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Abstract

This study investigated students’ oral performance ability accounting for various oral analytical factors
including fluency, lexical and structural complexity and accuracy with each subcategory. Accordingly,
20 raters scored the oral performances produced by 200 students and a quantitative design using a
MANOVA test was used to investigate students’ score differences of various levels of language profi-
ciency groups with respect to their oral scores in each analytical factor. The findings showed that stu-
dents, in each level of language proficiency, were different from each other regarding various measures
of fluency, lexical complexity, structural complexity and accuracy when performing the five oral tasks.
Besides, the findings showed that language planning, perspective and immediacy were the determining
dimensions in oral task difficulty. The findings demonstrated the usefulness of analytical approaches to
rater training programs in detecting rater effects and demonstrating the consistency and variability in
rater behavior. The analysis confirmed that the nature of second language oral construct is not constant,
thus different results are achieved using different oral task dimensions. Consequently, the outcomes
have constructive implications in the use of feedback as a reliable indicator of task difficulty and spe-
cifically as a basis for test design and validation.
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INTRODUCTION in the performance of tasks which stimulates the

Task, according to O’Sullivan (2002), is defined
as “bounded classroom activities in which learn-
ers use language communicatively to achieve an
outcome with the overall purpose of learning lan-
guage” (p. 278). The current popularity of per-
formance assessment has led to a growing inter-
est in tasks as a tool for assessing learner ability.
Task-based  assessment engages  students
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kind of language found in the real world situation
with the purpose of eliciting authentic language
sample from the students. One issue regarding
variation in students’ performances attributes to
task characteristics. This variation results in dif-
ferent scores under various conditions; thus, mak-
ing it a feature of interest for further investiga-
tion. May (2009) argues that tasks designed for
oral assessment should be magnificently short,
well-balanced, and provide opportunities for each
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student when more than one student is participat-
ing. When discussing the scoring tasks, Huei-
Chun (2007) suggests that the task developer
should consider the complexity and length of any
texts which are to be used, the difficulty of the
vocabulary needed to complete the task, the ex-
pected speed of speech, the number of speakers,
the explicitness of information, discourse struc-
ture, and the amount of non-linguistic support
available.

The appearance of IRT has made it possible to
investigate task difficulty as in isolation from
rater severity (Wolfe, 2004). This is based on the
assumption that the scores awarded to an individ-
ual on a speaking task are influenced by his/her
speaking proficiency, difficulty of the task and
the severity of the rater(s). In fact, very little is
known about task difficulty or the difficulty of
various tasks as they are compared with one an-
other. Consequently, one of the most important
challenges, which influences task characteristics,
is how to determine task difficulty. This can help
us in the appropriate use of task ranges which
will clarify the way levels of performance are de-
scribed. Some scholars (e.g., Skehan, 1998) have
identified a number of factors that affect task
choice. As an example, Skehan has identified a
number of factors influencing task difficulty:

1. Familiar information: The more fa-
miliar information the task contains,
the more fluent the students’ perfor-
mances will be.

2. Structured tasks: whenever the task
has clear and sequenced structure, it
will result in greater fluency and accu-
racy.

3. Complex and numerous operations:
the more operations and transfor-
mations a task is based on, the more
difficult and complex it will be. This
will result in lower fluency and accu-
racy.

Skehan further claimed that by the manipula-
tion of these factors, task performance will vary
resulting in variation of task quality.

Factors affecting learners’ second language
task production

There are several factors such as anxiety of the
second language (L2) learners, planning time,
familiarity with the topic, genre of the tasks,
learner’s proficiency level, task type, task struc-
ture, task condition, and the level of cognitive
complexity of the tasks which influence the per-
formance of second language learners; for exam-
ple, their speed of production and complexity of
their utterances (Ling, Mollaun, & Xi, 2014). As
Trace, Janssen and Meier (2017) claim, the L2
learner's performance differs from task to task.
So, L2 learner's production will be different
when they perform different task types, and con-
sequently these different types of tasks will result
in variation, called “task-induced variation”. May
(2009) agrees with this variation and asserts that
in performing different tasks, learner's produc-
tion of some grammatical, morphological and
phonological forms will vary in a particular man-
ner. Skehan and Foster (1999) investigated the
role of task type in foreign language oral produc-
tion in terms of accuracy, fluency, and complexi-
ty. Two types of tasks (instruction task and an
argumentative task) used in the study. Partici-
pants in the instruction-task group performed
significantly better than those in argumentative-
task group in terms of accuracy, fluency, and
complexity. The argumentative speeches were
produced with more complex language than the
instruction ones. Fluency was higher in instruc-
tion speeches. In terms of accuracy, instruction-
task group performed better than those in argu-
mentative-task group, but argumentative speech-
es were more accurate than instruction speeches.

The effect of task type on oral production

Oral assessment is often carried out by consider-
ing students’ ability to produce words and
phrases by evaluating their ability in doing a va-
riety of tasks such as asking and answering ques-
tions about themselves, doing role-plays, making
up minidialogues, defining or talking about some
pictures or talking about given theme. As
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Robinson (2001) stated, features of second lan-
guage oral output such as accuracy, fluency and
complexity differ by task type. When second lan-
guage learners speak, the speed of their produc-
tion, the complexity of their utterances, and the
accuracy of their speech is influenced by a num-
ber of factors, including their anxiety, their profi-
ciency, or the degree of task complexity, and the
pressure of time. These three aspects, complexity,
accuracy, and fluency of learners’ performance
are considered as learners’ language ability de-
termining factors (Robinson, 2001). Studies in-
corporating task has been primarily concerned
with analyzing the impact of task design on the
accuracy, fluency and complexity of language in
oral production.

In’nami and Koizumi (2016) suggested field
testing of tasks along with the use of question-
naires to elicit students’ and raters’ perceptions to
determine good and poor tasks. In an attempt,
they scaled a number of oral speaking tasks, used
in the ACTFL oral assessment, based on their
functions. Then, by the use of a Rasch partial
credit model, they assessed the difficulty of a
number of tasks. Although they found a reasona-
ble correlation between the suggested difficulty
level and the assessment of difficulty by raters,
this is far from testing tasks on students and as-
sessing task difficulty from scores.

On behalf of language testing and assessment,
Elder, Iwashita, and McNamara (2002) claim that
the more difficult and complex a task is, the more
difficult it will be. In an attempt, they aimed to
modify Skehan (1998) model of task difficulty
factors through investigating the following crite-
ria: 1. Perspective: To tell a story from one’s
own perspective or from a third person’s. 2. Im-
mediacy: To tell a story with and without pic-
tures. 3. Adequacy: To tell a story from a com-
plete set of pictures, and with two or four missing
ones. 4. Planning time: To do an oral task with 2-
3 minutes planning time, and without it. Skehan
and Foster (1999) have suggested that more com-
plex tasks direct students’ attention to context
and divert it away from form, whereas simple
tasks produce more fluent and accurate speech

which is on the opposite side of complex tasks
which lead to the production off more complex
speech. They further investigated the effect of
planning time and three various tasks (personal
information exchange, narrative, and decision
making) on the variables of fluency, complexity
and accuracy. The results showed that planning
time had more influence on narrative and deci-
sion making tasks than on personal information
exchange tasks.

In a similar study, Nakatsuhara (2011) inves-
tigated the effect of planning time on students’
accuracy, fluency, and complexity measures. The
study revealed that those students who had plan-
ning time had a better performance with respect
to complexity (number of subordinations), fluen-
cy (number of self-repairs), and accuracy (lack of
grammatical mistakes). Ahmadian and Tavakoli
(2011) investigated the effects of simultaneous
use of careful online planning and task repetition
on accuracy, complexity, and fluency in the oral
production of EFL learners in the context of Iran.
The results obtained from one-way ANOVAs
revealed that the opportunity to engage simulta-
neously in careful online planning and task repe-
tition enhances accuracy, complexity, and fluen-
cy significantly. In another study Kuiken and
Vedder (2014) aimed at investigating the impact
of planning conditions on the oral performance of
the EFL learners while performing structured vs.
unstructured tasks. Results demonstrated that
planning time served no impact with regard to the
accuracy and fluency of the learners' performanc-
es, but resulted in more complex performances
when participants conducted the unstructured
task. In the meantime, task structure did not af-
fect the accuracy and complexity whilst promot-
ing the fluency under the planned condition.
Davis (2016) discussed the fact that 1 min of pre-
task planning should be considered as an alterna-
tive to extend the face validity of the test. More-
over, although pre-task instructions displayed
some role for diverting attention to form, plan-
ning did not serve any impact. Leaper and Riazi
(2014) extended Robinson’s research by crossing
a complexity variable (Here-and-Now) with a
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condition variable (open vs. closed). They hy-
pothesized that the Here-and-Now/There-and-
Then narrative would be more complex than the
other versions of the task. The results showed
that learners who performed the most complex
versions of the task were significantly less fluent,
with no such large differences regarding either
structural or lexical complexity, and with signifi-
cant improvements with regard to error-free units
but not target-like use of articles.

In speaking, rater training is used to modify
raters’ expectations of tasks and students’ charac-
teristics (Khabbazbashi, 2017), and to clarify var-
ious elements of the rating scale in order to re-
duce levels of rater variability (Khabbazbashi,
2017). Training is used to reduce extreme differ-
ences by minimizing random errors between
raters in terms of severity and to increase the self-
consistency of individual raters by reducing ran-
dom errors (Davis, 2016). Closely related to
training are the concepts of rater experience or
rater expertise. Because scoring second language
oral proficiency is done by raters, they are an es-
sential part of proficiency assessment. Therefore,
not only does rating reflect students’ oral ability,
but also raters’ assessment schemes (Attali,
2016). A variety of researches on experienced
and inexperienced raters’ performances have in-
dicated higher inter-rater consistency following
training (Attali, 2016; Bijani, 2010). Commonly,
in all the studies, extremely severe or lenient in-
experienced raters have benefited from the train-
ing program thus have modified their rating be-
havior making it like the other raters’. In a study
by Bijani (2010) on the effect of rater training on
rater consistency scoring students’ written lan-
guage proficiency, the consistency of inexperi-
enced raters improved much more after training
compared to experienced raters.

However, the relative contribution of tasks
factors to the success of any given task for the
purposes for which it was designed is mostly
unknown. Although it is frequently claimed that
lack of specialist knowledge about the task topic
makes the task difficult for students, there is little
evidence in this case. Still the relative measures

between test students’ general language profi-
ciency and their oral performance ability is not
definite. On the other hand, almost all studies so
far have investigated tasks separately; therefore,
any possible relationship among them has re-
mained unexplored. On the other hand, the no-
tion of task difficulty and its relationship to un-
derlying subcategory measures of fluency, accu-
racy and complexity on various task dimensions
has not been addressed comprehensively and
there is little evidence suggesting which tasks are
more suitable for students’ of particular ability
levels. Consequently, the study investigated
measures of oral task difficulty in relation to
raters’ severity, bias and consistency. It was also
identified which underlying factors including
accuracy, fluency and complexity with the rela-
tionship among which would account for the rat-
ing of each task Thus, the following research
questions could be formed:

RQ: Do students with various levels of lan-
guage proficiency differ in speaking ability and
speech production factors?

METHODS

Participants

A stratified random sample of 200 adult Iranian
students of English as a Foreign Language
(EFL), including 100 males and 100 females,
ranging in age from 17 to 44 participated as test
takers. The students were selected from interme-
diate, high-intermediate, and advanced levels
studying at the Iran Language Institute (ILI). In
other words, they were selected in a way that
they represented three levels of language profi-
ciency based on their class level placements and
teachers’ reports of their learning history; thus,
their speaking ability levels were controlled
while other student characteristics such as gen-
der, age, native language, educational back-
ground and the number of years of probable resi-
dence in English speaking countries were not.
The reason for choosing intermediate to ad-
vanced learners of English was that these stu-
dents had already acquired the adequate
knowledge regarding the required elements and
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standards of oral production. Among the many
characteristics, the students’ speaking ability was
what the test intended to measure, and this was
what the raters were supposed to focus on while
scoring. The students were randomly selected to
take a sample TOEFL (iBT) test including listen-
ing, structure, and reading comprehension to
make sure that they were not at the same level of
language proficiency and that there was a signif-
icant difference among the three groups.

A convenience sample of 20 Iranian EFL
teachers, including 10 males and 10 females,
ranging in age from 24 to 58 participated as
raters. These raters were undergraduate and
graduate in English language related fields of
study, teaching in different universities and lan-
guage institutes. The raters participating in this
study were naturally all proficient but with a va-
riety of levels of expertise; that is, the raters were
different in terms of level of teaching, ranging
from basic to advanced. It should also be stated
that all the raters had high levels of English lan-
guage proficiency although none was a native
speaker of English language. In order to fulfill
the requirements of this study, the raters had to
be classified into two groups of experienced and
inexperienced raters to investigate the similari-
ties and differences among them and the likeli-
hood advantages of one group over the other one;
therefore, a background questionnaire, adapted
from McNamara and Lumley (1997), eliciting
the following information including (1) demo-
graphic information, (2) rating experience, (3)
teaching experience, (4) rater training and (5)
relevant courses passed was given to the raters.
Thus, raters were divided into two levels of ex-
pertise on the basis of their experiences outlined
below.

A. Raters who had no or less than two
years of experience in rating and receiv-
ing rater training, and had no or less
than 5 years of experience in teaching
and passed less than the 4 core courses
related to ELT major.

B. Experienced raters who had over two
years of experience in rating and receiv-

ing rater training, and over 5 years of
experience in teaching and passed all
the four core courses plus at least 2 se-
lective courses related to ELT major.

Materials

The elicitation of students’ oral proficiency was
done through the use of five different tasks in-
cluding description, narration, summarizing,
role-play and exposition tasks. Task 1 (Descrip-
tion Task) is an independent-skill task which re-
flects students’ personal experience or back-
ground knowledge to respond in a way that no
input is provided for it. On the other hand, tasks
3 (Summarizing Task) and 4 (Role-play Task)
reflect students’ use of their listening skills to
respond orally. For tasks 2 (Narration Task) and
5 (Exposition Task), the students are required to
respond to pictorial prompts including sequences
of pictures, graphs and tables. The tasks were
implemented via two methods of task delivery:
(1) direct and (2) semi-direct. The direct test was
designed for use in an individual face-to-face
method (i.e., speaking to an interlocutor _ here a
rater), whereas the semi-direct test was designed
for use in a language laboratory setting.

For the purpose of comparability, both for-
mats of the test consist of one-way exchanges
(monologic) in which the student is required to
communicate information in response to prompts
from the interviewer/rater. However, on the di-
rect version of the test, the role play allows for a
more authentic information gap activity in which
meaning is negotiated between a student and an
interviewer (dialogic). The tasks were also clas-
sified as either planned (allowing preparation
time) or unplanned (designed to elicit spontane-
ous language). In the third place, they were dis-
tinguished as either open (allowing a range of
possible solutions) or closed (allowing a restrict-
ed set of possible responses). In the fourth place,
the tasks were also classified as being convergent
(involving problem-solving in which the aim is
to arrive at a particular goal) and those which are
divergent (without specific goals, involving deci-
sion making, opinion and agreement). In this
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study, the only two-way task, role-play, is re-
garded to be convergent. In another classifica-
tion, tasks were classified regarding perspective
dimension. This was to ask  the
students to do the tasks from their own (first per-
son perspective) or another person’s point of
view (third person perspective). Finally, tasks
were classified regarding their immediacy
dimension. This was to ask the students to speak

using  Here-and-now and  There-and-then

language structures. In this respect, the task types
used in this study could be classified into two
categories regarding their difficulty level based
on the given factors above (Robinson, 2001).
The following table (Table 1) gives the classi-
fication of tasks and their predicted difficulty
on behalf of the given factors with respect to
their difficulty levels.

Table 1.
Table of Predicted Task Difficulty Classification

Dimension Difficult (predicted) Easy (predicted)
Openness Close (limited response) Open (free response)
Information exchange direction Dialogic Monologic
Language convergence / divergence Convergent Divergent
Language planning Without planning time With planning time
Perspective 3" person point of view 1* person point of view
Immediacy There-and-then Here-and-now

For both versions of the test, each student’s
task performance was assessed using the ETS
(2001) analytic rating scale. In ETS (2001) scor-
ing rubric, individual tasks are assessed using
appropriate criteria including fluency, grammar,
vocabulary, intelligibility, cohesion and compre-
hension.

A questionnaire was used to elicit the stu-
dents’ feedback on both versions of the speaking
tests through focusing on their attitudes and feel-
ings, effectiveness and evaluation, clarity and
further development of the speaking assessment
quality. The questionnaire had originally been
developed by Luoma (2004) consisting of five
items; however, in order to make it more suitable
for this study, it was modified thus the new ver-
sion consisted of 22 and 18 items, for the direct
and semi-direct test versions respectively, on a
Likert scale to ascertain whether students’ reac-
tions differed significantly according to their
characteristics.

Procedure

Having made sure that the three groups of
students were at different levels of language pro-
ficiency and identified the raters’ background

information and their level of expertise and
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classified them as inexperienced raters and expe-
rienced ones, the speaking test started with a
practice question so that the students would be-
come familiar with the test format and recording
process. To this goal, a practice test (Mock test)
was played and the researcher recorded their an-
swers. Answers to the practice questions were
recorded to confirm that the speaking perfor-
mance procedure was successful; yet, they were
not scored. Also, all the students were given the
instruction guide so that they would be able to
find out what they were expected to do in details.
Following the practice question step, the tasks of
both versions of the test were run one by one.
Each test was recorded on a video tape for future
assessment analysis. Each test was recorded on a
video tape for future assessment analysis. The
students were given 60 seconds (in all of the
semi-direct and four out of five direct tasks) to
prepare their responses. Each assessment on the
tasks lasted approximately around 12 minutes.
The responses were recorded in a MP3 format
and saved on a CD for the raters to score.

It should be noted that the 200 students were
divided randomly into two groups in a way half
of them took the direct and half the semi-direct
test version and then the roles were reversed. The
reason for not having all the participants perform
both versions of the test was due to the fact that
performance in one version would most certainly
affect their performance on the other version
through enabling them to get used to the typolo-
gy of the questions and this would invalidate the
findings of the study. As part of the study which
involved close observation of students’ perfor-
mances especially under both direct and semi-
direct mediated format, immediately, after the
completion of all the test tasks, the students were
given the questionnaire and were interviewed
along regarding their attitudes towards the test.
The addition of the interview, subsequent to the
students’ questionnaire, as a method of qualita-
tive data collection from the students is to ensure
the validity of the research. This triangulation
method would definitely shed light on some

vague parts of the study which sole quantitative
studies suffer from. Thus, having submitted the
questionnaire to the research coordinator, each
student was precisely interviewed by the re-
searcher to add more assurance to the validity of
the job and fulfill the requirements of the trian-
gulation study. It is noteworthy to indicate that
the interviews were recorded for more exact data
analysis.

Design and Analyses

In order to investigate the research questions, the
researcher employed a quantitative quasi-
experimental design to investigate the raters’
development with regard to rating L2 speaking
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performance (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison,
2007). Quantitative data (i.e., raters’ scores based
on an analytic scoring rubric) were collected and
analyzed using a MANOVA test to investigate
students’ score differences of various levels of
language proficiency groups with respect to their
oral scores in each analytical factor.

RESULTS

RQ: Do students with various levels of language
proficiency differ in speaking ability and speech
production factors?

As it was already indicated, a sample TOEFL
iBT test was administered to make sure that the
students participating in this study were at vari-
ous levels of language proficiency. Table 2 dis-
plays the descriptive statistics of the scores ob-
tained by the three groups of students.

Table 3.

Table 2.
Descriptive Statistics of the Test-takers’ TOEFL
Scores

Students’ groups Mean SD

Intermediate 74.17 3.01
High intermediate 83.38 3.37
Advanced 90.81 2.71

Also, in order to make sure whether there is a
significant mean difference among the scores of
the students of the three groups, an ANOVA was
run. Table 3 demonstrates the ANOVA statistical
analysis of the TOEFL scores of the three groups
of students.

ANOVA Table for the TOEFL Scores of the Three Groups of Students

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Between Groups 23424.620 2 11712.310 2197.362 0.000
Within Groups 1583.060 297 5.330
Total 25007.680 299

The outcome shows that there is a significant
difference regarding students’ general language
proficiency among the students. However, since
the focus of the study is on raters’ scoring of stu-
dents’ oral interaction, the sole assessment of

students’ general language proficiency for the
sake of identification of their differences does not
seem valid enough. In other words, the TOEFL
test, as a test of general language proficiency,
does not account for the students’ oral perfor-
mance; therefore, this provides us with little in-
formation about the differences among the three
groups of students. Consequently, it was decided
to analyze the students’ oral performance based
on speech production analytical factors. Accord-
ingly, the students’ oral productions on each task
were analyzed based on fluency, lexical com-
plexity, structural complexity, and accuracy.
Fluency measure: there are various measures
to fluency. Brooks (2009) identified two various
measures for fluency. Speech Rate A which is
defined as syllables per minute in unpruned
speech and Speech Rate B which is define as
syllables per minute in pruned speech. The term
pruned speech refers to a speech production in
which repetitions, reformulations, and false starts
have been eliminated, whereas for unpruned
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speech have not. The main advantage of having
both measures of speech rater is that it gives us a
more comprehensive view of students’ fluency
via including both the amount of speech and the
speech pauses in a limited time (Brooks, 2009).
Both speech Rates A and B are calculated
through the following formula:

o Speech rate A/B = (number of sylla-
buses / total number of seconds) %60

Lexical complexity measure: lexical com-
plexity measure tells us to what extent the stu-
dents have used lexical words in their speech
productions and accordingly to what extent it was
lexically complex. Robinson (2001) identified
two measures for lexical complexity: Percentage
of lexical words and Ratio of lexical to functional
words. The same raw data are used for the calcu-
lation of both measures; however, it is related to
two category words. The following formulas are
used for the calculation of percentage of lexical
words and ratio of lexical to functional words.

o Percentage of lexical words = (num-
ber of lexical words / total number of
words)x100

o Ratio of lexical to functional words =
(number of lexical words / number of
functional words) x 100

Structural complexity measure: the basic
measure for measuring structural complexity in
oral production is C-unit (Kim, 2011). It is meas-
ured as the number of S-nodes per C-unit. S-note
is a term which is refers to tensed or untensed
verbs and C-unit is defined as “the main clause
plus whatever subordinate clauses happen to be
attached or embedded within it” (Hunt, 1966, p.
735). Therefore, structural complexity is calcu-
lated through the following formula:
o Structural complexity = (number of

S-nodes / number of C-units)

Accuracy measure: There might be some
conceptual misunderstanding regarding the terms
accuracy and complexity. According to May
(2009) accuracy is investigated through various
measures of grammatical morphemes, while
complexity is measured by amount of subordina-

tion. There are three different measures for calcu-
lating accuracy of language performance: the
percentage of error free units, language target-
like use of articles, and error free clauses
(Skehan, 1996). Error free clauses are referred to
as “a clause in which there is no error in syntax,
morphology, or word order. Errors in lexis were
counted when a word used was incontrovertibly
wrong” (Skehan, 1996, p. 310). A combination of
these measures of language accuracy gives us a
comprehensive view of the accuracy of language
produced by student involving various angles of
language elements. The formula of each of these
measures of accuracy is given below:

e Percentage of error free units =
(number of error free C-units / Num-
ber of C-units) x100

o Target-like language use of articles =
(number of appropriate used articles /
number of obligatory contexts + num-
ber of inappropriate use of arti-
cles)x100

e Error free clauses = (number of self-
repairs / number of errors) x 100

For the last formula, the term “self-repair”
could be either self-initiated or other initiated
repair which according to Moere (2012) both in-
fer a student’s awareness of form and can be
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interpreted as his/her attempts at being accurate. Besides, he refers to this
as noticing a hole in learners own interlanguage which may lead learners
to notice the gap by directing their attention to the correct output. Both
these forms of self-repair have been said to potentially lead to acquisition.
The outcome of the analysis of all students’ oral production throughout

the entire study is demonstrated in Table 4 which displays raters’ means
and standard deviations regarding their function in each language analyti-
cal factor for each of the tasks used in the study. Since the maximum
score for each task was 7 scores, the mean score of each factor subcatego-
ry in each task ranges from 0 to 7 points.

Table 4
Descriptive Statistics of Students Oral Production for Five Oral Tasks
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In order to identify whether there exists a significant mean difference
among the performance of the three groups of students in each task re-
garding each of the basics of language analytical factors, a factorial
MANOVA was used. Since there were 300 students participating in the

study and 8 oral subcategory factors, 2400 data were obtained for data
analysis. Table 5 displays the factorial MANOVA results of oral tasks
and language analytical factors for the three groups of students.
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Table S.
Factorial MANOV A of Oral Tasks and Language Analytical Factors for the Three Groups of Students
Source Dependent Variable Type Il Sum of df Mean Square F Sig.
Squares
Description 37479.086" 23 1629.525 2.027 .003
Narration 151507.785" 23 6587.295 2.025 .003
Corrected Model Summarizing 342854.350° 23 14906.711 2.028 .003
Role Play 610478.025° 23 26542.523 2.026 .003
Exposition 955045.873° 23 41523.734 2.026 .003
Description 644618.704 1 644618.704 801.855 .000
Narration 708159.615 1 708159.615 217.693 .000
Intercept Summarizing 782756.520 1 782756.520 106.477 .000
Role Play 854811.015 1 854811.015 65.252 .000
Exposition 936308.007 1 936308.007 45.678 .000
Description 11422.226 2 1631.747 2.030 .048
Narration 47122.125 2 6731.732 2.069 .044
Students’ levels Summarizing 105327.943 2 15046.849 2.047 .046
Role Play 187217.865 2 26745.409 2.042 .047
Exposition 292771.947 2 41824.564 2.040 .047
Description 3257.108 7 1628.554 2.026 132
Narration 13048.208 7 6524.104 2.006 135
Analytical factor Summarizing 29690.801 7 14845.400 2.019 133
Role Play 52907.520 7 26453.760 2.019 133
Exposition 82784.241 7 41392.120 2.019 133
Description 22799.752 14 1628.554 2.026 .013
Narration 91337.452 14 6524.104 2.006 .014
levels * factors Summarizing 207835.606 14 14845.400 2.019 .013
Role Play 370352.640 14 26453.760 2.019 .013
Exposition 579489.686 14 41392.120 2.019 .013
Description 1910089.210 2376 803.910
Narration 7729164.600 2376 3253.015
Error Summarizing 17466996.130 2376 7351.429
Role Play 31125810.960 2376 13100.089
Exposition 48703188.120 2376 20497.975
Description 2592187.000 2400
Narration 8588832.000 2400
Total Summarizing 18592607.000 2400
Role Play 32591100.000 2400
Exposition 50594542.000 2400
Description 1947568.296 2399
Narration 7880672.385 2399
Corrected Total Summarizing 17809850.480 2399
Role Play 31736288.985 2399
Exposition 49658233.993 2399

a. R Squared = .019 (Adjusted R Squared =.010)

b. R Squared = .019 (Adjusted R Squared =.010)

c. R Squared = .019 (Adjusted R Squared =.010)

d. R Squared = .019 (Adjusted R Squared =.010)

e. R Squared = .019 (Adjusted R Squared =.010)
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The outcome of the table demonstrates that
there exists a significant difference among the
performance of the three groups of students from
each other (third row). This shows that the stu-
dents, regardless of what subcategory factor is
being considered, differed significantly from
each other, p<0.05. However, considering the
eight subcategory factors, there observed no sig-
nificant difference among the students of in
whole (fourth row). This shows that the students,
regardless of their proficiency different levels,
did not differ from each other. Nevertheless,
when considering both factors of students’ vari-
ous levels of proficiency and the eight different
subcategory factors, there observed significant
difference p<0.05 showing that the students of
each level of proficiency performed differently
from the other groups (fifth row) in each task
with respect to the analytical factors of fluency,
lexical complexity, structural complexity, and
accuracy of oral language produced by the stu-
dents.

DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSION
The outcome of the research question indicated
that students, regardless of what subcategory is
being considered, differed significantly from
each other. However, considering the eight sub-
category factors (see Table 4), there observed no
significant difference among the students regard-
less of their language proficiency levels. Never-
theless, when regarding students’ language abil-
ity and the eight subcategory factors, once again
a significant difference was observed among the
test takes. This indicates that students, in each
level of language proficiency, were different
from each other with respect to various measures
of fluency, lexical complexity, structural com-
plexity and accuracy when performing the five
oral tasks. Such finding is in line with that of
Skehan (1998) and Skehan and Foster (1999)
who found that students represented different
performances in different task conditions based
on different task difficulty factors.

This study also investigated the relationship
between students’ oral performance abilities and

their perceptions of task difficulty measures. The
outcome showed a significant relationship be-
tween students’ perceptions of task difficulty and
their oral performance abilities in the dimensions
of language planning (when they are provided
with preparation time compared to when they are
not), perspective (using the first person point of
view as compared to the third person) and imme-
diacy (using here-now and compared to there-
and-then). This finding is fairly consistent with
that of In’nami and Koizumi (2016) who found
close relationship between planning time and
students’ performance. This indicates that stu-
dents found it easier to speak when they are pro-
vided with planning time regardless of their pro-
ficiency level. In this respect one of the students
commented that “With more planning time, it is
possible to better organize your thoughts and put
them in speech form and make connections be-
tween them.” (4 student).

The findings also reflected relatively signifi-
cant relationship between raters’ perceptions and
the actual task difficulty measures with respect to
task dimensions of language planning, perspec-
tive and immediacy. Although for the other di-
mensions some positive correlation was still
found, it was not significant enough to be regard-
ed as a determining factor, according to Cohen’s
table of effect size. On the other hand, rather con-
flicting findings were found between this finding
and that of Skehan and Foster (1999) who found
relatively no significant relationship
between test-takers’ perceptions and their real
test performance which might be attributed to con-
textual differences and test-takers’ individual
differences.

The above-mentioned finding is relatively
parallel with that of Elder, Iwashita, and
McNamara (2002) except for planning time
where they found no significant difference re-
garding the manipulation of time preparation on
students’ oral performance scores. Kim (2011) in
a fairly similar study found a relationship be-
tween raters’ perceptions were task difficulty di-
mensions; however, his study was based on
qualitative data. This finding reflects a connec-
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tion between task difficulty and students’ anxiety.
This is relatively in line with what Kuiken and
Vedder (2014) and May (2009) who found rela-
tionship between students’ test anxiety and group
oral task and argued that students with low ability
suffer from more test anxiety than the ones with
higher ability. However, the findings primarily
reiterated that the students’ oral ability is a more
determining factor influencing their scores than
their anxiety level. This outcome is parallel with
that of Kim (2011) and Davis (2016) who dis-
covered that students’ ability but not anxiety is a
more important significant variable affecting
their scores awarded by the raters.

Rater effects can threaten the validity of deci-
sions made for ratings. The findings of this study
demonstrated the usefulness of the use of analyti-
cal approaches to rater training programs in de-
tecting rater effects and demonstrating the con-
sistency and variability in rater behavior aiming
to evaluate the quality of rating. This study
showed that rating oral proficiency tasks is con-
text-specific. The analysis confirmed that the na-
ture of second language oral construct is not con-
stant, thus different results are achieved using
different oral task dimensions. Consequently, the
outcomes have constructive implications in terms
of the use of students’ feedback as a reliable indi-
cator of task difficulty factors and specifically as
a basis for test design and test validation.

However, the findings must not be misinter-
preted as a key factor of establishing a hierar-
chical order of task difficulty solely on the basis
of students’ testing intuition. Besides, generaliza-
tions must be done with great caution. It is im-
portant for performance assessment test to take
into consideration the effect of task characteris-
tics and most importantly, performance condi-
tions in estimating the performance ability of stu-
dents. This research got benefit from five oral
tasks in the direct and indirect version respective-
ly. The replication of the research adopting the
use of other types of oral tasks could be done in
future studies. Besides, since this study consid-
ered six factors which were hypothesized to be
influential in task difficulty dimension measures,
further studies could be run investigating other
task testing dimensions on their possible effec-
tiveness of task difficulty.

Finally, care must be done in generalizing the
findings of this study since firstly, these were by no
means all and only influential factors in task diffi-
culty and for sure there are a number of other di-
mensions functioning accordingly. Secondly, some
of the difficulty factors which were not found as
significant correlation between students’ percep-
tions and their actual test performance might be due
to the fact that they did not notice them in their test
performance thus did not reflect those factors in
their follow-up interview/questionnaires.
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