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ABSTRACT

The main purpose of this study is to scrutinize the role of interaction and its features (asking
for agreement, prompting elaboration, paraphrasing, sharing) in a test of oral proficiency. To
this end, 80 Iranian intermediate students (16-18 years old) participate in two tests of oral
proficiency: one in which the participants do not interact with one another (individual
format), and the other interact with a group of 5 members (group format). In the upshot,
SPSS version 19 is run to analyze the collected data. The results reveal that test-takers
performance differed significantly when they interact with one another. It is, also, shown
that features of interaction affect the students’ fluency, accuracy, comprehension, and use of
English differently.

Keywords

Group interaction,

Oral proficiency testing,
Fluency,

© 2015 Elixir all rights reserved.

Accuracy,
Comprehension,
Use of English.

Introduction

In these times, EFL/ESL teachers and testers attempt to find
the best techniques for testing oral proficiency which is
applicative in typical testing contexts. The participants interact
with one another in oral proficiency tests, therefore prediction of
such a tests are intrinsically a complex process. Each group
members participate in the interaction and their performances
are inextricably linked (Luoma, 2004; McNamara, 1997; Weir,
2005) and therefore, variable. In examining group interaction
and therefore group performance, different perspectives should
be considered, and as McNamara (1997) and Vygotsky (1978)
suggested social dimensions of interaction and social contexts
should be focused. According to Vygotsky (1978, p.102)
student-student and expert-student collaboration can build on
each person’s language skill. So, it is worth mentioning that
interaction will foster learning and consequently performance.
Embedding performance within Vygotsky’s (1978, 1986)
theories, in which ‘the boundaries between social and individual
functioning are quite permeable’ (Wertsch, 1998, p. 110),
provides a different perspectives. Hence, the current study aims
to examine the effect of interaction-between-students as a
possible variable affecting student’s oral performance and to
explore which features of oral proficiency will be more affected
by some features of interaction.
Statement of the problem

One the most important challenges of EFL teachers and
testers in Iranian institutes and universities faced is that they
don't know how to test oral proficiency in a way that the
students perform as perfectly as possible. It can be achieved that
in spite of in-depth understanding of interactional performance,
this approach still suffers from a lack of systematic
measurement. One way to arrive at a better understanding of
how interaction and its different features affects L2 oral
performance and, subsequently, at a systematic way of
measuring interactional performance is to experimentally
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juxtapose performances during individual and interactional
tasks.
Significant of the study
1. At first, this technique of testing oral proficiency will be
known and will path the way for other researchers to improve
the existing techniques or innovate better ones.
2. The second reason is that the teachers will be motivated to test
students’ oral proficiencies through group interaction and it can
make the students feel the robust situation and reduce their
stress.
3. The study is high of importance to the domain of EFL, ESL,
and applied linguistics in general. This is perceived through
elucidating an area which has not been fully studied in previous
empirical studies.
Research questions
A. Do test-takers’ performance differ depending on whether
they interact with one another?
B. Which features of oral proficiency will be affected by
features of interaction more?
Review of the literature

In any test considering oral communication, performance is
co- constructed among the individuals (Chalhoub-Deville, 2003;
Deville &Chalhoub-Deville, 2006; McNamara, 1997; Swain,
2001). This co-constructivist stance is based in part on the work
of Vygotsky (1978, 1986) and the theoretical perspective of a
sociocultural theory of mind (SCT). However, VVygotsky theory
is not a theory of performance, its focus on social mediation and
interaction makes it pertinent to the current study and to
communicative oral proficiency testing generally. As perceived
from an SCT perspective, performance is jointly constructed; it
is not a solo functioning but instead, it is a socially mediated
performance with language mediating the interaction. Another
key assumption of a sociocultural theory of mind is that action is
indivisible from the social context in which it takes place
(Wertsch, 1991). When individuals interact in a communicative
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setting, ‘through mediated “negotiation,” [they] create a
permanently shared social world’ (Wertsch, 1985, p. 161) and
therefore, can be said to have reached intersubjectivity. The
tendency towards intersubjectivity (Wertsch, 1998), is
characterized as a ‘dyadic constellation’ (Rommetveit, 1985, p.
190) or an ‘attunement’ between co-participants engaged in
dialogue (Rommetveit, 1992, p. 10). In a test of oral proficiency,
intersubjectivity help the co-participants as they share
responsibility for sustaining the interaction and replying to each
other. Some studies have also shown that there is an interlocutor
effect in the context of paired testing (Berry, 2007; Iwashita,
1996; O’Sullivan, 2002). Paired or small group testing has
emerged as a substitute to the traditional one-by-one oral
proficiency interview. Many researchers have reported some
reasons for this alternative form of testing: pragmatic
considerations  (Berkoff, 1985; Berry, 1997; Folland&
Robertson, 1976; Hilsdon, 1991; Reves, 1982); an attempt to
have a positive washback effect (effect of testing on teaching) in
a way that paired testing is more representative of typical
classroom (Berry, 1997; Bonk &Ockey, 2003; Hilsdon, 1991;
Taylor, 2000) and the greater range of tasks possible in such a
tests (Shohamy, Reves, &Bejarano, 1986; Taylor, 2001). The
literature on paired and group testing also encompass studies of
its successful use (e.g. Reves, 1982; Shohamy, Reves,
&Bejarano, 1986, Hilsdon, 1991) and its positive reception by
test-takers (Egyud& Glover, 2001; Fulcher, 1996; Van Moere,
2006). Galaczi (2008) studied the interactional patterns of pairs
of candidates and her findings showed that test-takers obtained
higher median ‘interactive communication’ (IC) scores when
interacting collaboratively and, conversely, lower scores when
both test-takers interacted in parallel with little engagement
supports the notion of co-construction of performance and its
attendant dependence on the co-participant in the interaction.
Another issue when test-takers interact is how raters attend to
features of interaction (May, 2006). Some studies have revealed
that the paired or group format results in more symmetrical
interaction (lwashita, 1996; Lazaraton, 2002; Taylor, 2001);
richer, more widely different language (Taylor, 2000); and more
chances for the test-takers to show their speaking ability
(Fulcher, 1996). From the time that a model for communicative
competence was proposed (Canale, 1983; Canale& Swain,
1980), research has tried to conceptualize L2 competence during
interaction.

To this end, inter-personal factors such as communication
strategies are included under strategic competence. Strategic
competence distinguishes itself in that, while the other three
competencies (grammatical, sociolinguistic, and discourse) can
be owned individually by learners, it can only be observed as a
set of skills to better use the other competencies (see Hulstijn,
2011). In this vein Young and He (1998) proposed the
interactional competence-reflected by skills -e.g. turn and topic
management-as an additional component of communicative
competence, arguing that Canale and Swain’s model
emphasizing solely on intrapersonal skills (Barkaoui , Brooks,
Swain, &Lapkin,2013). In fact, there is a growing body of
research on testing L2 performance during interaction between
learners (peer interaction) as this type of interaction is
representative of both classroom and real-world discourse (see
Turner, 2012). L2 performance during interaction can be better
perceived when it is considered as a joint performance by the
interactants (see Egyud& Glover, 2001; Jacoby & Ochs, 1995;
May, 2011; see also Young, 2011 for the conversion-analytic
approach). Due to the complex nature of interaction
(McNamara, 1997), such investigation into peer interaction has
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largely been qualitative and has sought to identify certain
interactional patterns that influence raters’ perceptions, often
drawing on the idea of co-construction of knowledge. That is,
L2 performance during interaction can be better understood
when it is considered as a joint performance by the interactants(
Egyld& Glover, 2001; Jacoby & Ochs, 1995; May, 2011;
Young, 2011 for the conversion-analytic approach).
Methodology
Participants

A total number of 80 Iranian intermediate students from
Tarranom Language Center in Ilam city were participated in a
test of oral proficiency at the beginning of the term. To assure
homogeneity of the sample, through this pretest 40 of them
which were in the same level of proficiency were selected. The
participants were ranged in age between16-18. They attended in
an 11-session English class, and read 5 chapters of Selected
Reading Book.
Procedure and Instrument

The two oral proficiency tests were conducted as exit tests
at the end of the semester. Five teachers who were
interlocutors/raters also took participate. Among these five
persons, one of them was their teacher due to this reason that he
was justified about the predetermined factors and knew his
students perfectly, and his role was asking the questions which
were written on the flashcards and monitoring other raters. Other
persons’ responsibility was rating and assigning scores (each
factor = 5 points) based on predetermined factors (fluency,
accuracy, comprehension, and use of English). In addition to the
teacher, a video recorder was used to check other raters and
some factors such as comprehension. In first session of the class,
a pretest was conducted to both control and experimental group
to inform the researcher about students’ level of proficiency and
to path the way for comparing the pretest scores with the posttest
scores. Then, the posttest was conducted in the last session of
the class. This exam was held individually in which the test
takers gave a flash card containing 10 questions from the course
content to each student. Each individual had 5 minutes to think
about the questions and answer them. Each rater was responsible
to assign score to one of the predetermined factors. Then, a
mean score was calculated for the whole class. Two weeks later,
the second test was conducted. To this end, at first, the students
were assigned into 8 groups of 5 members. Then, the test takers
gave the flash cards to each group. Next, students were allowed
to interact with each other in twenty minutes to share their
knowledge with one another. Later, the exam started and the
testers asked two questions randomly from each student. Here,
the raters assigned scores to students with attention to the effects
of four features of interaction (asking for agreement, prompting
elaboration, paraphrasing, and sharing). Again a mean score was
calculated and compared with the first mean score to see if there
was a significant difference between students’ oral performance
when they interacted with one another and when they did not.
Another reason for this comparison was to see which of four
predetermined factors affected by features of interaction more.

To put this study into practice, some key definitions must be
clarifies namely:
-Fluency

In second and foreign language teaching, fluency describes
a level of proficiency in communication, which includes:
A: the ability to produce written and/or spoken language with
ease
B: the ability to speak with a good but not necessarily perfect
command of intonation, vocabulary, and grammar
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C: the ability to communicate ideas effectively
D: the ability to produce continuous speech without causing
comprehension difficulties or a breakdown of communication
(Jack C. Richards. Richard Schmidt, 2010)
Accuracy

It refers to the ability to produce grammatically correct
sentences but may not include the ability to speak or write
fluently. (Longman dictionary of contemporary, 2010)
Comprehension

Contemporary theories of comprehension emphasize that it
is an active process drawing both on information contained in
the message (bottom-up processing) as well as background
knowledge, information from the context and from the listener’s
and speaker’s purposes or intentions (top-down processing).
(Jack C. Richards. Richard Schmidt, 2010). Here, the
interlocutor asks questions from each student, to see if students
can understand the question completely.
Use of English

'Use of English' signifies the fact that the students should
use correct grammar, structure, and suitable vocabulary in their
speaking.
Design of the Study

This research was done, using a quasi-experimental design.
Among frequently used types of quasi-experimental designs, the
nonequivalent group, pretest-posttest design was used
(Gribbons, Barry & Herman, Joan, 1997). In this direction,
group behavior was juxtaposed in probabilistic terms under
control conditions using control group.
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- The posttest is given to both groups to check the helpfulness
extent of the treatment.
Data Analysis

The purpose of this study is to examine whether test-takers
perform better individually in a test of oral proficiency or
perform better in a group through interaction with one another.
The research aims at exploring which features of oral
proficiency (fluency, accuracy, comprehension, and use of
English) will be more affected by some features of interaction
(i.e. asking for agreement, prompting elaboration, paraphrasing,
sharing).

The data was collected during 5 weeks and 11 sessions,
indicating two situations: the first group was called Control
group (n=40) which did not receive any treatment and
participated individually in the oral test, the second group as
experimental group (n=40) getting treatment upon features of
interaction and oral proficiency. For the purpose of comparing
the differences between the two groups and to see whether or not
there was a significant between treatment and control groups, a
pretest and posttest was conducted. Statistical Package for Social
Science (SPSS) was run for statistical computation. The alpha-
level of significance p<0.05 was used throughout this study.
Since the p-value received were less than o=.05, the mean score
differences was regarded significant.

Testing Research Questions

Descriptive statistics was used for processing the pretest and
posttest scores and answering the research question. Since no
significant differences was seen between the two groups at the
beginning of the study through pretest, it is perceived that any
significant differences in the scores could be contributed to the
experimental treatment.

Table 4.1.1. Means of groups in oral proficiency test on
asking for agreement

Asking for Oral Proficiency Mean | N | Std.
Agreement Features deviation
Control Group Fluency 7.2 40 | 1.4
Accuracy 6.3 40 | 25
Comprehension 5.3 40 | 15
Use of English 6.4 40 | 24
Experimental Fluency 8.4 40 | 1.9
Group Accuracy 6.6 40 | 2.3
Comprehension 6.4 40 | 1.8
Use of English 6.6 40 | 2.3

As indicated in table (4.1.1), the mean differences in
experimental group are somewhat better than control group. It is
worth mentioning that these differences are more significant for
fluency and comprehension.

Table 4.1.2. Means of groups in oral proficiency test on
prompting elaboration

*experimental + pretest *treatment #posttest
fuop 10
*control gruop * pretest treatment RIS
Research Schedule Table
Week Treatment Output assessment
W1l §S1 NO treatment Pretest
W2 S2 Explanation on fluency, No assessment test
accuracy, comprehension, use
of English
W3 S3 Asking for agreement Fluency and accuracy
test
W3 S4 | Asking for agreement Comprehension and use
of English test
W3 S5 Prompting elaboration Fluency and accuracy
test
W4 S6 Prompting elaboration Comprehension and use
of English test
w4 S7 Paraphrasing Fluency and accuracy
test
w4 S8 Paraphrasing Comprehension and use
of English test
W5 S9 Sharing Fluency and accuracy
test
W5 S10 | Sharing Comprehension and use
of English test
W5 S11 | No treatment Posttest
Notes

- Students were given a pretest on their oral proficiency
knowledge to make sure that the students are at same level of
oral proficiency and therefore homogenized in treatment group.

- The purpose of providing treatment in experimental group
versus no treatment in control group is to see if the former group
performs better than the latter group in posttest.

Prompting Oral Proficiency Mean | N | Std.
elaboration Features deviation
Control Group Fluency 4.3 40 | 1.7
Accuracy 5.3 40 | 2.8
Comprehension 3.2 40 | 1.7
Use of English 4.2 40 | 15
Experimental Fluency 5.4 40 | 1.2
Group Accuracy 6.5 40 | 24
Comprehension 4.8 40 | 1.1
Use of English 5.4 40 | 11

The indicated table (4.1.2) demonstrates a significant
difference for fluency and comprehension. It could be due to the
fact that interaction provides a better situation for prompting
elaboration.
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Table 4.1.3. Means of groups in oral proficiency test on

paraphrasing
Paraphrasing Oral Proficiency Mean | N | Std.
Features deviation
Control Group Fluency 4.2 40 | 1.9
Accuracy 3.1 40 | 2.3
Comprehension 5.1 40 | 2.8
Use of English 4.3 40 | 15
Experimental Fluency 5.1 40 | 1.5
Group Accuracy 3.3 40 | 2.1
Comprehension 6.3 40 | 2.2
Use of English 4.5 40 | 1.3

As clearly shown, experimental group outperformed the
control group in terms of fluency and comprehension. But, other
features of oral proficiency did not show any significant
differences.

Table 4.1.4. Means of groups in oral proficiency test on

sharing
Sharing Oral Proficiency Mean | N | Std.
Features deviation
Control Group Fluency 6.1 40 | 2.7
Accuracy 5.2 40 | 1.8
Comprehension 7.3 40 | 25
Use of English 4.8 40 | 1.5
Experimental Fluency 7.1 401 21
Group Accuracy 55 40 | 1.9
Comprehension 8.1 40 | 1.8
Use of English 5.1 40 | 1.7
This table (4.1.4) indicates that the participants’

performance in experimental group is better than its counterpart
on fluency and comprehension. Although a slightly performance
can be seen on accuracy and use of English. This is due to the
fact that interaction paths the way for communicating and
sharing the knowledge.

As clearly revealed in four tables, four features of
interaction affected two features of oral proficiency (fluency and
comprehension) more. In these two cases, experimental group
showed better performance as compared with control group and
significant differences were seen between them.

As depicted in below, experimental group performed better
in oral proficiency test in terms of fluency and comprehension.
Perhaps, one reason for such a result is the effects of interaction
characteristics and group cooperation.

6
5

4

test1 test2 test3 test4 test5 test6 test7 test8

experimental group control group

Mean Differences between Experimental and Control
Groups

After the treatment, a posttest was given and calculated to
see the effects of interactional features on oral performance of
the students and then compared it with students’ performance in
control group.

Table 4.2.1. Mean score in posttest

Mean | N | Std. Deviation
ExpGr | 2.8 40 | 2.1
ConGr | 3.5 40 | 1.5
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As traced in this table, the mean difference between the two
groups is significant and it shows the usefulness of interaction in
students’ oral performance.

For better representing the significance of the study, the
participants’ scores on pretest and posttest was calculated and
analyzed using descriptive statistics and paired sample t-test.

Table 4.2.2. The whole descriptive statistics

Control group | Experimental group (n=40)
(n=40)

Pre-test

Mean 2.18 2.25

SD 1.8 1.4

Post-test

Mean 2.8 3.5

SD 21 1.5

Table 4.2.3. Paired sample t-test for pretest and posttest
(Significant at 0=.05)

t df | Sig.(t-tailed)
Con Gr | -2.83 | 39 | .005
Exp Gr | -3.51 | 39 | .001

To this end, the t-test analysis for Experimental group
revealed that the increase in the mean score between the posttest
(M=3.5, SD=1.5) and the pretest (M=2.25, SD=1.4) was
statistically significant (t=-3.51, df=39, 2-tailed p<.001). With
regard to Control group, the mean score between the posttest
(M=2.8, SD=2.1) and the pretest (M=2.18, SD=1.8) was
significant statistically. (t=-2.83, df=39, 2-tailed p<.005). These
results indicate that the Experimental group was more successful
and outperformed the Control group.

Discussion

This study examined whether interaction and its features
could affect students’ performance on oral proficiency test and
which features of oral proficiency would be more affected. The
answer to the question was statistically positive. The results
revealed that students’ performance on oral proficiency test
through interaction and individual functioning could not be
equal. This result is in line with focus on group learning having
considered the students’ ability to perform better through
interaction, communication and cooperation in group. As a
matter of fact, it seems that the result of this study comply with
majority of the previous studies. It signifies the fact that since
interaction did perfectly improve students’ oral proficiency test
results, teachers preferred to work on interaction features in
classroom and hold interactive oral tests.

It is worth mentioning that students in experimental group
benefited more from the treatment than the control group and
consequently it is perceivable through their better performance
in posttest. It clarifies that interaction and group performance
can help students to speak more fluently and understand others’
intention better.

Another possible justification for using such a technique is
that students can take participate in group activities, share their
knowledge, learn from one another, correct their errors, explain,
clarify, and paraphrase difficult parts, give comments on one
another performance and agree with correct use of English. This
suggests group interaction can be applicable and usable.
Conclusion

This study showed that through interaction students could
promote some of their deficits in features of oral proficiency and
they could show a much better performance in oral proficiency
tests. As indicated in this research, interaction could be an
effective technique in EFL/ESL learning settings in which the
students could focus on the use of interaction and its features to
improve their oral performance. The purpose of this study was to




35634

explore whether interaction could improve students’ oral
proficiency. In this direction, students’ success could be
contributed to the use of interaction. The significant results of
this study ratified statistically that experimental group
outperformed the control group. In fact, the teachers might get
interested in using interaction due to the following reasons: it
could help students to take participate in group activities, share
their knowledge with one another, learn new things from one
another, correct each other’s mistakes, understand difficult parts
through explaining, paraphrase and elaborate by the group
members, confirm each other’s correct use of English and finally
increase students’ knowledge in features of oral proficiency.
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