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                                                     Abstract 

Evaluating the oral abilities of foreign language learners through online assessments attitudes 

a significant challenge for both teachers and students. Conducting skill evaluations in person, 

through direct interaction between the examiner and the learner, enables more authentic 

communication. However, shifting to a digital format and incorporating technological tools 

may cause discomfort among students and take away the friendly atmosphere of the 

assessment.This study aimed to investigate the impact of online assessment on the speaking 

complexity, accuracy, and fluency of intermediate English as a foreign language (EFL) 

learners. Initially, 50 learners took the Oxford Placement Test, with only 44 scoring between 

50 and 60, placing them at level B1. These students were then divided into an experimental 

group and a control group. The Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC) was 

administered as a pretest and posttest for both groups, alongside a speaking pretest to assess 

complexity, accuracy, and fluency (CAF) scores. The experimental group underwent online 

assessment (OA) via the Adobe Connect platform, while the control group engaged in book 

exercises without any specific treatment. Following the intervention, both groups took a 

speaking posttest (TOEIC). Data analysis involved Pearson Correlation Coefficient, kurtosis, 

skewness, descriptive statistics, and sample t-tests. The findings revealed that online 

assessment significantly improved participants' speaking accuracy and fluency, although it did 

not have a significant impact on speaking complexity. 

Keywords:  Accuracy, Complexity, Fluency, Online assessment          
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1. Introduction  

Internet technologies have become part of professional, academic, individual, and commercial life. 

Students consider that using collaborative technologies helps them grow learning productivity, 

apply a suitable method to learning, and enhance their understanding of course content (Kember 

et al., 2010). Quarto et al. (2018) mentioned that online education is developing in various ways 

worldwide due to the emergence of new technologies, the global spread of the Internet,and the 

increasing need for  human resources to  recive regular training for improvement.  Online 

assessment tools offer a convenient way for students to practice and demonstrate their speaking 

skills in a simulated environment, preparing them for real-world communication situations 

(Luoma, 2004). 

      In the field of English language education, the utilization of technology in assessment practices 

has significantly transformed the evaluation of students' speaking skills (Brown, 2014). With the 

advent of online assessment tools, educators are exploring the impact of these digital platforms on 

the development of speaking complexity, accuracy, and fluency in English as a foreign language 

(EFL) contexts (Chapelle, 2016). Luoma (2004) stated  that online assessment on students' 

linguistic abilities, focusing on how these innovative tools can enhance the teaching and learning 

of spoken English. The integration of online speaking assessments allows educators to provide 

more immediate and personalized feedback to students, facilitating targeted language development 

(Fulcher, 2014). technology-enhanced speaking assessments can increase student engagement and 

motivation, leading to improved language proficiency outcomes (Chapelle, 2003). Shohamy( 

2001) belived that  as educators navigate the complexities of incorporating technology into 

language assessment practices, collaboration between researchers, practitioners, and technology 

developers is essential to ensure the effectiveness and validity of online speaking assessments . 

2. Literature review  

2.1.Online assessment 

In recent years, the integration of technology into language assessment practices has gained 

significant attention in the field of English language education. Online speaking assessments, in 

particular, have emerged as a valuable tool for evaluating students' oral proficiency and promoting 

language development. Several studies have highlighted the advantages of incorporating online 

speaking assessments into language education. Fulcher (2014) emphasizes that these assessments 

enable educators to provide immediate and personalized feedback to students, leading to targeted 
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language development. So, this constant feedback supports scaffolding learning which causes 

interaction effectively among students and educators (Ludwig-Hardman & Dunclap, 2003).  

Additionally, technology-enhanced speaking assessments have been shown to increase student 

engagement and motivation, ultimately improving language proficiency outcomes (Chapelle, 

2003). Luoma (2004) notes that online assessment tools offer a convenient way for students to 

practice and demonstrate their speaking skills in a simulated environment, preparing them for real-

world communication situations. 

     According to Maley and Kiss (2018), online assessment is a new technique to evaluate students' 

learning process in a web-based situation or through the Internet. Online assessment should be 

viewed as a system for evaluating students' academic achievement. The teachers should enlarge 

the evaluation measures utilized throughout the educational conveyance of the internet-based 

course to turn it into a thriving online assessment (Robles & Braathen, 2002). Also Baleghizadeh 

and Saeedi (2021) belived that the use of trained teachers who can effectively teach and assess 

students in online classes  positively impacts students’ learning and contributes to their satisfaction 

with the classroom experience. If online assessment methods are not taught to teachers, they 

evaluate learners using the same old methods by which the themselves were assessd(Taghizadeh, 

Mazdayasan and Mahdavirad,2020). According to their research educators lack adequate skills for 

online assessment, and they should be trained in effective methods.this article attempts to utilize 

an approach for online assessment. 

2.2.Speaking CAF  

In today's digital age, the ability to communicate effectively in a foreign language is becoming 

increasingly important . Research has shown that speaking online assessments can provide a more 

authentic and interactive environment for language learners to demonstrate their speaking abilities 

(Bachman & Palmer, 2010). It is assumed that second/foreign language presentation could be 

described by three dimensions of CAF (Ellis, 2008; Larsen-Freeman, 2009). Michel (2017) 

described complexity as the amounts, difficulties, richness, and diversity of the student's 

performance 

     Michel (2017) described complexity as the amounts, difficulties, richness, and diversity of the 

student's performance.In this study, complexity is the average number of clauses per T-unit 

 [
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 n

de
a1

0.
kh

u.
ac

.ir
 o

n 
20

25
-0

5-
11

 ]
 

                             4 / 19

https://ndea10.khu.ac.ir/ijal/article-1-3191-en.html


The effect of online assessment on speaking complexity, accuracy…                                               63 
 

 
 

(Larsen-Freeman, 2006, p. 597). T-unit is an independent clause and clauses attached to or 

embedded in it. 

      Fluency is distinct from a student's speed and amount of speech without dysfluency markers 

such as self-correction, functionless repetitions, and false starts – in "coping with real-time 

processing" (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998, p. 14).In this study, fluency is the average number of 

words in each T-unit (Larsen-Freeman, 2006, p. 597). 

 Accuracy is designated as the rank to which English students' production is created on the 

instruction method of the target language (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005). In this research, accuracy is 

the proportion of error-free T-units (Larsen-Freeman, 2006, p. 597). 

Reviewing the related literature, there have been some studies examining the effects of 

online learning on speaking CAF. Although previous studies have researched the evolution of 

online speaking, they have not assessed the dimensions (CAF) of speaking in an online context. 

So , this research planned to investigate the effects of online assessment on Iranian EFL learners’ 

speaking CAF by formulating the following questions: 

 1. Does the online assessment have any significant effect on the speaking fluency, accuracy 

complexity, of Iranian intermediate EFL learners? 

  

3. Materials and Method   

3.1. Participants and Setting 

The participants of this research were 44 Iranian EFL learners who were chosen from 50 students 

from a private institute. And all of them were at the intermediate level. None of the learners lived 

in an English –Speaking country, and they spoke Persian as their mother tongue. They were 

studying at the institute, located in Iran. In this study, participants were selected based on 

convenient non-random sampling. This research was conducted in 2021, spring, and summer 

semesters. Twenty-two students were in the experimental group 9 of them  were male, 13 were 

female, and 22 students were in the control group, 11 females and 13 males. Their age ranged from 

16 to 20 years old. They were in level B1. 

3.2. Instruments 

         Oxford Placement Test. The Oxford Placement Test (OPT) which comprises 100 questions 

divided into two sections, was administered to assess the uniformity of the students’ proficiency 
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levels (see Appendix 1). This assessment aligns with the Common European Framwork of 

Reference (CEFR) standards, categorizing students who achieved scores between 50-60 as being 

at the B1 level. 

         Pre-Test and Post-Test. The Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC) was 

used as a pre-test and post-test in this research. It is an international standardized test of English 

language proficiency for non-native speakers and it is intentionally designed to measure the 

everyday English skills of people working in an international environment. The test-retest 

reliability of scores of the TOEIC Speaking was reported to be approximately .80, based on the 

data of 16,867 test-takers. 

       Larsen Freeman's Rubric. In the present study, the rubric of Larsen Freeman (2006, p. 295) 

was used to measure speaking complexity, accuracy, and fluency. "Fluency: "Average number of 

words in each T-unit." complexity: "Average number of clauses in each  T-unit." Accuracy: "The 

proportion of error-free T-units." 

3.3.Materials 

        Speak Now Book  3. For this study,  Richards and Bohlke (2012) used the book Speak Now 

three. 

          Pictures. In this research, for measuring CAF, 4 specific pictures were used as a treatment 

for online classes. So, the pictures were selected according to participants’ levels. 

3.4.Procedure  

Initially, 50 Persian language students learning English at the Institute in Mashhad were tested to 

determine their homogeneity. English was their foreign language, and their mother tongue was 

Persian. OPT test consisted of two parts. In the first part, the students answered 50 questions. The 

second part consisted of 50 questions ranging from moderate to complex and ten single-choice 

questions. Only 44 Students received scores between 50 and 60, which put them in level B1. Then 

they were divided into two groups. Both groups had two sessions in a week, one hour and a half 

sessions; the semesters included 14 sessions in 7 weeks. The experimental group was held on an 

online platform,  and the control group class was held in a face-to-face class. At the beginning of 

the semester, a pre-test was administered to both groups. 

The pre-test consisted of several parts. Part one involved reading a text aloud, describing a 

picture, responding to some questions, proposing a solution, and expressing an opinion. In Part 2, 

learners should describe the picture on the screen in as much detail as possible. They had 30 
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seconds to prepare their responses. In Part 3, learners responded to 3 questions immediately 

without preparation. In Part 4, learners answered three questions based on the information 

provided. In Part 5, learners were presented with a problem and asked to propose a solution. In 

Part 6, learners gave their opinions about a specific topic. 

      Students' voices were recorded, and the teacher calculated the pre-test and post-test scores 

based on the speaking complexity, accuracy, and fluency according to the rubric of Larsen 

Freeman (2016, p. 579). The experimental group received treatment every three sessions. The 

treatment given to the experimental group consisted of 4 different photos. These pictures had 

different subjects, and Teacher gave the some words as a clue then  students had to describe them 

and explain the details. If something were left, the teacher asked them some questions. The students 

did not have time to think and describe the pictures. The online class was held on the Adobe 

Connect platform. On days when the assessment was done, the teacher gave specified time to 

students. And students entered the class in turn. And the teacher showed them one of 4 pictures 

randomly, each student talked for about 4 to 5 minutes for a particular picture.  Students received 

feedback as a mark. This treatment was repeated in the third, sixth, ninth, and twelfth sessions. 

      The control group did not receive any treatment. They were 22 students in the class, they 

did not receive any treatment, and they were involved with exercises that were in the book. The 

number and length of the sessions were the same for both groups. And both groups passed the 

"Speak now 3" book. At the end of the semester, the post-test was taken. This test was also used 

as a final exam. In the post-test, the same method was used to record the students' voices, and then 

the teacher calculated their CAF scores. 

Meanwhile, the students' recorded voices were given to two raters to get reliability. One of 

the raters had a Ph.D. in Applied Linguistics. Moreover, the other was M.A in TEFL. They used 

Larsen Freeman's Rubric too, which was applied for this research to score the CAF. All the Tables 

related to the raters' reliability tests are listed. 

3.5. Data Analysis 

    Data were analyzed using SPSS software, version 26. To show inter-rater reliability, 

Pearson Correlation Coefficient was used. For normality of data, Kurtosis and skewness were 

applied. Descriptive statistics and independent samples t-tests were used to answer the research 

questions. For inter-group analysis, independent samples t-test was conducted to compare the 

performance groups in the pre-test and post-test. 
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4.  Results  

Before conducting any analyses of the pretest, and post-test, it was essential to check the normality 

of the distributions. Thus, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test of normality was used to check the 

normality. For the data to be normal Skewness and Kurtosis should be in +2 and -2. The result of 

pre-test normality for the first question showed that skewness is .54 and Kurtosis is -.90. And the 

post-test normality for the first question was Skewness of .54 and Kurtosis  -1.1. Therefore the 

data for the post-test and pretest for the first question was normal. the pretest normality for the 

second question showed that Skewness was  .36, and Kurtosis was .35.and the Skewness for the 

posttest normality was .16 and Kurtosis was -1.6. Therefore the data for the pretest and post-test 

for the second question was normal. The result of pretest normality for the third question showed 

that the Skewness was .39 and Kurtosis was -.11. Also the Skewness for the post-test normality 

was  .27 and Kurtosis was -.31. So, the data of pretest and post-test for the third question was 

normal. 

 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the Proficiency Test                                                    

 N Minimum Maximum Sum Mean Std. Deviation Variance 

Placement test 44 52.00 60.00 2422.00 55.0455 2.24079 5.021 

      

Descriptive statistics were used to define the main features of the data collected from the 

placement.  Table 1 organized the main analysis of data about the placement test. It shows 

information such as mean, standard deviation, and the number of participants. The pretest scores 

were 52 to 60 and the mean scores (M=55.0455) show that 44 students in this research were at the 

intermediate level. Then, 44 participants were randomly distributed into two groups. 22 learners 

were in the experimental group and 22 learners in the control group. 

Tables 2 show the results of the pre-test and post-test of fluency. To check the null hypotheses of 

the study, the independent sample was applied for the first question. 
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Table 2.  Results of the Pre-test and post-test of Speaking Fluency in the Experimental and Control 

Groups   

 

  Group  N     Mean   Std.              

 T               df         MD      sig(two-tailed)                95%CI 

                                                                         Low    upper    

   C.G.pretest            22  89.5455 6.11577    

                                                       

   

 -.359         42        -.636       .722                    4.21740     -2.9446 

 E.G.pretest           22   

 

C.G.posttest          22 

                                                                          

E.G.posttest          22                         

 

 

90.1818 

 

91.1818 

 

136.9545  

 

5.64536       

       

5.81162    

                                                                                                                                  

19.18947 

 

 

 

 10.708         42    -45.77       .000                 -54.399       -37.146       

 

This table shows that the mean score for students in the control group pretest was 89.5, and for 

the experimental group, the pretest was 90.1. The standard deviations in the table show that the 

variation in the data is a bit wider for the control group pretest (SD=6.1) than the experimental 

group pretest (SD=5.6). By looking at Mean scores, it can be indicated that, on average, students 

in the experimental group were better than the students in the control group. The mean difference 

in the pretest was -6363. And the ''t'' value was -.359. The p-value is more than (0.05) so it 

designated that there was no significant difference between the two groups in the pre-test of 

speaking fluency. In other words, the level of participants’ fluency in both groups was equal. The 

outcomes of the post-test of speaking fluency show that the mean score for students in the control 

group post-test was 91.1, and for the experimental group, the post-test was 136.9. As well, the 

standard deviation for the experimental group post-test (SD=19.1) is wider than the control group 

post-test (SD=5.8).  From the mean scores can be identified that students in the experimental group 

achieved better than the students of the control group in overall speaking fluency. The results of 

the independent samples t-test for the experimental and control groups post-test display that the 

mean difference was -45.7 and the ''t'' value was 10.7. The p-value indicated in the "sig (2 tailed) 

is .00 which is less than (0.05) and it showed that there was a significant difference between the 

post-test of both groups. So, the outcomes indicated that using pictures as a treatment for the 

experimental group, had a significant effect on Iranian Intermediate EFL learners' speaking 

fluency. 
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Table 3 shows the results of the pretest and posttest of speaking accuracy in the experimental 

and control groups. To check the null-hypotheses 2, of the study, independent samples were 

applied. 

 

Table 3. Results of the Pre-test and post-test of Speaking Accuracy in the Experimental and Control 

Groups   

 

  Group  N     Mean   Std.              

 T               df     MD      sig(two-tailed)                95%CI 

                                                                         Low    upper    

   C.G.pretest            22  98.1818  6.08383  

                                                       

   

 .914          42       - 1.7727     .366                - 5.6871    -2.1417 

 E.G.pretest           22   

 

C.G.posttest          22 

                                                                          

E.G.posttest          22                         

 

 

99.9545 

 

99.5455 

 

 152.0909 

 

 6.76459      

       

8.49497    

                                                                                                                                  

13.45153 

 

 

 

  15.491       42   -52.545        .000               59.3905       45.700     

 

This table displays that the pretest means score for students in the control groups was 98.1, and 

for the experimental group was 99.9. The standard deviations of the pretest show that the variation 

in the data is a bit wider for the experimental group (SD=6.7) than for the control group (SD=6.0). 

Therefore the results from the independent samples t-test of the pretest indicate that the "t" value 

for is .91which is far away from 0. The p-value, in the "sig (2 tailed) is .36 which is more than 0.05 

and it displayed that, there was no significant difference between the pretest of both groups. In 

other words, the level of participants’ fluency in both groups was equal. The outcomes of the 

speaking accuracy post-test of the groups designate that the mean score for students in the control 

groups was 99.54, and for the experimental group was 152.09. In addition, the standard deviation 

for the experimental group (SD=13.451) is wider than the control group (SD=8.49).  From the 

mean scores can be stated that students in the experimental group achieved better than the students 

of the control group in overall speaking accuracy. To understand the significant differences 

between the performance of the students of the control and experimental group, look at the results 

of the independent samples t-test. It shows the mean difference was -5254. And the ''t'' value was 

15.491. The p-value is less than (0.05) so it indicated that there was a significant difference 

between the post-test of both groups. So, we can determine that the observed difference between 
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the two means was statistically significant. Therefore, the results displayed that online assessment 

had a significant impact on Iranian Intermediate EFL learners' speaking accuracy.                                                       

 

Table 4 shows the results of the pretest and post-test of speaking in the complexity in the 

experimental and control groups. To investigate the null hypotheses for research question 3 of this 

study, independent samples were applied. 

 

Table 4. Results of the Pre-test and Post-test of Speaking Complexity in the Experimental and 

Control Groups   

 

  Group  N     Mean   Std.              

 T               df     MD      sig(two-tailed)                95%CI 

                                                                         Low    upper    

   C.G.pretest            22  100.590   7.0620 

                                                       

   

 -.270          42       -.5909       .789                 -5.0113   3.8294 

 E.G.pretest           22   

 

C.G.posttest          22 

                                                                          

E.G.posttest          22                         

 

 

101.181 

 

101.136 

 

 102.636 

 

 7.46188      

       

6.92336   

                                                                                                                                  

7.75546 

 

 

 

  -.677       42     -1.5000       .502               5.97301      -2.97301     

 

This table displays that the mean score for students in the control group pretest was100.59, and the 

experimental group pretest was 101.18. The standard deviations in the table above show that the 

variation in the data is for the experimental group (SD=7.062) and the control group (SD=7.461). 

The results from the independent samples t-test indicate that the "t" value is -.270 which is far 

away from 0. The p-value, in the "sig (2 tailed) is .789 which is more than 0.05 and it displayed 

that, there was no significant difference between the pretest of both groups. In other words, the 

level of participants’ complexity in both groups was equal. The outcomes of the post-test of 

speaking complexity show that the mean score for students in the control group post-test was 

101.13, and for the experimental group, the post-test was 102.636. Also, the standard deviation for 

the experimental group post-test (SD=7.755) is a bit wider than the control group (SD=6.9233).  

From the mean scores can be stated that students’ performance in the experimental group is a little 

better than the control group in overall speaking complexity. To understand the significant 

differences between the performance of the students of the control and experimental group in the 
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posttest notice the results of the independent samples t-test. The mean difference was -1.5000 and 

the ''t'' value was .677. The p-value is more than (0.05) so it indicated that there was no significant 

difference between the post-test of both groups. So, we can determine that the observed difference 

between the two means was not statistically significant. Therefore, the results displayed that online 

assessment didn’t have any significant impact on Iranian Intermediate EFL learners' speaking 

complexity. So the null hypothesis was accepted. 

     

5. Discussion  

The researchers found that students who underwent online assessment showed significant 

improvements in speaking ,accuracy, and fluency compared to those who were assessed through 

traditional methods. This suggests that online assessment can be a valuable tool for enhancing 

speaking skills in English language learners.So the first hypothesis was accepted. Hsu-chon (2019) 

found that using task repetition and post-task transcribing have a significant effect on speaking 

fluency and accuracy. The findings of the current study stated that there was no significant effect 

on the speaking complexity of Iran Intermediate EFL Learners.  

One possible explanation for these results is that online assessment allows for more opportunities 

for practice and feedback, which can help students improve their speaking skills over time. 

Additionally, the use of technology in assessment may motivate students to engage more actively 

in speaking tasks, leading to better performance.Since online classes are tedious for most students, 

they have to be managed in new and innovative ways. Up-to-date methods help students to 

participate more in the classes. Studies show that using teaching aids such as games, videos, and 

pictures motivates students to participate in online classes. Also, students' interaction with teachers 

and their classmates increases their motivation.  

     The findings of this study have important implications for language educators and curriculum 

designers. Incorporating online assessment into language learning programs can provide students 

with valuable opportunities to practice and improve their speaking skills. It also highlights the 

importance of integrating technology into language teaching to enhance student learning 

outcomes. Also This research shows that speaking complexity is more complex than speaking 

accuracy and fluency. Therefore, assessing speaking complexity is not successful just by showing 

pictures. Teachers can take the initiative to use the assessment methods that are common in face-

to-face classes and online classes. 
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6. Conclusion  

In conclusion, the research suggests that online assessment can be a valid and reliable method for 

evaluating speaking skills, but it may present challenges that can affect the complexity of language 

produced. It demonstrates that online assessment can have a positive impact on the development 

of speaking skills in English language learners. The modality of the assessment (synchronous vs. 

asynchronous) and the type of assessment (dynamic vs. diagnostic) can influence the outcomes in 

terms of speaking accuracy and fluency. By providing students with more opportunities for 

practice, feedback, and engagement through technology, online assessment can help facilitate the 

development of speaking skills in English as a foreign language. Additionally, factors such as the 

examiner's behavior, technical efficiency of the platform, and the learners' anxiety levels play a 

role in the effectiveness of online speaking assessments.  

     This research had several limitations; the study may have a limited generalizability due to the 

small sample size of participants. They were limited to 44 intermediates EFL learners selected 

non-randomly from about 28 institutes Mashhad.  

     The study may have relied on a limited set of assessment tools to evaluate speaking complexity, 

accuracy, and fluency. Using a more comprehensive range of assessment measures could provide 

a more nuanced understanding of the effects of online assessment. Only four pictures were used in 

this research.  In this study, speaking complexity, accuracy, and fluency were measured according 

to Larsen Freeman; that researcher could use another score rating according to other experts. 
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