Meet. Data were collected through in-depth interviews and classroom observations, then analyzed using thematic analysis. The findings reveal several key challenges, including technical constraints such as unstable internet connections, difficulties in eliciting verbal responses from young learners, limited student attention span in virtual settings, and the absence of physical classroom cues that normally support interaction. The study also identifies the coping strategies tutors employ to sustain student engagement and maintain the quality of speaking practice in digital environments. These findings contribute to the growing body of literature on technology-mediated language teaching and offer practical implications for tutors, curriculum designers, and policymakers in the field of English language education.
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INTRODUCTION 
Over the past twenty years, digital technology has changed many parts of life, including education. In language learning, internet-based tools now let students and teachers connect across distances and different settings. Video conferencing platforms like Zoom and Google Meet are now common in both schools and private tutoring. Their convenience and flexibility have led to a rise in online private tutoring, especially for English language instruction (E. Studies, 2025).
The move to digital learning sped up during the COVID-19 pandemic, which forced schools everywhere to switch quickly from in-person to remote learning. In Indonesia and elsewhere, private English tutoring, which used to happen at homes or centers, shifted online almost immediately. Both tutors and students had to adjust to new ways of interacting, often without enough training or support. Even though many have returned to face-to-face sessions since the pandemic, online private English tutoring is still common because both tutors and students find virtual sessions convenient and practical (Jatmika et al., 2024)
Of the four language skills—listening, speaking, reading, and writing—speaking is often seen as the most complex and difficult to teach and learn, especially in a foreign language (Gegprifti, 2026). Speaking requires not just knowing sounds, words, and grammar, but also being able to interact in real time, take turns, respond to others, and keep up fluency while getting immediate feedback. Because of these demands, speaking lessons need to be interactive and support real, meaningful communication (Talqinida, 2025).
In face-to-face lessons, tutors have many tools to help teach speaking. They can move around and use their presence to build rapport and encourage students. Gestures, facial expressions, and eye contact help model pronunciation and give non-verbal feedback. Tutors can also use props and real objects to make speaking tasks more meaningful, and they can respond right away to students’ comments or mistakes. Being in the same room helps create a natural environment for the kind of communication needed for speaking development (Darong, n.d.).
In online tutoring environments, however, many of these resources are unavailable or significantly compromised. The tutor and student are separated by screens, and communication is mediated through cameras, microphones, and internet connections that are inherently imperfect. Physical closeness is replaced by digital distance, and gestures or movement are limited by what the camera shows. Technical problems like audio delays or video lag often interrupt the flow of conversation (Labrie et al., 2022). These challenges change how speaking is taught online and create new difficulties for tutors. Young learners typically have shorter attention spans, developing self-regulation skills, a strong need for social interaction and emotional security, and a preference for learning through play, movement, and hands-on activities. These characteristics are well suited to face-to-face learning environments that provide rich sensory experiences, dynamic social interaction, and flexible use of space and materials. In online tutoring, however, recreating these conditions requires considerable creativity and effort from tutors, and many features of effective young learner instruction cannot be fully replicated in a virtual setting (Malang, 2023).
Even though there is more research on online language learning, not much has looked at online private tutoring for young learners. Most studies focus on formal settings like schools or language institutes, not on the one-on-one or small group lessons common in private tutoring. Also, most research is about adults or teenagers, with few studies on tutors working with young children in elementary school. This is an important gap, since private tutoring is becoming a bigger part of English education in many Asian countries, including Indonesia, where more people want personalized English lessons (E. T. Studies, n.d.)
This study aims to fill that gap by looking closely at the challenges an English tutor faces when teaching speaking online to an elementary school student. It focuses on two main questions: (1) What challenges does an English tutor face when teaching speaking to an elementary student online using Zoom and Google Meet? and (2) What strategies does the tutor use to handle these challenges? By exploring these questions with a qualitative approach, the study hopes to give a detailed picture of what online speaking instruction is really like for young learners, and what this means for tutors, teacher training, and curriculum design.
The Importance of Speaking in English Language Learning
Speaking is a key part of being able to communicate in a second or foreign language. Since the 1980s, communicative language teaching has focused on helping learners use the language for real communication, with speaking as a main goal (Conference & Elmar, 2026). In Indonesia, where English is a foreign language, being able to speak English well is seen as a sign of proficiency and is valued in school, work, and social life (Malik et al., 2022)
Thornbury (2005) points out that spoken language has two main parts: fluency, which is speaking smoothly without too much hesitation, and accuracy, which is using correct grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation. Both are important, but for young elementary students, fluency and confidence are usually more important than accuracy at first. So, speaking lessons for young learners should give them chances to communicate in meaningful, low-pressure ways instead of just practicing grammar.
Ur (2012) lists several features of real-life speaking that good lessons should try to copy: being spontaneous, interacting with a real person, having a reason to communicate, and using language in real time. This means that interactive, task-based activities like role-plays, information-gap tasks, storytelling, and group problem-solving are important. In online tutoring, teachers need to adapt these activities to fit the online setting.
Young Learners and Language Learning
Young learners, usually ages five to twelve, have unique traits that affect how they learn languages and how lessons should be designed. Cameron (2001) says young learners are active and learn best through hands-on activities, social interaction, and using language in real situations. Unlike adults, who use strategies and grammar rules, young children mostly learn by doing and through experience. They learn language best when activities are fun, relevant, and connected to their daily lives.
Harmer (2007) highlights that motivation and emotions are very important for young children learning a language. They learn best when they feel safe, supported, and are having fun. Young learners can quickly lose confidence if they fail, feel embarrassed, or get bored, but they do well when they get encouragement, variety, and quick positive feedback (Li & Zhou, 2023). For speaking lessons, it is especially important to create a low-stress, safe environment, because children who feel anxious or judged are less likely to try speaking (Li & Zhou, 2023).
In online tutoring, it is harder to keep a positive and supportive atmosphere. The distance, fewer non-verbal cues, and possible technical problems can make young learners feel anxious or frustrated. Tutors need to put in extra effort online to build and keep the warm, encouraging relationship that helps young children learn to speak.
Online Language Teaching: Affordances and Challenges
The literature on online language teaching identifies a range of affordances that digital platforms offer for language learning. Hrastinski (2008) distinguishes between synchResearch on online language teaching points out several benefits of digital platforms. Hrastinski (2008) explains that synchronous online learning, where people interact in real time, is different from asynchronous learning, where responses are delayed. Platforms like Zoom and Google Meet are good for speaking lessons because they allow real-time, face-to-face interaction, making them more like in-person tutoring than asynchronous tools. They also have features like screen sharing, chat, virtual whiteboards, and breakout rooms that help with interactive speaking activities (Shamsipour & Cardoso, 2025). Hampel and Stickler (2005) conducted a foundational study of online language tutors and identified a hierarchy of skills required for effective online teaching, ranging from basic technical competence to the ability to create and sustain a sense of community and enable learner autonomy. Their research highlighted the significant learning curve tutors face when transitioning from face-to-face to online instruction, as well as the importance of developing new pedagogical strategies responsive to the affordances and constraints of the online environment (Nguyen et al., 2024).
Sun (2009) examined the use of voice blogs for speaking practice in an online context and found that while digital tools can provide valuable opportunities for speaking practice, technical difficulties and students' unfamiliarity with the tools frequently undermined the effectiveness of online speakSun (2009) studied the use of voice blogs for online speaking practice and found that, although digital tools offer good opportunities, technical problems and students not knowing how to use the tools often made online speaking activities less effective. Lam and Lawrence (2002) also found that using technology in language teaching needs major changes in teaching methods and cannot just copy what is done in face-to-face lessons (Online, 2025). of the home environment, makes it particularly difficult to sustain engagement and participation in virtual lessons (Weinmann et al., 2024). Tutors working with young learners online must therefore invest significant effort in designing activities that are sufficiently engaging and varied to hold children's attention, while also being technically simple enough to implement within the constraints of the online platform.

METHODS 
This study employed a qualitative descriptive research design, which is appropriate for exploring and describing phenomena in their natural context without manipulating or controlling variables (Ng, 2022). Qualitative research is particularlyThis study used a qualitative descriptive research design, which is good for exploring and describing things as they naturally happen without changing any variables (Furidha & Sidoarjo, 2023). Qualitative research fits this study because it helps the researcher understand the challenges and experiences of participants in detail, especially in the context of online private English tutoring. Using a descriptive approach means the findings show what really happened, based on the participant’s experience, without forcing the data into set theories or categories.llection. Tutor A holds a bachelor's degree in English education and has been working as a private English tutor for approximately two years, with the past eight months conducted entirely online via Zoom and Google Meet. Her student is a 9-year-old girl in fourth grade, and their sessions focus primarily on developing her speaking and conversational English skills.
The participant was selected through purposive sampling, a non-probability sampling technique in which participants are chosen based on specific criterThe participant was chosen using purposive sampling, which means picking someone based on specific criteria related to the research questions (Magnone & Yezierski, 2024). The criteria were: the tutor is actively teaching speaking online in private sessions, the student is in elementary school, the lessons are on Zoom or Google Meet, and the tutor has at least three months of online English tutoring experience. Tutor A met all these requirements and agreed to take part in the study.list.
The semi-structured interview guide consisted of ten open-ended questions organized around three main themes: (1) general experiences of online speaking instruction, (2) specific challenges encountered during online tutoring sessiThe semi-structured interview guide had ten open-ended questions on three main topics: general experiences with online speaking instruction, specific challenges during online tutoring, and strategies used to handle those challenges. Open-ended questions let the participant share her thoughts in her own words. The semi-structured format also allowed the researcher to ask follow-up questions for more detail when needed.eir frequency; (2) the nature and quality of tutor-student verbal interaction; (3) the types of speaking activities used and their apparent effectiveness; (4) instances of student disengagement or distraction; and (5) the physical and environmental context visible through the student's camera. Non-participant observation was chosen to minimize the influence of the researcher's presence on the natural flow of the tutoring sessions, thereby enhancing the trustworthiness of the observational data.
Procedures
Data was collected over four weeks. In the first two weeks, the researcher watched two online tutoring sessions with Tutor A on Zoom, each lasting about 45 to 60 minutes. Both Tutor A and the student’s parent gave consent for the observation. The researcher took notes using the observation checklist and did not take part in or interrupt the lessons.
In the third week, an individual in-depth interview was conducted with Tutor A via Zoom, lasting approximately 40 minutes. The interview was audio-recorded with Tutor A's informed consent and subsequently transcribed verbatim. The interview was conducted in English, as this was Tutor A's preferrIn the third week, the researcher held a one-on-one interview with Tutor A on Zoom, which lasted about 40 minutes. With Tutor A’s consent, the interview was recorded and then transcribed word for word. The interview was in English, as Tutor A preferred. The researcher used the interview guide but also asked follow-up questions based on earlier classroom observations.ided several additional examples and elaborations that enriched the final analysis.
Data Analysis
The data from the interview and classroom observations were analyzed using thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework. Thematic analysis is a flexible method for finding and reporting patterns or themes in qualitative data, and it is commonly used in educational research because it works well with complex data (En Kritisk Diskusjon Av ‘ Tematisk Analyse Etter Braun Og Clarke ( 2006 )’ i Naturfagdidaktiske Studier, 2024).
The six phases of the analysis were as follows. In Phase 1, familiarization with the data, the researcher read and The analysis had six phases. First, the researcher got familiar with the data by reading the interview transcript and notes several times. Second, she created initial codes by finding key points related to the research questions. Third, she grouped these codes into broader themes that showed patterns in the data. Fourth, she reviewed the themes to make sure they matched the data. Fifth, she defined and named each theme clearly. Sixth, she wrote the analysis and chose examples from the data to show each theme.om the interview and the classroom observations. Member checking, as described above, was also used to verify the accuracy of the researcher's interpretations. The researcher maintained a reflexivity journal throughout data collection and analysis, recording her assumptions, decisions, and reflections to enhance the transparency and trustworthiness of the research (Dahal, n.d.).	
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