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Abstract 
Researchers have extensively compared different L2 learning contexts, such as EFL versus study-abroad, 
for their impacts on oral production; however, scant attention, if any, has been paid to comparing EFL 
settings in terms of input factors such as textbooks, amount of contacts in L2, and teachers. Accordingly, 
the effects of these factors on the oral production skills were investigated in this study. To this end, in a 
longitudinal study that spanned nearly three months, speech samples were elicited from three groups of 
Persian speaking advanced learners of English (N = 72) through oral narrative tasks and were scored for 
complexity, accuracy, and fluency (CAF). A one-way MANOVA was used to compare the means. The 
average number of subordinate clauses per AS-unit was used to measure grammatical complexity, “D” 
was a measure of lexical complexity, the percentage of error-free clauses was an index of accuracy, and 
the number of dysfluencies was calculated to be an indicator of fluency. After a period of time, the results 
provided strong evidence for the significantly different rates of progress among the learners of the three 
EFL settings on lexical complexity, accuracy, and fluency. Evaluation of course materials, amount of 
learners’ contact in L2, and teachers’ self-efficacy revealed that these different rates of progress might 
well be attributed to the characteristics of the speaking tasks in the textbooks. One important implication 
is that gains in a special dimension of oral production can be produced if EFL curriculum developers pro-
vide target learners with speaking tasks bearing particular features. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Effective oral production in the second language 
(L2) requires learners to produce relatively 

 
complex and accurate language, delivered in a 
fluent manner, and developing this skill is the 
primary and the most important goal of language 
teaching (Mora & Valls-Ferrer, 2012). Variabil-*Corresponding Author’s Email:                       

jafari@pnu.ac.ir 
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ity in oral production can be attributed to differ-
ences in many factors both from inside a dynam-
ic system and from the outside world (Verspoor, 
Lowie, & van Dijk, 2008); however, L2 acquisi-
tion research has often related it to differences in 
learning contexts (Collentine & Freed, 2004). 
Thus, it can be predictable that different EFL 
settings and classrooms might play a key role in 
variable complexity, accuracy, and fluency 
(CAF) of oral proficiency among learners since 
the elements of input are probably different in 
the settings.  

Despite this, it is curious that sources of input 
rarely if ever features in discussions of factors 
that influence L2 speech output (Verspoor et al., 
2008). Ellis (2009) reviewed the studies on L2 
learners’ CAF of oral production; nevertheless, 
he has made no mention of the impact of any of 
input elements such as textbook, amount of 
learner contact, and teacher. Hence, exploring 
the nature of the learning context may be of fun-
damental importance for gaining an understand-
ing of variation in EFL learners’ CAF of oral 
performance. Thus, the present study aimed to 
investigate how this variation is caused by text-
book, amount of learner contact in L2, and 
teacher self-efficacy.  

Complexity, accuracy, and fluency or CAF 
have become widely available as dependent var-
iables in L2 speaking research since the 1990s 
(Housen & Kuiken, 2009). The status of CAF 
has been justified both empirically and theoreti-
cally. Skehan (1998) noted that the three areas of 
CAF are effective indexes for measuring per-
formance on a particular speaking task. Some 
factor analysis studies have also confirmed these 
categories as distinct areas of L2 oral production 
(Norris & Ortega, 2009). Complexity is charac-
terized as “the ability to use a wide and varied 
range of sophisticated structures and vocabulary 
in the L2” (Housen, Kuiken, & Vedder, 2012, p. 
1). Accuracy may best be defined as the ability 
to produce “error-free” (Ellis, 2003, p. 42) and 
“target-like” (Yuan & Ellis, 2003, p. 2) lan-
guage. Fluency is the ability to produce lan-

guage in real time with “native-like rapidity”  
(Housen et al., 2012, p. 2) and without “undue 
pausing or hesitation” (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 
2005, p. 139) or “reformulation” (Ellis, 2003, p. 
342). 

The present study sought to draw on the find-
ings of studies on the learning context to explore 
the effects of different sources of input in EFL 
settings on CAF of oral proficiency. The com-
parison of the speech data from the London and 
Tehran (EFL) cohorts in the study by Tavakoli 
and Foster (2008) showed that the learning con-
text has little or no effect on accuracy or fluency 
but a clear impact on lexical diversity. The study 
by Pérez-Vidal and Juan-Garau (2011) analyzed 
the effects of a period of study abroad (SA) in 
contrast with the impact of a period of formal 
instruction previously spent in an EFL context 
on L2 oral development. Comparing gains re-
vealed a significant improvement as a result of 
SA in the fluency and accuracy of the partici-
pants. In contrast, grammatical complexity only 
showed a tendency toward significant improve-
ment. Mora and Valls-Ferrer (2012) compared 
gains in oral production ability obtained after 
two terms of instruction in the EFL context to 
those gains obtained after spending the same 
period abroad. The results showed evidence of 
significant fluency gains, moderate gains in ac-
curacy, and no gains in complexity occurring 
during a period of studying abroad, and lack of 
such gains during the EFL period. Dods (2017) 
sought to know whether exposure to the L2 
through an SA experience can affect gains in 
complexity, accuracy, or fluency of oral perfor-
mance. The results indicated greater gains in 
fluency and naturalness of speech through a 
higher speech rate, fewer dysfluencies, and 
greater use of native-like filled pauses and col-
loquial non-pause fillers. Changes in overall ac-
curacy and complexity of speech, while evident, 
were less pronounced although. 

Taken together, previous research suggests 
that SA periods yield more substantial gains in 
the learners’ oral proficiency, especially fluency 
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and accuracy. However, there is still a need for 
comparing gains in CAF obtained from formal 
instruction at EFL settings, and the present study 
targeted this different, largely under-researched 
area. Thus, the main purpose of the present 
study was to understand how variability in EFL 
learners’ oral CAF is caused by input factors 
such as textbook, amount of learner contact to 
L2, and teacher self-efficacy. To this end, two 
main questions were formulated in the present 
study: 

1. Do EFL settings differ in terms of the 
impact that they have on the learners’ 
CAF of oral production? 

2. If there is a difference what are the 
sources of the difference? Textbook, 
amount of learner contact in L2, or 
teacher self-efficacy? 

METHODS 
The present study compared the effects of in-
struction in different EFL settings on the L2 
learners’ oral proficiency. A longitudinal design 
(Zedeck, 2014) was adopted consisting of EFL 

textbooks, L2 contacts, and teacher self-efficacy 
as the independent variables and participants’ 
CAF scores on oral narrative tasks as dependent 
variables. The study involved an evaluation of 
course materials, amount of learners’ contact to 
L2, and teachers’ self-efficacy in the three EFL 
settings where the participants had been in-
structed for years. 
 
Participants 
The required sample size for the study was cal-
culated by G*Power (Faul, 2014) to be 72.  Ac-
cordingly, 72 Persian speaking advanced learn-
ers of English, of which 37 were female and 35 
male, were assigned to three groups. They had 
acquired English through 800 hours of formal 
instruction in three different private language 
schools, and each group had done it only via one 
course program from the beginning. Most of the 
participants (n = 60) in the three course pro-
grams (Table 1) were undergraduate students, 
majoring in different subjects. None of them had 
lived in an English speaking country previously. 
Their average age at testing was 17.5 years (SD 
= 3.51; range 16-30).  

 
Table 1 
Description of EFL Programs and Participants 

EFL Program Year of  publication Levels Participants’ Level Male (n) Female (n) 
1. New Headway (2015) A1-C1 C1 12 12 
2. American English File (2014) A1-C1 C1 11 13 
3. Top Notch & Summit  (2012) A1-C1 C1 12 12 

 
Materials 
Three picture-cued oral narrative tasks were 
used to elicit speech data from participants dur-
ing the longitudinal period. In an oral narrative 
task, the speaker has a cartoon-strip story that 
can be visually depicted in 6-8 pictures, and the 
primary aim of the test taker is to produce a co-
herent story (Fulcher, 2003). 

In EFL contexts, the amount of exposure to 
input and communication is tightly associated to 
the learners’ oral performance  (de Bot, Lowie, 
& Verspoor, 2005; Munoz, 2014); therefore, 

Language Contact Profile (Freed, Dewey, 
Segalowitz, & Halter, 2004) or LCP, a socio-
educational background questionnaire, was used 
to record the participants’ amount of con-
tact/interaction in English with native and non-
native speakers, and frequency of exposure to 
English (reading, writing, speaking, listening). 

In EFL programs, teacher qualifications af-
fect the oral performance of learners. Therefore, 
it was decided to have the three teachers in the 
current study fill a teachers’ sense of efficacy 
survey (Lee, 2009) to examine sets of qualifica-
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tions they possessed related to English teaching 
confidence, personal teaching confidence, atti-
tudes toward English, attitudes toward the cur-
rent English education policy and practices, and 
English language proficiency.  

 In most EFL classroom contexts, up to 90 
percent of classroom time is mediated by text-
books (Thornbury, 2014), and they usually de-
termine the kind of methods being used 
(Richards, 2014). This might affect the learners’ 
oral performance. Therefore, it was decided that 
all the speaking tasks in the textbooks used in 
the three EFL contexts should be evaluated us-
ing two frameworks for analysis of task charac-
teristics. According to the framework proposed 
by Skehan (2001), speaking tasks vary in terms 
of the effects their characteristics have on CAF 
(Table 2). Tasks with familiar information will 
lead to greater fluency, since the easy access to 
information should make only limited demands 
on attention, allowing material to be assembled 
for speech more easily. Dialogic tasks are asso-
ciated with greater complexity and such effects 

are due to (1) collective reinterpretation of the 
task to make it more complex, and (2) scaffolded 
elaboration of partner’s language. These tasks 
are also associated with greater accuracy be-
cause of (1) communication-driven push towards 
precision, (2) ‘creation’ of more time to focus on 
form, and (3) recycling of a partner’s language, 
both with tendency to re-use correct language 
and to edit it (Skehan, 2001; Skehan & Foster, 
1997). The lack of need to engage in large scale 
planning in tasks which contain clear inherent 
structure frees up attentional resources for on-
line planning and higher fluency (Foster & 
Skehan, 1996; Skehan, 2001). Tasks also vary 
depending on the complexity of the decision that 
has to be made (reproducing the information vs. 
on-line computation). If tasks need transfor-
mations, this will lead to greater complexity as 
learners have to “wrestle with the need to bring 
the elements of the task into some sort of mean-
ingful (and non-given) relationship with one an-
other” (Skehan, 2001, p. 180).  

 
 

Table 2 
Summary of the Effects of Task Characteristics on Complexity, Accuracy, and Fluency (Skehan, 2001) 
Task characteristic Accuracy Complexity Fluency 
Familiarity of information  No effect  No effect  Slightly greater 
Dialogic vs. monologic tasks  Greater  Slightly greater  Lower 
Degree of structure  No effect  No effect  Greater 
Complexity of outcome  No effect  Greater  No effect 
Transformations  No effect  Planned condition generates greater complexity No effect 

 
Skehan (2001) primarily draws on the cogni-

tive load effects on CAF of oral production 
tasks; Ellis (2003) addresses the contextual fac-
tors as well. Therefore, his framework of task 
features (Table 3) was also reviewed to help us 
arrive at a working model for the analysis of 
speaking tasks in the course materials. A number 
of specific task features were proposed in this 
framework. The input to the task sometimes 
takes the form of a picture (contextual support) 
which must then be communicated verbally to 
the hearer. Tasks with no contextual support are 
linked to greater complexity and accuracy be-

cause they are more cognitively demanding. 
Tasks with contextual support are associated 
with greater fluency because they are less cogni-
tively demanding (Ellis, 2003). The number of 
elements and features in a task that need to be 
manipulated by the speakers are linked to greater 
complexity because they are more cognitively 
demanding. They also affect fluency. For exam-
ple, a story with four females interacting proves 
more difficult to narrate than a story with only 
one female and one male character (Ellis, 2003). 
Shared information tasks typically involve 
learners in decision-making and arguments over 
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a case. This argumentation requires conjunctions 
to mark the relationships between propositions 
and this benefits complexity of output (Newton 
& Kennedy, 1996). Split-information tasks, 
however, result in description. Tasks that pose a 
single demand favor complexity and fluency. A 
task that requires learners to describe a route on 
a map where the route to be taken is marked on 
the map involves a single task demand and con-
tributes to greater fluency (Ellis, 2003). Open 
tasks (e.g., role play) are those where the partic-
ipants know there is no pre-determined solution. 
They involve a rigid question-and-answer dis-
course structure and elicit more complex lan-
guage. In open tasks learners are free to decide 
on the solution, and this will promote accuracy 
as well (Ellis, 2003). Closed tasks are those that 

require learners to reach a single correct solution 
and are more associated with greater fluency 
(Skehan & Foster, 1997). Tasks which contain 
clear inherent structure (a pre-structured form), 
especially sequential structure, facilitate task 
performance by clarifying the macrostructure of 
the speech event. As a result, the lack of need to 
engage in large-scale planning frees up atten-
tional resources for on-line planning and higher 
accuracy and fluency (Foster & Skehan, 1996; 
Skehan, 2001). Discourse mode is the specific 
rhetorical structure of an oral task that reflects 
its overall communicative function. A task with 
a narrative mode can elicit more complex lan-
guage because it requires greater use of subordi-
nating constructions than a descriptive commen-
tary (Ellis, 2003).  

 
Table 3 
Task Design Features Affecting Learner Production (Ellis, 2003) 

Design Variable Fluency Accuracy Complexity 
A. Input variables 

1. Contextual sup-
port  

Tasks with contextual 
support 

Tasks with no contextual 
support 

Tasks with no contextual support 

2. Number of ele-
ments 

Tasks with few ele-
ments 

 Tasks with many elements 

3. Topic 
Tasks that generate 
conflict, tasks that are 
familiar 

  

B. Task conditions 
1. Shared vs. split 
information 

  Shared information tasks 

2. Tasks demands 
Tasks that pose a single 
demand 

 Tasks that pose a single demand 

C. Task outcomes 
1. Closed vs. open 
tasks 

Closed tasks Open tasks Open tasks with divergent goals 

2. Inherent struc-
ture of the outcome 

A clear inherent struc-
ture 

A clear inherent structure 
together with opportunity for 
planning 

 

3. Discourse mode   
Narrative task > descriptive task > 
Argument discussion Narrative > 
argument 

 
Procedure 
In response to research question one, a longitu-
dinal study was conducted that spanned nearly 

three months. During phase one of the study, 
participants in each EFL program (language in-
stitute) met the researcher (the first author) indi-
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vidually, and the oral data were obtained 
through picture-cued oral narrative tasks. One 
minute was devoted to preparation to let the par-
ticipants gather their thoughts about how they 
would narrate the story depicted in the pictures 
within 4 minutes. For accurate and quick tran-
scription, the audio-recorded speech data were 
transcribed in CHAT format using the CLAN 
(Computerized Language Analysis) software of 
the CHILDES program (MacWhinney, 2000).  

Preparation of the transcripts for coding and 
analysis began by segmenting each text into AS-
units. An AS-unit is “a single speaker’s utter-
ance consisting of an independent clause, or sub-
clausal unit, together with any subordinate 
clause(s) associated with either” (Foster, 
Tonkyn, & Wigglesworth, 2000, p. 365). The 
examples in the Appendix taken from Foster et 
al. (2000) and Czwenar (2014) mark AS-unit 
and clause boundary clearly.  

After that, the researchers graded the oral 
narrative monologs (N = 72) with an analytic 
grading rubric that included measures of quanti-
fying speaking performance that tapped into dif-
ferent dimensions of CAF. As subordination 
measures have increasingly become the measure 
of choice in SLA research (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 
2005; Norris & Ortega, 2009), the average num-
ber of subordinate clauses per AS-unit was used 
to allow grammatical complexity to be tapped 
into. Lexical complexity was measured by 
means of the “D” index that has been integrated 
within CLAN and is computable through the 
VocD program. D ranges between 10 and 100 
and a higher value indicates a more diverse text 
(McKee, Malvern, & Richards, 2000). Accuracy 
was measured as percentage of error-free claus-
es, which is defined as “The number of error-
free clauses divided by the total number of inde-
pendent clauses, sub-clausal units and subordi-
nate clauses multiplied by 100” (Ellis & 
Barkhuizen, 2005, p. 150). Comparing the 
groups’ accuracy performance included a total 
of 16 measures of morphological, syntactic, and 
morphosyntactic structures (e.g., subordinate-

conjunction accuracy). Fluency was measured 
by means of calculating number of dysfluencies. 
The total number of partial or complete func-
tionless repetitions/reformulations, restarts, and 
repairs was divided by the total amount of time 
expressed in seconds and multiplied by 60 to 
calculate the number of dysfluencies (Ellis & 
Barkhuizen, 2005). It should be borne in mind 
that with fluency a reduction in values clearly 
represents an improvement. A sample of 10% of 
the total transcripts (i.e. 74/740 AS-units), ran-
domly selected, was subjected to coding valida-
tion by an experienced SLA researcher. The in-
ter-coder agreement, calculated as the percent-
age of identical scoring, proved to be greater 
than 95% for each measure.  

A period of 45 days intervened between the 
initial oral narrative task and the second one in 
phase two. During the period, participants, who 
had been assigned to one of the three EFL pro-
grams, received 25 hours of classroom instruc-
tion offered by three different teachers and from 
three different textbooks. In a similar vein, after 
another 45 days, phase three included again 25 
hours of classroom instruction with the text-
books and another oral narrative task. 

In response to the second research question, 
we undertook evaluations of factors in the EFL 
settings that helped causing variability in oral 
production. Thus, Language Contact Profile or 
LCP (Freed et al., 2004) was used to record the 
participants’ contact with the target language in 
each EFL program. The scale had good internal 
consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
of .89. In addition, the three teachers in the cur-
rent study filled in a teachers’ sense of efficacy 
survey (Lee, 2009) to help us know more about 
sets of qualifications they possessed. The ques-
tionnaire used a Likert scale ranging on a con-
tinuum from “Nothing/Not at all” to “A great 
deal” or “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly 
Agree”. Furthermore, 409 speaking tasks from 
New Headway, 532 from American English File, 
and 658 from Top Notch & Summit were coded 
and categorized into the frameworks of task fea-
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tures by Skehan (2001) and Ellis (2003). After 
identifying the features of the speaking tasks, the 
main orientation of each course material toward 
the development of oral proficiency could be 
identified (e.g., fluency-oriented or accuracy-
oriented). A sample of 10% of the total corpus, 
randomly selected, was subjected to coding vali-
dation by an experienced SLA researcher. The 
inter-coder agreement, calculated as percentage 
of identical coding, proved to be greater than 
88%.  

 
Data Analysis 
Quantitative analysis of the data included nu-
merical scores obtained from the analysis of oral 
narratives. Given the nature of the research 
question one in the present study, as well as the 
3-by-3 research design, a one-way between 
groups MANOVA was performed to compare 
the overall effect of three EFL contexts in three 
phases of the study on the average performance 
of L2 learners in oral narrative tasks and for the 
dependent variables—CAF. The alpha for 
achieving statistical significance was set at .05. 
Analysis of the data also included a one-way 
ANOVA for comparing the learners’ contact 
with language in the EFL programs. Computing 
the scores of the teaching efficacy survey and 
calculating the mean percentage of speaking 

tasks with CAF characteristics in the three 
course materials was also part of data analysis. 

RESULTS 
The Impact of EFL Settings on CAF 
Before proceeding with the MANOVA results of 
oral narrative tasks, some preliminary assump-
tion tests were conducted for CAF scores. A 
one-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov was calculat-
ed to assess the normality of distribution of CAF 
scores. All scores were greater than .05 and 
normally distributed. Maximum Mahalanobis 
value was smaller than the critical value (18.47) 
for all scores suggesting multivariate normality 
and the presence of no multivariate outliers in 
our data file. Generating scatterplot matrices 
between each pair of the dependent variables 
and separately for each EFL group did not show 
any obvious evidence of non-linearity. The 
strength of correlations among scores was 
checked and most of the coefficients were mod-
erate (.25 to .55). In our data file, Box’s M sig-
nificance value was .032 for phase one scores, 
and .018 for scores of phases two and three; 
therefore, the assumption of homogeneity of 
variance-covariance matrices has not been vio-
lated. No serious violations were noted. One-
way between-groups MANOVAs were thus per-
formed for CAF scores.  

 
Table 4 
Descriptive Statistics for CAF Scores 

 Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 
Index EFL Program n M SD M SD M SD 

Mean number of 
clauses per AS-
unit 

New Headway 24 1.66 .32 1.86 .32 1.91 .32 
American English File 24 1.74 .31 1.89 .31 1.94 .31 
Top Notch & Summit 24 1.64 .36 1.84 .36 1.89 .36 

D 
New Headway 24 40.20 10.81 45.12 10.66 46.64 10.70 
American English File 24 33.16 13.32 34.66 13.32 35.16 13.32 
Top Notch & Summit 24 36.26 7.85 39.26 7.85 40.26 7.85 

Percentage of 
error-free claus-
es 

New Headway 24 62.63 19.97 66.63 19.97 68.63 19.97 
American English File 24 50.03 26.40 51.03 26.40 51.28 26.40 
Top Notch & Summit 24 51.21 18.58 53.21 18.58 54.21 18.58 

Number of dys-
fluencies 

New Headway 24 2.37 1.45 2.16 1.40 2.13 1.40 
American English File 24 1.97 1.25 1.17 1.20 1.15 1.18 
Top Notch & Summit 24 2.59 1.57 1.85 1.49 1.82 1.49 
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To answer the first research question and to 
probe the impact of EFL contexts on CAF of 
oral production, an inspection of descriptive sta-
tistics (Table 4) was conducted. The mean 
scores for the mean number of clauses per AS-
unit, which was the index of grammatical com-
plexity, indicated that the three EFL groups did 
not report very different levels of grammatical 
complexity. The mean scores for D, which was 
the index of lexical complexity, indicated that, 
particularly at phases two and three, the three 
groups became very different, and New Head-
way group obtained the highest mean scores. 
The mean scores for the percentage of error-free 

clauses, which was the index of accuracy, indi-
cated that, particularly at phases two and three, 
the three groups reported very different levels of 
accuracy, and the highest mean scores again be-
longed to the participants in New Headway 
group. An inspection of descriptive statistics for 
the mean number of dysfluencies, which was the 
index of fluency, indicated that, especially at 
phases two and three, the three course groups 
reported very different levels of fluency. Ameri-
can English File and Top Notch & Summit 
groups outperformed New Headway group in 
producing a lower number of dysfluencies (i.e., 
higher fluency).  

 
Table 5 
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects for CAF Scores 

Dependent 
Variable 

Index 
Test 

 period 
Type III Sum 

of Squares 
d

f 
Mean 

Square 
F Sig. 

Partial Eta 
Squared 

Grammatical 
Complexity 

mean number of 
clauses per AS-unit 

Phase 1 .12 2 .06 .55 .57 .01 
Phase 2 .02 2 .01 .12 .87 .00 
Phase 3 .02 2 .01 .12 .87 .00 

Lexical Com-
plexity 

D 
Phase 1 597.44 2 298.72 2.51 .08 .06 
Phase 2 1318.24 2 659.12 5.60 .00 .14 
Phase 3 1587.12 2 793.56 6.73 .00 .16 

Accuracy 
percentage of error-
free clauses 

Phase 1 2327.52 2 1163.76 2.42 .09 .06 
Phase 2 3429.27 2 1714.63 3.56 .03 .09 
Phase 3 4144.29 2 2072.14 4.31 .01 .11 

Fluency 
number of dysfluen-
cies 

Phase 1 4.77 2 2.38 1.15 .32 .03 
Phase 2 12.22 2 6.11 3.23 .04 .08 
Phase 3 12.15 2 6.07 3.26 .04 .08 

 
MANOVA results (Table 5) showed that the 

difference in grammatical complexity scores of 
oral narratives between the groups did not reach 
statistical significance neither at the end of phase 
one, F(2, 69) = .55, p = .57, nor at the end of 
phase two, F(2, 69) = .12, p = .87, and phase 
three, F(2, 69) = .12, p = .87. Partial eta squared 
values were respectively .01, .00, and .00, which 
according to the commonly used guidelines pro-
posed by Cohen (1988) for interpretation of eta 
squared scores (.01 = small, .06 = moderate, .14 
= large) suggest a quite small effect size. The 
difference in lexical complexity between the 
three groups did not reach statistical significance 

at phase one, F(2, 69) = 2.51, p = .08, but at 
phase two, F(2, 69) = 5.60, p = .00, and phase 
three, F(2, 69) = 6.73, p = .00, it was highly sig-
nificant. Partial eta squared value was .06 for 
phase one, but .14 and .16 for phases two and 
three which suggest large effect sizes. Differ-
ence in accuracy of oral production did not reach 
statistical significance at phase one, F(2, 69) = 
2.42, p = .09, but at phase two, F(2, 69) = 3.56, 
p = .03, and phase three, F(2, 69) = 4.31, p = 
.01, it was highly significant. Partial eta squared 
value was .06 for phase one, but .09 and .11 for 
phase two and three, which suggests quite large 
effect sizes. As to the fluency of oral production, 
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difference in mean scores did not reach statisti-
cal significance at phase one, F(2, 69) = 1.15, p 
= .32, but at phase two, F(2, 69) = 3.23, p = .04, 
and phase three, F(2, 69) = 3.26, p = .04, it was 
highly significant. Partial eta squared values was 
.03 for phase one, and .08 for phases two and 
three, which suggests small effect size for phase 
one but quite large effect size for phases two and 
three.  

 MANOVA results show that over time no 
difference was noticed in grammatical complexi-
ty of oral production between EFL learners be-
ing instructed in three different EFL institutes. 
However, the groups became different in lexical 
complexity, accuracy, and fluency of oral pro-
duction. These results left an unanswered ques-
tion. At the end of the longitudinal period, why 
were participants instructed in New Headway 
program speaking more accurately and with a 
higher lexical diversity while learners in Ameri-
can English File and Top Notch & Summit 
groups were speaking more fluently? Only an 
evaluation of the input elements such as text-
book, amount of learner L2 contact, and teacher 
self-efficacy in every EFL program would ex-
plain these results. 

Evaluation of Input Elements in EFL Programs 
In response to the second research question, and 
to probe why EFL settings differed in terms of 
the impact they had on EFL learners’ CAF of 
oral performance, the results of evaluation of 
three elements in New Headway, American Eng-
lish File, and Top Notch & Summit programs are 
presented here.  

The first element in the settings was the 
amount of exposure to English as a foreign lan-
guage. An inspection of median scores for dif-
ferent sub-scales of the LCP (Table 6) indicated 
that participant learners of the three EFL pro-
grams did not differ significantly from each oth-
er in any of the sub-scales. The median scores 
for different sub-scales of the LCP were entered 
into ANOVA (Table 6). There was not a statisti-
cally significant difference at the p < .05 level in 
the scores for the three EFL groups, and the ac-
tual difference in mean scores was quite small 
for all sub-scales. Moreover, post-hoc compari-
sons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that 
American English File group did not differ sig-
nificantly from either New Headway or Top 
Notch & Summit in any of the sub-scales.  

 
 

Table 6 
Important LCP Findings 

Sub-scales 

EFL Contexts 
F(2, 
69) 

 
Sig. 

Eta 
squared 

 
New Headway American English 

File 
Top Notch & 

Summit 
M SD M SD M SD 

days/week speaking .83 .76 1.13 .85 .92 .65 .93 .39 .02 
hours/day speaking 1.21 .41 1.33 .63 1.04 .20 2.48 .09 .06 
days/week reading 1.31 1.55 1.06 1.34 1.42 1.18 .42 .65 .01 
hours/day reading 1.56 .69 1.38 .72 1.50 .70 .43 .65 .01 
days/week listening 2.54 2.12 1.96 1.68 2.13 1.80 .61 .54 .01 
hours/day listening 2.17 1.16 1.96 .95 1.88 .68 .59 .55 .01 
days/week writing 1.42 1.50 .88 1.15 1.17 1.55 .88 .41 .02 
hours/day writing 1.45 .72 1.37 .71 1.41 .65 .08 .91 .00 

  
The second element was teacher efficacy. 

Comparison of the teachers in the EFL groups 
was drawn between the raw scores of the teacher 
efficacy questionnaire. Examination of the most 

important English teaching efficacy factors such 
as English teaching confidence, personal teach-
ing confidence, attitudes toward English, atti-
tudes toward the current English education poli-
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cy and practices, current level of speaking, sex, 
age, experience, attending in-service training 
programs, and use of English in English classes 

revealed that teachers of the three EFL programs 
had no significant differences in their teaching 
efficacy and English proficiency (Table 7).  

 
Table 7 
Important Findings of Teacher Efficacy Questionnaire 

Sub-scales 
New Headway 

teacher 
American English File 

teacher 
Top Notch &  

Summit teacher 
a English Teaching Confidence 6.5 7 7.5 
b Personal Teaching Confidence 5 4.5 5 
b Attitudes toward English 4 5.5 5 
b Attitudes toward the current English education 
policy and practices 

4 5 4 
b Current Level of Speaking 5.5 5.5 5 
Sex Male Male Male 
Age 20s 30s 30s 
Teaching experience (yrs) 8.5 8 11 
Highest degree MA in TEFL MA in TEFL MA in TEFL 
Attending in-service training programs Yes Yes Yes 
English use in a period of English class 90-99% 90-99% 90-99% 
a max. score = 9; b max. score = 6 

 
From these analyses it can be concluded that 

the three EFL programs were almost equivalent 
in terms of both the learners’ contact to and 
practice of English and efficacy of the teachers. 
Thus, it might not have been any learner or 
teacher factor that had caused the differential 
gains in CAF of oral production among the three 
groups of participants.  

 The third element was the textbook. Analy-
sis of speaking tasks in the course materials of 
the three EFL programs using Skehan’s (2001) 
and Ellis’s (2003) frameworks supported some 
generalizations. Table 8 displays the number and

 
percentage of tasks that have been classified as 
contributing to the complexity of oral production. 
The mean percentages of tasks with complexity 
characteristics were not very different in the course 
materials (M = 40.21%, 40.78%, 40.23%). These 
results show that the amount of tasks which target 
complexity of oral production was almost equal in 
the three textbooks, and that no difference in 
grammatical complexity between the three groups 
of EFL learners reported in the MANOVA results 
(Table 5) might have been due to the fact that the 
three course materials put the same emphasis on 
complexity of oral production.  

 
Table 8 
Comparing Speaking Tasks in the Textbooks for Their Contribution to Complexity 

 
New Headway 

American Eng-
lish File 

Top Notch & 
Summit 

 n/N % n/N % n/N % 
Dialogic tasks 252/409 61.61 323/532 60.90 490/658 74.46 
Tasks that need transformations 250/409 61.12 453/532 85.16 599/658 91.07 
Tasks with no contextual support 139/409 33.82 182/532 34.24 154/658 23.40 
Tasks with many elements 208/409 50.85 265/532 49.81 281/658 42.70 
Shared information tasks 99/409 24.20 95/532 17.85 94/658 14.28 
Tasks that pose a single demand 215/409 52.43 280/532 52.63 384/658 58.35 
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Open tasks  118/409 28.85 103/532 19.36 96/658 14.58 
Narrative tasks 36/409 8.83 34/532 6.35 20/658 3.03 
Mean percentage  40.21  40.78  40.23 
Note: n/N = proportion of tasks with particular characteristics to total number of tasks in the course; % = percentage 
of tasks with particular characteristics in the course 

 
Table 9 displays the number and percentage 

of tasks in each course material that have been 
classified as contributing to accuracy. The dif-
ference in the mean percentages of tasks with 
accuracy characteristics in the course materials 
was striking (M = 44.15%, 37.55%, 43.15%). 
These results show that the proportion of dialog-
ic tasks, tasks with clear inherent structure, tasks 

 
with no contextual support, and open tasks 
which target accuracy of oral production was 
different in the three textbooks, and that the dif-
ference in accuracy between the three groups of 
EFL learners reported in the MANOVA results 
(Table 5) might have been due to the fact that 
New Headway contains more accuracy oriented 
speaking tasks.  

 
Table 9 
Comparing Speaking Tasks in the Textbooks for Their Contribution to Accuracy 

 New Headway American English File Top Notch & Summit 
 n/N % n/N % n/N % 

Dialogic tasks 252/409 61.61 323/532 60.90 490/658 74.46 
Tasks with clear inherent structure 214/409 52.32 190/532 35.71 396/658 60.18 
Tasks with no contextual support 139/409 33.82 182/532 34.24 154/658 23.40 
Open tasks 118/409 28.85 103/532 19.36 96/658 14.58 
Mean percentage  44.15  37.55  43.15 

 
The number and percentage of speaking tasks 

in each course material that have been classified 
as contributing to fluency are shown in Table 10. 
The difference in the mean percentages of tasks 
with fluency characteristics in the course materi-
als was also great (M = 56.34%, 59.33%, 
71.70%). These results show that the amount of 

tasks which target fluency of oral production 
was different in the three textbooks, and that the 
difference in fluency between the three groups 
of EFL learners reported in the MANOVA re-
sults might have been due to the fact that Ameri-
can English File and Top Notch & Summit put 
greater emphasis on fluency of oral production.  

 
Table 10 
Comparing Speaking Tasks in the Textbooks for Their Contribution to Fluency 

 
New Headway 

American 
English File 

Top Notch &  
Summit 

 n/N % n/N % n/N % 
Tasks with familiar information 355/409 62.34 463/532 87.03 608/658 92.40 
Tasks with clear inherent structure 214/409 52.32 190/532 35.71 396/658 60.18 
Tasks with contextual support  208/409 50.92 269/532 50.56 506/658 76.89 
Tasks with few elements 200/409 48.89 266/532 50 378/658 57.44 
Tasks that pose a single demand 215/409 52.43 280/532 52.63 384/658 58.35 
Closed tasks 291/409 71.14 426/532 80.07 559/658 84.95 
Mean percentage  56.34  59.33  71.70 
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The results of the task analysis were in close 
agreement with the MANOVA findings, and they 
suggest that the main cause of variability at least 
in accuracy and fluency of oral production 
among the learners of the three EFL programs 
was the course materials. 
 
DISCUSSION 
The main objective of the current study was to 
explore how and why different EFL programs 
(New Headway, American English File, and Top 
Notch & Summit) affect the development of L2 
learners’ oral performance differently. Two main 
questions were addressed: Do EFL settings differ 
in terms of the impact that they have on the 
learners’ CAF of oral production? What are the 
sources of the difference: textbook, amount of 
learner contact in L2, or teacher self-efficacy?   

In response to research question one, the ef-
fect of three EFL programs on CAF of oral pro-
duction was investigated. No difference was ob-
served in grammatical complexity, but the find-
ings revealed that after a period of time the New 
Headway participants had a better performance in 
lexical complexity. Although detailed studies that 
focus on the relation between the contextual vari-
ables and variation in oral CAF are rare, some of 
the similar studies (Mora & Valls-Ferrer, 2012; 
Pérez-Vidal & Juan-Garau, 2011) found that over 
the years studying abroad, grammatical complex-
ity only showed a tendency toward significant 
differences. Other studies showed that learners in 
the SA context used significantly more diverse 
vocabulary than learners in the EFL context 
(Tavakoli & Foster, 2008). The findings of the 
present study revealed that the learners in the 
New Headway program had a better performance 
in accuracy as well, and this is consistent with the 
results of some of the studies that found learning 
a language in SA contexts causes difference in 
accuracy (Pérez-Vidal & Juan-Garau, 2011). As 
to fluency, the findings of the present study re-
vealed that American English File and Top Notch 
& Summit programs had better results. When 
Mora and Valls-Ferrer (2012) and Dods (2017) 
exposed their participants to SA context, their 

fluency of oral production improved significant-
ly. In response to the second research question, 
the findings of the longitudinal study were ana-
lyzed in light of the nature of tasks used in the 
course materials to elicit oral production since 
there are indications that characteristics of speak-
ing tasks lead to selective improvements in par-
ticular areas of oral production––i.e., CAF 
(Skehan, 2001). In close agreement with the re-
sults of oral narrative tasks, the analysis of speak-
ing tasks in the three course materials used in the 
three EFL programs revealed that mean percent-
age of speaking tasks with complexity character-
istics was almost equal in the three textbooks (see 
Table 8), and consequently grammatical com-
plexity appeared similar between the groups. The 
gained results of oral narrative tasks in the longi-
tudinal study suggested that New Headway out-
performed the other groups in lexical complexity. 
One explanation for this unexpected finding 
might be related to pre-task activities. Foster and 
Skehan (1996) found that providing participants 
with some guidance for pre-task planning was 
linked with greater complexity of language dur-
ing the task. Thus, tasks which contain pre-task 
vocabulary activities seem to favor lexical com-
plexity of oral production. Analysis of the speak-
ing tasks in the textbooks also revealed that a 
better performance in accuracy on the part of 
New Headway learners can be presumably due to 
a considerable proportion of speaking tasks in the 
course with characteristics that encourage L2 
learners to produce grammatically and lexically 
accurate language (see Table 9). Less proportion 
of dysfluencies (i.e., higher fluency) during pro-
duction of oral narratives on the part of learners 
in American English File and Top Notch & Sum-
mit programs again can be attributed to the nature 
of tasks used in the course materials. The results 
of the task analysis revealed that most speaking 
tasks in these courses have mainly fluency fea-
tures (see Table 10).  

Based on the results of the present study, an 
intimate understanding of context-related varia-
bility in speaking was called for in the realms of 
research, theory, and practice in SLA. The find-
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ings, although significant, have some limitations. 
The longitudinal period of this study spanned 
only two terms (3 months) which was not long 
enough to discover the actual impact of different 
EFL contexts on variability in oral production. 
Therefore, a longer longitudinal study of three 
different EFL programs, beginning immediately 
after the acceptance of beginner learners of Eng-
lish and ending right after they become advanced 
learners in the programs, may possibly provide 
more complete answers to the complex relation-
ships between EFL program and variability in 
CAF of oral production. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The results of this study provide strong evidence 
for the impact of the L2 learning contextual and 
input elements on variability in oral production. 
The results suggest that some EFL programs have 
a positive impact on the learners’ accuracy of 
oral production and some others do so for fluen-
cy. This varied contribution is more due the 
course materials used in these programs. There is 
a considerable proportion of speaking activities 
in one course which encourage accuracy of oral 
production (e.g., dialogic tasks), while in another 
there is a wealth of tasks with features that target 
an improvement in fluency (e.g., tasks with con-
textual support). The overall conclusion is that 
when learners in EFL contexts are similar in the 
amount of contact to L2 input and communica-
tion and when their teachers have similar qualifi-
cations, differences in their CAF of oral produc-
tion might be attributed to the major source of 
input in the EFL context (i.e., course materials). 

 The findings of this study bear far-reaching 
implications for material developers, instructors, 
and SLA researchers and address a number of 
pedagogic issues related to EFL contexts and 
EFL course programs. One implication of this 
study is that task-based material developers 
should provide the learners with speaking tasks 
with particular characteristics if they aim at 
achieving considerable gains in a special dimen-
sion of oral performance. Indeed, for them this 
would mean that ELT materials should provide 

learners with tasks with familiar information, 
tasks with clear inherent structure, tasks with 
contextual support, tasks with few elements, 
tasks that pose a single demand, and closed tasks 
if, for example, the main emphasis is on fluency. 
The greater the amount of practice of these tasks, 
the more fluent speaking performance occurs.   

In addition, the findings of this study confirm 
the theoretical propositions of L2 variation 
(Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991; Towell & 
Hawkins, 1994) which attributed variability in 
language learning to differences in learning envi-
ronments. SLA theorists and researchers should 
begin to recognize course materials as one of the 
most important elements in EFL contexts that 
greatly affect learners’ oral performance because 
they present learners with speaking tasks that 
have various demands and characteristics that 
differentially affect the aspects of L2 oral produc-
tion (i.e., CAF).   
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