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Title of Study: A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF ORAL PROFICIENCY IN DIRECT 

(OPI) AND SEMI-DIRECT (VOCI)TESTING MODES: MEASURES OF 

COMPLEXITY, ACCURACY, AND FLUENCY 

Major Field: ENGLISH 
 

Abstract: This study aims at comparing oral proficiency performance at two oral 

proficiency testing modes, namely Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) and Video Oral 

Communication Instrument (VOCI) in terms of specific measures of complexity (length 

of ASUs, and MS-TTR), accuracy (error-free ASUs), and fluency (frequency of filled 

and silent pauses). It also examines the relation between task type and CAF measures in 

both testing modes. It further explores the test takers’ perceptions and preferences 

towards the direct testing mode (OPI) and the semi-direct testing mode (VOCI), and then 

compares those perceptions and preferences with their testing performance in terms of the 

CAF measures. In order to achieve the goals of this study, four instruments were used to 

collect the data (OPI, VOCI, online background survey, and interviews conducted in 

Arabic). Convenience sampling was used to recruit nine senior Saudi male students, 

majoring in different fields in Engineering at a South-Central University in the United 

States. OPIs and VOCIs responses were recorded, then manually transcribed using 

InqScribe software. Wilcoxon Signed Rank test reveals that while complexity measures 

did not show any statistically significant differences in both testing modes, accuracy 

(Error-free ASU) and fluency (Silent pauses) showed significant differences in the OPI 

and VOCI testing modes. It was also found that the narrative task impacted the MS-TTR 

in the VOCI testing mode and the number of silent pauses in the OPI testing mode. 

Participants reported a variety of positive and negative perceptions towards OPI and 

VOCI. This study further presents information about test takers’ experiences about both 

tests. It was also found that participants had a higher accuracy and fluency in the OPI 

testing that they claimed they felt more comfortable with. The current research suggests 

possible empirical and practical implications and some questions for future studies. 
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CHAPTER I 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Overview of the Chapter 
 

This chapter begins with a broad introduction that shows the motives for conducting this 

research. It then briefly describes the norms of learning and teaching the English language in the 

expanding circle, more specifically in Saudi Arabian public education. Key concepts are then 

defined, in both a constitutive sense that shows how the term is defined in the literature and an 

operational sense that explains how terms were defined for the study. The research design and 

research questions are then described in detail, followed by a summary of the main findings of 

this study. This chapter closes with an overview of the remaining chapters of this dissertation. 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Thinking back about my journey in learning and later teaching English, I realize that oral 

proficiency is still neglected in Saudi Arabian public schools. Throughout my education there, I 

believe that my oral proficiency was never tested in a comprehensive manner. At the university 

level, I had to take listening and speaking courses, and listening comprehension tests. But 

speaking skill was assessed only through classroom discussion 
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and oral presentations, and I was never aware of any clear guidelines or framework for 

measuring my oral proficiency. 

After my studies, when I began teaching at the English Language Institute at 

another Saudi university, our mandated curriculum plan ignored oral proficiency, 

focusing instead on grammar, vocabulary, and other aspects of language learning. I 

believe that the unavailability of certified language testers and the cost of hiring outside 

testers may have contributed to this neglect of oral proficiency testing. When I later came 

to the United States and met several Saudi students who had taken standardized English 

tests, I learned that many of them had taken both TOEFL and IELTS. Interestingly, they 

reported having received different speaking scores on each test and they believed that 

getting different scores was related to the mode of delivery, particularly the presence of a 

human examiner in the speaking section of the IELTS. For example, some students 

believe that in the IELTS test, the score on the speaking section depends on the rater. One 

of my study participants said: 

 هرملا ،دنھلا نكمی وا ناتسكاب نم ناك ينربتخا يللاو ٥ تذخا يلولاا هرملا ،نیترم ستلیلاا تربتخا انا

كربتخی يللا ناك اذا نا سحا ينلاخ يشلا اذھ .يكیرما ناك ينربتخا يللاو ٦.٥ تذخا ھیناثلا  

native speaker or non-native 

تبواج لھو ،لا لاو كومھف لھ ىلع نوزكری مھ تاباجلاا يف رثكا نیحماستم ناكیرملاا نلا ،قرفی  

non-native speaker ناك اذا نكل ،لا لاو لاؤسلا  

  

 ىتح نكمیو  كقطن ةقیرط يلع ىتحو اھراتخت يللا تاملكلاو رمارقلا ىلع نوزكری رثكا نیدیدش نونوكی

  ھیلكلا هروصلاع زكری ىسنی
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I took IELTS twice and the first time, I got 5.00 in speaking and the rater was 

from Pakistan or India, and the second time I got 6.5 and the rater was American. 

This makes me feel that it makes a difference if the rater is native or non-native 

speaker because American raters are more tolerant with our answers and they see 

whether they understand you or not, whether you answered the question or not; 

however, when the raters are non-native speakers, they are more strict and they 

focus on your grammar, your vocabulary, and even your pronunciation, and they 

probably forget to look at the big picture of my answer. 

The issue of oral proficiency testing in Saudi Arabia drew my attention, and I 

decided to investigate oral proficiency testing of Saudi Arabian learners, especially the 

impact of testing modes. In order to understand the background of ESL participants who 

were recruited in this study, I will provide a brief description of educational norms in the 

Saudi system. 

English in the Expanding Circle (Saudi Arabia) 
 

In Kachru’s (1992) model of World Englishes, Saudi Arabia is part of the 

expanding circle, where English is spoken as a foreign language. According to 

Lowenberg (2002), the norms for English usage, teaching, and testing in this context are 

different from those in the inner circle, where English is the native language. Current 

research indicates that in some expanding circle countries, English actually functions as a 

second language, such as India. However, in other typical expanding circles contexts, 

English is used as a foreign language, such as English in Saudi Arabian context. 
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English teaching and learning in Saudi Arabia is teacher-centered, where the 

teacher dominates the class (Fareh, 2010), mainly by lecturing. As a former student in the 

Saudi public education system, I can confirm that this description matches my own 

experience, where the only speaking that the students did in class was answering short 

questions from the teacher. Another challenge in teaching English in Saudi Arabia is the 

“reliance on outdated methods” (Ahmad, 2014, p. 99), such as the grammar-translation 

and audio-lingual methods, which completely neglect speaking skills. 

 
However, more recent research (Liton, 2012) has reported changes in Saudi 

attitudes toward learning and teaching English, due to the growing need for English in 

both classrooms and the workplace. Within the Middle East, Saudi Arabia has become a 

leading employer of English-speaking foreign professionals in its schools, hospitals, and 

companies (Alasmari & Khan, 2014). This development motivates Saudis to learn 

English and be able to communicate with the professionals globally. English has also 

become the medium of instruction in some undergraduate programs, such as medicine, 

computer science, and engineering. However, the language students learn in these 

programs is focused on field-specific technical terminology, with very limited 

communicative functions. 

 
Alasmari and Khan (2014) claim that in Saudi public schools and universities, 

“EFL teachers are asked to follow the prescribed curriculum while designing teaching 

strategies both for classroom instructions and evaluation” (p. 318). In some preparatory 

year programs in Saudi universities, instructors have to follow certain guidelines and 

cover a given number of chapters and books. Then, at the end, all the students receive 
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unified tests. There is too much pressure on the instructors because they have to finish the 

required materials, which shifts their attention from quality to quantity. I need to 

emphasize that the educational sector I have been describing in this section is only related 

to the public schools and universities in Saudi Arabia, as there are many international 

schools in Saudi Arabia that use English as the main language of instruction and use 

teaching methodologies that are based on American or British curricula. 

 
Students in Saudi public schools start learning English in 4th grade and continue 

through the end of their secondary education. English class typically lasts for an hour a 

day, with a heavy focus on grammar, and minimal focus on oral proficiency. By the time 

students reach university, they may be familiar with all the rules of English grammar, but 

they may struggle to speak the language with any fluency. Saudis wishing to study 

abroad need to take a standardized test to qualify for admission to foreign universities. 

The majority of students are unable to get the required exam score and enroll in 

specialized English language programs to improve their proficiency and prepare them to 

retake the standardized admission test, typically the IELTS or TOEFL. Both of these tests 

include a speaking component. The IELTS speaking test is conducted face-to-face and is 

considered direct, whereas the computer mediated TOEFL speaking test is considered 

semi-direct. 

 
Little is known about the perceptions and attitudes of Saudi ESL learners towards 

direct and semi-direct testing modes of oral proficiency. Many students take both tests 

and find a variation between their speaking scores in the two exams. This study will give 

some insights about the differences between direct and semi-direct oral proficiency 



6  

testing. All study participants attended both Saudi public schools and an intensive 

English program in the United States and had taken both IELTS and TOEFL in order to 

be admitted to their Engineering programs at a university in the south-central United 

States. 

 
Despite years of study, Saudi students of English often have limited oral 

proficiency (Alshumaimeri, 2003). This problem may be caused by inadequacies in the 

curriculum, teaching methodologies, and testing tools (Al-Nasser, 2015; Bacha, 2002; 

Javid, 2011; Rabbah, 2003; Tahaineh, 2010). Specific issues include an outdated focus on 

grammar and vocabulary (Alhmadi, 2014), inadequate time spent on speaking practice 

(Alhmadi, 2014; Hamad, 2013), and teacher-centered methodologies (Al Asmari, 2013; 

Al Hajailan, 2003; Fareh, 2010). Assessment focuses primarily on grammar, with 

minimal attention to listening and speaking skills (Al-Nasser, 2015; Al-Nofaile, 2010; 

Rahman & Alhaisoni, 2013; Alsudais, 2017; Gubaily, 2012). As often occurs in EFL 

contexts, Saudi oral proficiency testing often relies on invalid methods (Al Mineeai, 

2013; Al-Ma’shy, 2011). For example, Alfallaj and Al-Ahdal (2017) claimed that 

speaking skill is sometimes assessed through written tests. Al Asmari (2013) stated that 

teaching methodology does not lead to learning as teachers occupy the space inside the 

classrooms, which makes the students more dependent on their teachers. Another factor 

limiting Saudi oral proficiency testing is large class sizes (Aljarf, 2006; Bahanshal, 2013; 

Khazaei et al., 2012; Sook, 2003), which make reliable testing methods too time 

consuming, especially in the absence of practical testing tools (Al Hassan, 2019; 

Farooqui, 2007). 
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Alharbi and Surur (2019) reported that “attempts to evaluate assessment 

techniques and procedures, especially for speaking skills, are lacking in a Saudi context” 

(p.1). Hosseini and Azarnoosh (2014) found that Saudi teachers rely on presentations and 

discussion to assess oral proficiency but were often unsure about which aspects of 

students’ production they should assess. Several researchers (Ahmed & Alamin, 2014; 

Al-Seghayer, 2011; Hosseini & Azarnoosh, 2014; Noor, Muniandy, Shanmugan & 

Mathai, 2010) have emphasized the need for more reliable oral testing, especially through 

the use of technological tools. 

 
The purpose of the present research is to investigate if I can find a reliable and 

valid tool for testing students’ oral proficiency in the Saudi context. 

 
Definitions of Key Concepts 

 

VOCI (Video Oral Communication Instrument) 

Constitutive definition 

The English version of the VOCI refers to the multimedia-enhanced oral 

proficiency test developed by Halleck and Young in 1995 at San Diego State University’s 

Language Acquisition Resource Center. It incorporates both visual and audio input 

presented through an audiovisual tape. 

Operational definition 
 

The term refers to the semi-direct instrument used in this study. In this study, I used the 

English version of the VOCI. 
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Face-to-face OPI (Oral Proficiency Interview) 

Constitutive and operational definition 

According to the Language Testing International (LTI), OPI is a standardized oral 

proficiency test for foreign language learners. A certified ACTFL evaluator interviews 

the testee, in person or by telephone. After some preliminary background questions, the 

interviewer adapts the rest of the interview depending on the testee’s oral proficiency 

level. 

Complexity 
 

Constitutive definition 
 

Complexity was defined by different researchers. For example, Ellis (2003, p. 
 

340) referred to complexity as “the extent to which the language produced in performing 

a task is elaborate and varied.” Later in 2009, Ellis modified his definition to refer to “the 

capacity to use more advanced language” (p. 475). Vercellotti (2012) also added another 

description of complexity, which is “the language that is at the upper limit of the 

student’s interlanguage system, which is not fully internalized or automatized by the 

learner” (p. 14). 

Operational definition 
 

In this study, complexity was measured using the number and the mean length of 

Analysis of Speech Units (ASUs), and the Mean Segmental of Type-Token Ratio (MS- 

TTR). The mean length of the ASU is measured by dividing the total number of tokens, 

except the repeated tokens or phrases, by the number of ASUs per 100 words. The MS- 
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TTR is calculated by calculating the TTR for every 100 words, followed by calculating 

the total mean for all TTRs. 

Accuracy 
 

Constitutive definition 
 

Accuracy is the most internally coherent construct. Pallotti (2009) defined 

accuracy as “the degree of conformity to certain norms” (p.4). Similarly, Hammerly 

(1991) and Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki, and Kim (1998) defined accuracy as the degree of 

deviation from specific norms. Housen and Kuiken (2009) defined accuracy as error-free 

speech. This measure can be specific (e.g., accuracy of verb forms) or general (e.g., 

overall number of errors or error-free units). 

Operational definition 
 

Accuracy refers to the percentage of error-free ASUs per 100 words, based on 

errors that do not follow the prescriptive rules of English grammar. 

Fluency 
 

Constitutive definition 
 

In the field of second language acquisition, fluency has long been a subject of 

general interest (e.g., Chambers 1997; Freed 2000; Guillot 1999; Hilton 2008; Lennon 

1990; Koponen & Riggenbach 2000). In defining the CAF framework, Housen 

and Kuiken (2009) define fluency as “general language proficiency, particularly as 

characterized by perceptions of ease, eloquence and ‘smoothness’ of speech or writing” 

(p.4). However, there are more specific definitions of fluency. For example, Ellis and 
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Barkhuizen (2005) defined fluency as the production of language in real time without 

undue pausing or hesitation. According to Tavakoli and Skehan, (2005), fluency is a 

multidimensional concept that has sub-dimensions such as breakdown fluency, repair 

fluency, and speed fluency 

Operational definition 
 

In the current study, fluency refers to the frequency of silent pauses, and filled 

pauses with “ah” and “like” per 100 words. 

Analysis of Speech unit (ASU) 

Constitutive and operational definition 

An ASU is an utterance containing “an independent clause, or sub-clausal unit, 

together with any sub-ordinate clause(s) associated with either” (Foster, Tonkyn, & 

Wigglesworth, 2000, p. 365). 

Errors 
 

Constitutive definition 
 

Error is considered to be “any digression in syntactical, morphological, and 

lexical norms, but not in punctuation or capitalization” (Ruiz-Funes, 2014, p. 174). 

Operational definition 
 

Any deviations from the prescriptive norms of English grammar, especially with 

regard to tense, aspect, subject-verb agreement, or part of speech. 
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Research questions 
 
 

This study examines language production in the context of oral proficiency 

testing. It attempts to determine whether complexity, accuracy, and fluency are affected 

by task type, testing mode, and attitudes toward direct and semi-direct testing modes.. 

The research questions of the study were: 

 
Q1: Are there any differences in participants’ complexity, accuracy, and fluency 

measures while taking the VOCI and OPI? 

Q2: Are there any differences in the accuracy, complexity, and fluency of test takers’ 

utterance in terms of different task types? 

Q3: What are participants’ perceptions of the two exams? Which testing mode do they 

prefer, and why? 

Q4: Do participants’ mode preferences impact their language production on the OPI and 

VOCI? 

Research Design 
 

The researcher collected diverse types of data using two testing instruments (OPI 

and VOCI), an online background survey, and face-to-face, semi-structured Arabic 

interviews. Analysis of the testing data focused on the degree to which task type and 

testing mode affected complexity, accuracy, and fluency. The Arabic interview was 

conducted in order to determine participants’ perceptions and attitudes relating to direct 

(OPI) and semi-direct (VOCI) testing modes. 
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This study utilized the exploratory sequential mixed method approach (Creswell, 

2014). The initial qualitative phase consisted of administration of the OPI, followed by 

the VOCI. Perceptions and preferences of these testing modes were then explored in the 

Arabic interviews. In the subsequent quantitative phase, participants’ language 

production on the two exams was analyzed for complexity, accuracy and fluency, using 

descriptive and inferential statistics. Learner production on the exams was analyzed to 

determine whether testing mode and task type had a significant impact on performance. 

Summary of the Findings 

Findings of this study reveals that while complexity measures did not show any 

statistically significant differences in both testing modes, error-free ASU accuracy 

measure and silent pauses for the fluency measure showed significant differences in 

terms of those measures in OPI and VOCI testing modes. It was also found that the 

narrative task impacted the MS-TTR in the VOCI testing mode and the number of silent 

pauses in the OPI testing mode. Participants reported a variety of positive and negative 

perceptions towards OPI and VOCI. This study further presents information about test 

takers’ experiences about both tests. It was also found that participants had a higher 

accuracy and fluency in the OPI testing that they claimed they felt more comfortable 

with. The current research suggests possible empirical and practical implications and 

some questions for future studies. 

Overview of the Chapters 
 

The remaining chapters of this dissertation are organized as follows. Chapter 2 

presents the literature review. Testing oral proficiency is briefly discussed. Direct and 
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semi-direct assessment are described. CAF measures are defined and discussed in detail, 

followed by defining the utterance, as it is the focus of this study. The effects of task 

types on CAF measures will be presented. Then, studies that compared the direct and 

semi-direct assessment will be reviewed. The significance of the study is presented at the 

end of this chapter. 

Chapter 3 presents the methodologies used in this research. Participants are 

described in detail, as are the four instruments used to collect data. The research design is 

presented, and the procedures used to conduct this research are described. 

Chapter 4 presents the results and discussion. This chapter is divided into four 

subsections, starting with the descriptive statistics of the participants’ complexity, 

accuracy, and fluency in both testing modes for each of the four tasks. After that, each 

CAF measure will be discussed using examples from different task types. Then, the 

results and discussion of the relation between task type and CAF measures will be 

presented. Discussion of the participants’’ perceptions and preferences towards direct 

(OPI) and semi-direct ( VOCI) testing modes will be provided. At the end of the chapter, 

the relation between testing modes perceptions and preferences and test performance will 

be discussed. 

Chapter 5 will present my conclusions about the findings and discusses the 

implications and limitations of the research. 
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CHAPTER II 
 
 
 

REVIEW of LITERATURE 
 
 

Overview of the Chapter 
 

This chapter starts with a brief description of testing oral proficiency. After that, 

the direct assessment will be discussed illustrating different types of direct tests. Semi- 

direct assessment will follow with a description of different semi-direct tests. after that, a 

definition of an utterance will be provided. Then, complexity, accuracy, and fluency 

(CAF) will be discussed in detail. Then, CAF measures will be summarized. After that, 

effect of task types on the CAF measures will be explained. Finally, studies that 

compared direct and semi-direct testing modes are reviewed. 

 
Testing Oral Proficiency 

 
 

Language proficiency is often defined as the ability to use the four skills 

(speaking, writing, listening, and reading), in spontaneous, authentic contexts (ACTFL, 

2012, p. 3). Oral proficiency has been defined more specifically as “knowledge and 

automated ability for use of core vocabulary and grammar delivered with reasonably 

intelligible pronunciation and fluency” (Wu & Ortega, 2013, p. 681). 

 
Oral proficiency has been tested using large-scale standardized oral proficiency 

tests, which are typically classified as either direct or semi-direct. Direct tests include the 
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Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) and the speaking section of the International English 

Language Testing System (IELTS). Semi-direct tests are either tape-based or computer 

based and include the Simulated Oral Proficiency Interview (SOPI), Computerized Oral 

Proficiency Instrument (COPI), Video Oral Communication Instrument (VOCI), and the 

speaking section of the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL). 

 
Direct Assessment 

 

This section illustrates some types of direct tests of oral proficiency, including 

OPI, which is one of the instruments used in this study, and IELTS. Although the focus 

of this study is on the OPI, description of the IELTS was included as a secondary level of 

comparison with other semi-direct tests. 

OPI 
 

OPI has been used in the United States since the Second World War, in order to 

assess the language skills of American personnel working abroad. The OPI has been used 

extensively by the Foreign Service Institute (FSI), the Defense Language Institute (DLI), 

the Language School of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), and the United States 

Peace Corps. It is one of several tests used by the US government that are based on 

American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) guidelines. 

According to Higgs (1984) “the ACTFL guidelines reflect a convergence of the 

governmental and academic educational sectors” (p. 22). 

 
The OPI is a 15- to 30-minute interview that assesses the interviewee’s functional 

ability in a second or foreign language. It can be conducted face-to-face or over the 
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telephone, and it includes at least one trained examiner or rater (two in the case of the FSI 

OPI). In 1982, language educators started using the OPI in the academic disciplines and 

at that time the ACTFL published its proficiency guidelines, which were last revised in 

2012. The ACTFL guidelines measure proficiency across a continuum, from full 

professional proficiency to little or no functional ability. ACTFL tests that were designed 

to “evaluate speech that is either Interpersonal (interactive, two ‐way communication) or 

Presentational (one-way, non-interactive)” (ACTFL, 2012, p. 4). The guidelines show the 

characteristics of integrated performance in all of the four skills, based on skill 

descriptions used by the Interagency Language Roundtable (ILR). However, the ILR was 

not as concerned with distinguishing between the proficiency levels at the lower levels. 

On the contrary, ACTFL was not as focused at the higher levels because that was not 

what their subjects are generally tested (Arnett & Haglund, 2001; Liskin-Gasparro, 1984a 

& 1984b; Omaggio, 1986). Higgs (1984) referred to the ACTFL guidelines as 

“descriptive, rather than prescriptive, based on experiences rather than theory” (p.37). 

 
ACTFL speaking guidelines were used extensively in the field of oral language 

testing, especially for the ACTFL Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI). In 1999, speaking 

guidelines were reevaluated, and the presentation of proficiency levels was changed. 

They are now presented in a top-down fashion (Superior to Novice) instead of bottom-up 

(Novice to Superior), to present a more positive evaluation of learners’ performance by 

focusing on what they can do, rather than what they cannot do. The guidelines are 

divided into four main proficiency levels (superior, advanced, intermediate, and novice). 

Apart from the first level, the other three levels contain three sublevels, which are high, 

mid, and low. 
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When the OPI was introduced to academia, language teachers viewed it as a valid 

instrument for assessing learners’ oral proficiency (Clark & Clfford, 1988; Dandonoli & 

Henning, 1990; Halleck, 1992; Kuo & Jiang, 1997; Reed & Halleck, 1997). Although the 

ACTFL OPI has been considered an efficient oral proficiency assessment tool (Clark & 

Clifford, 1988; Dandonoli & Henning, 1990; Kuo & Jiang, 1997), some scholars 

criticized its validity and reliability (Bachman, 1998). For example, Pienemann, 

Johnstone and Brindley (1988) criticized the ACTFL scale, arguing that “such 

descriptions are so vague and general as to be utterly unhelpful in distinguishing any 

second language learner from another” (p.129). 

 
Okada (2010) argued that studies criticizing the validity of the OPI did not 

examine all the tasks in the OPI, as for example, very few had examined the OPI role 

play task. Okada said, “without investigating other activities, any claim of the validity of 

OPIs may not be validated sufficiently” (p. 1648). 

 
While some researchers questioned the definitions of the ACTFL Guidelines 

(Bachman & Savignon, 1986; Lantolf & Frawley, 1985; Valdman, 1988), Lowe (1986) 

and Higgs (1984) claimed that they had been used successfully and should stand as the 

framework of the proficiency movement. Other scholars found an acceptable level of 

reliability in the ACTFL OPI (Dandonoli & Henning, 1990; Halleck, 1996; Surface & 

Dierdorff, 2003; Thompson, 1995, 1996). Even though some researchers criticized the 

OPI, Liskin-Gasparro (2003) claimed that there are three factors that make the ACTFL 

OPI survive and still be used extensively by policy makers, language educators, and test 

developers. First, it had been “a catalyst for major change in foreign language teaching at 
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all levels” (Liskin-Gasparro, 2003, p. 486). Second, its focus on tasks had inspired the 

pro-achievement tests and hybrid tests. Third, an extensive amount of proficiency 

research is based on OPI testing, because “OPI speech samples make for rich data” 

(Liskin-Gasparro, 2003, p. 488). For example, OP1 discourse has been used to compare 

the nature of language in face-to-face and semi-direct tests (e.g., Koike, 1998; Shohamy, 

1994) and to examine how oral discourse is jointly constructed jointly by the interviewer 

and examinee (e.g., Ross & Berwick, 1992; Ross & Kasper, 1998). In addition, Henning 

(1992) claimed that the use of ACTFL guidelines in OPI rating is advantageous, making 

the OPI a useful assessment tool. He found that the use of ACTFL guidelines in OPI 

rating is advantageous, making the OPI a useful assessment tool. OPI is being used 

extensively in academia, especially for teacher certification (Hammadou Sullivan, 2011; 

Malone & Montee, 2010). OPI testing is required for aspiring foreign language teachers 

in 23 US states, 16 of which require an ACTFL rating of Advanced Low or higher for 

licensure (Kissau, 2014). 

 
IELTS 

 
 

IELTS is a standardized test that assesses the four skills (listening, reading, 

writing, and speaking). IELTS was originally known as ELTS (English Language Testing 

Service) (O’Sullivan, 2012). ELTS was developed in the United Kingdom to test English 

for specific purposes. Specifically, it assessed the proficiency of students who wanted to 

major in specific fields, such as Life Sciences, Social Studies, Physical Sciences, 

Technology, and Medicine. Later, when IELTS replaced ELTS, domain-specific modules 

were removed, and all students took the same test (O’Sullivan, 2012). There are two 
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versions of the IELTS, Academic and General, which differ in content, context, and 

purpose. 

 
The speaking section of the IELTS is conducted face-to-face, with test takers 

interviewed by certified IELTS testers. This section of the test is administered by the 

British Council. The speaking section takes 11-14 minutes and consists of three parts. In 

the first part, test takers are asked about daily life issues. In the second, they receive a 

card with questions on it, and are given one minute to read the questions and prepare their 

answers. Then, they have to speak from 1-2 minutes. In the third part, testees are asked 

discussion questions related to their responses from the second part. Examinees’ 

responses are recorded and sent to the British Council center for evaluation and scoring. 

 
Semi-Direct Assessment 

 
 

SOPI (Simulated Oral Proficiency Interview) 
 
 

SOPI is a tape-mediated, performance-based speaking test. It uses instructions 

delivered by an audio-tape and a booklet in order to elicit language samples from test 

takers. SOPI is preferred over IELTS by many school systems and universities. It does 

not require certified examiners, and has other advantages related to time, location, and 

cost. Although the SOPI is old, Sandford university is still using this test for 

undergraduate students taking foreign languages. 

Several studies have shown a strong positive correlation between SOPI and OPI 

(Clark & Li, 1986; Kenyon & Stansfield, 1993; Shohamy, Gordon, Kenyon, & Stansfield, 

1989; Stansfield, 1992; Stansfield et al., 1990). Furthermore, Stansfield et al. (1990) 
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found that SOPI appeared to be more reliable and easier to rate than OPI. In addition, 

Stansfield (1996) found that SOPI is advantageous in several ways. For example, any 

teacher, technician or language lab can administer SOPI. Also, SOPI can be administered 

in locations where trained raters and ACTFL-certified testers are not available. 

Furthermore, SOPI can be administered individually or for a group of examinees, unlike 

the OPI, which can only be administered individually. However, one of the shortcomings 

of the SOPI is that it is not available in English. 

COPI (Computerized Oral Proficiency Interview) 
 

The Center of Applied Linguistics (CAL) adapted the SOPI to develop a 

computer-mediated test called the COPI. For this test, the computer stores a broad range 

of task-based questions, and administers them based on self-assessed proficiency level, 

and demographic characteristics such as age, gender, and native language. COPI can also 

allow examinees of high proficiency to hear the instructions in the target language 

(Malabonga, Kenyon, & Carpenter, 2005). 

 
OPIc (Oral Proficiency Interview – Computer) 

 
 

In 2006, ACTFL developed the OPIc, a computer-mediated version of the OPI, to 

overcome the OPI’s reliance on in-person examiners. The OPIc is administered by 

Language Testing International, takes 20-40 minutes, and can be taken from any 

computer that is connected to the internet. It is currently available in 14 languages 

(Arabic, Mandarin Chinese, English, French, German, Italian, Japanese, Korean, Pashto, 

Persian Farsi, European Portuguese, Brazilian Portuguese, Russian, and Spanish), and is 

most common in South Korea. It is used extensively in the field of business, and more 
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sparingly in government and education. In the educational setting, its uses include 

language program placement, admissions, monitoring students’ progress, and program 

evaluation. 

 
Test questions are selected by the computer based on examinees’ self-assessed 

proficiency level and areas of personal interest, which they provide in a pre-exam 

background questionnaire. ACTFL tries to limit the repetition of interest areas and 

prompts (Isbell & Winke, 2019). One unique feature of OPIc is that test takers can replay 

the prompt when the question finishes playing. Test takers are also given time to prepare 

for their answers (30-120 seconds). 

 
Examinees’ responses are recorded and later evaluated by one or two certified 

raters. The rating scale is based on ACTFL guidelines, except that it does not include the 

“distinguished” level. ACTFL provides extensive rater training, which “involves a four- 

day initial training and certification followed by regular benchmarking and norming 

activities” (Isbell & Winke, 2019, p. 471). This kind of training makes the OPIc a reliable 

testing tool. Isbell and Winke (2019) have also claimed that a key strength of OPIc is that 

test takers can easily understand their scores, using the available supplementary 

materials. However, OPIc is not without problems. Researchers have claimed that OPIc is 

simplistic and does not assess many aspects of oral proficiency (Isbell & Winke, 2019), 

and that OPIc should be rated in greater depth, especially when there is only one rater 

(Knoch & Chapelle, 2018). 
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VOCI 
 
 

The English version of the VOCI is an oral proficiency instrument that was 

developed at San Diego State University’s Language Acquisition Resource Center 

(Halleck & Young, 1995). The VOCI is considered a semi-direct test, as it incorporates 

both visual and audio input presented through an audiovisual tape, DVD, or computer 

file, and it does not involve a live interviewer who communicates directly with the test 

taker. The test taker is responding to questions delivered through the computer. 

The VOCI uses carefully designed tasks to collect speaking samples that are 

rated based on the ACTFL scale (Kenyon, 1998). The test consists of 36 questions that 

assess four levels of proficiency: novice, intermediate, advanced, and superior. The first 

three questions are mainly for acquainting the test takers with the test and ensuring that 

sound and pictures are clear. This computerized test provides different situations or 

scenarios, which are followed by a question for test takers. This test can be administered 

individually, which is the case in this study, or it can be done for a group of test takers. 

There are two versions of this test, timed and untimed. The 45-minute timed test is the 

one used for this research. In this timed version, there are green bouncing balls that 

decrease in number to represent the remaining time for the given task (as shown in Figure 

1). The test taker is supposed to finish speaking before the disappearance of the bouncing 

balls. 
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Figure 1. VOCI screenshot showing time remaining 
 

The VOCI has a variety of questions that gradually progress from novice-level 

questions to more task-oriented questions at the intermediate, advanced, and superior 

levels. The questions have different functions, including description, 

comparison/contrast, role play, past tense narration, supporting an opinion, and 

hypothesizing. The questions take place in different, such as a restaurant, library, or 

coffee-shop. The following screenshot shows a restaurant situation, where one of the 

participants was eating his dinner. The other speaker turns to the camera and says “Ron is 

eating his dinner.” This is followed by a Novice-level question, “What do you eat for 

dinner?” 
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Figure 2. VOCI screenshot showing restaurant-themed question 
 

Test questions take different forms. For example, there are situations where two 

people are talking, then one of them turns to the screen to ask the question, or both 

speakers ask parts of the question. For example, the following screen shot shows the two 

speakers sitting in a room reading newspapers, with the following dialogue: 

 

 
Figure 3. VOCI screenshot showing past-tense narration question 

A: It’s really unbelievable. 

B: Yes, that was a really terrific experience. 
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A: There are some experiences you just can’t forget. 
 

B: That’s true. Have you ever had such an experience—an experience that 

you’ll never forget? 

A: It can be something positive or it can be something negative. 

B: Tell us about it. 

The function that this question is meant to elicit is past tense narration, an 

Advanced-level task. In other questions, no speakers appear on screen, but examinees can 

hear voices talking about a topic, and a picture that represents the topic appears on the 

screen. For example, with the image in Figure 4 below, test takers are asked: “Name at 

least five things that are represented in this picture.” The purpose of this question is to 

elicit a list of items to be evaluated for vocabulary development. 

 

 
Figure 4. VOCI screenshot showing vocabulary-themed question 

 

Other questions are written on the screen, following a short dialogue. For 

example, the question depicted in Figure 5 began with a person sitting at an information 
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booth, saying “Hello, may I help you?” After that, information appears on the screen 

instructing the test taker to ask three questions, accompanied by a voice-over of those 

instructions. 

 

Figure 5. VOCI screenshot showing written questions on the screen Other 

test items illustrate a situation, and the question is presented as a voice- 
 

over. For example, Figure 6 shows a woman talking on the phone, accompanied by the 

following voice-over: 

“Because of a last-minute problem, you missed a dinner engagement with a friend. You 

call to apologize, but your friend is not yet home, so you need to leave a message on the 

answering machine apologizing for the date and explaining why you were not there.” 
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Figure 6. VOCI screenshot showing apology-themed question with voice-over 
 

TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) 
 

TOEFL was introduced in 1963 by the National Council on the Testing of English 

as a Foreign Language. This test is for non-native speakers of English who need to 

demonstrate their proficiency, in order to be admitted to academic programs or 

considered for jobs in English-speaking countries. It is administered by the Educational 

Testing Service (ETS). There are two versions of the exam: an Internet-Based test (iBT) 

with four sections (reading, writing, speaking, listening) and a paper-based test (PBT) 

with two sections (reading, listening). Only the speaking section (of the iBT) will be 

described in this literature review. 

The speaking section takes 17 minutes, with each section having a specific time, 

and is administered through the computer (ETS, 2019). Test takers are given four tasks, 

where they are asked to express their opinions regarding certain issues, and answer 

questions based on reading and listening tasks. Test takers’ responses are recorded on the 

computer, then sent to ETS for rating. 
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What is an Utterance? 
 

When it comes to measure oral proficiency, we use the utterance as the unit of 

measurement. Before measuring oral proficiency, we need to define which unit is being 

measured. Luoma (2004) emphasized that oral data has many sub-clausal units, 

especially in unplanned speech. Parsing oral data into units is considered very 

challenging, “as speakers hesitate, repeat, abandon topics, and reformulate their speech” 

(Vercellotti, 2012, p. 5). According to Crookes (1990), parsing oral data into units using 

linguistic features is preferred over parsing the data based on word counts. For example, 

using propositions, idea units, or c-units makes the coding process logical and consistent. 

Although T-units have been used for both written and oral data (Foster, Tonkyn, 

& Wigglesworth 2000; Halleck, 1995; Norris & Ortega, 2009), Foster et al. (2000) 

claimed that many researchers modified T-units in order to use them in oral data. For this 

reason, Foster et al. (2000) introduced a new measure for oral data, which is called the 

Analysis of Speech unit (AS unit or ASU). An ASU (Analysis of Speech unit) is "a single 

speaker’s utterance consisting of an independent clause or sub-clausal unit, together with 

any subordinate clause(s) associated with it" (Foster et al. 2000, p. 365). Foster et al.’s 

AS unit is not only characterized by its syntactic criterion, but also aided with intonation 

and pause information. 

The complexity of learner language can be seen in different ways. In written 

language, one looks at the complexity of sentences, or sometimes T-units; in oral 

language, one looks at the complexity of ASUs. 
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One way to analyze oral proficiency is through the general and specific measures 

of complexity, accuracy, and fluency. Those measures will be discussed in detail in the 

upcoming sections. 

CAF Framework 
 

Applied linguistics researchers have developed fine-grained measures that show 

the elements of learners’ interlanguage in terms of complexity, accuracy, fluency (CAF) 

of production. Housen and Kuiken (2009, p. 461) described CAF measures as 

“performance descriptors for the oral and written assessment of language learners as well 

as indicators of learners’ proficiency underlying their performance; they have also been 

used for measuring progress in language learning.” Those measures have been used in a 

number of studies on language testing and language acquisition. CAF measures are 

dimensions and dependent variables that can be used to assess language performance in 

some language skills, mainly speaking and writing. One of the challenges in CAF 

measures is the fact that learner’s performance according to those measures is very 

individualistic and may differ greatly from the group average (Larsen-Freeman, 2006). 

The CAF framework is typically used in conjunction with Skehan’s (1998) Trade- 

off Hypothesis and Robinson’s (1995, 2001a) Cognition Hypothesis. The former states 

that learners assign varying amounts of mental resources to complexity, accuracy, and 

fluency during communicative tasks, and that increasing resources in one area results in a 

decrease to remaining areas. The latter provides a framework for conceptualizing 

elements of task complexity and argues for a careful, complexity-oriented sequencing of 

pedagogical tasks. Researchers rely on direct measures of CAF that take the form of 
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“ratio, frequencies, or formulas” (Norris & Ortega, 2009, p. 1). Based on Skehan (2009, 

p.510), successful performance in oral proficiency is dependent on 1) more advanced 

language, leading to complexity; 2) a concern to avoid error, leading to higher accuracy if 

this is achieved; and 3) the capacity to produce speech at normal rate and without 

interruption, resulting in greater fluency. 

 
Complexity 

 
 

Complexity in L2 production refers to the “size, elaborateness, richness and 

diversity of the learner’s linguistic L2 system” (Hausen & Kuiken, 2009, p. 464). It is 

achieved through “expanding or restructured second language knowledge” (Wolfe- 

Quintero, Inagaki, & Kim, 1998, p. 4). It can be viewed as “the use of sophisticated forms 

(e.g., past passive modals), complex constructions (e.g., subordination), and various other 

late-learned production units” (Purpura, 2013, p. 119). On the syntactic level, complexity 

refers to the amount of subordination or other clausal measures, or mean length of unit of 

production (sentence or T-unit). Complexity is considered the most challenging construct 

in the CAF framework because it can be applied to lexical, interactional, propositional, 

and grammatical aspects (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005). 

 
Raish (2017) claimed that learners’ production becomes more complex when they 

are more proficient in the language. According to Gaies (1980), production is considered 

syntactically complex if it contains longer T-units. 
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Syntactic (grammatical) complexity. 
 
 

Syntactic complexity has been defined differently by researchers. For example, 

Kuiken, Vedder, and Gilabert (2010) viewed production as syntactically complex when it 

contains a large number of clauses per T-unit. Several researchers used different 

measures for syntactic complexity. For example, Ellis and Yuan (2005) and Robinson 

(2007) used the raw tallies of specific verbal morphology (e.g. passive voice, tensed 

forms), syntactic structures (e.g. comparatives), or even classes of verbs (e.g. modals, or 

conditionals). Norris and Ortega (2009) claimed that since language can be elaborated at 

three different syntactic levels, three grammatical complexity measures must be used, 

which are global complexity (words per AS unit), phrasal complexity (words per clause), 

and complexity by subordination (clauses per AS unit). 

 
Lexical complexity. 

 
 

There are various methods to calculate lexical complexity. One method is 

determining the type-token ratio (TTR), which is the number of word types divided by all 

word tokens. Some researchers count the number of different word families, or the ratio 

of functional words to lexical words (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005). Another more complex 

method is Guiraud adjustment of TTR (e.g., Kuiken et al., 2010), in which the square root 

of the tokens is substituted for the number of tokens. Another adjustment for text length 

effects, the mean segmental TTR (MSTTR), determines the mean TTR of 100- word, or 

50-word or 10-word segments of the text. 
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In a more detailed and precise description of complexity, Bulté and Housen 

(2012) illustrated the taxonomies of L2 complexity in the following diagram: 

 

 
 

Figure 7. Taxonomic model of L2 complexity (Bulte & Housen, 2012, P. 44). Printed 
with permission from both authors through email. 

 
 

Syntactic complexity is generally measured by length and subordination. The 

length-based measure uses the ratio of frequency of words to the total number of the 

chosen syntactic unit, most commonly the T-unit, which is defined as “an independent 

clause and all of its dependent clauses” (Iwashita, 2006, p.157). Subordination can be 

measured by “counting all clauses and dividing them over the chosen production unit” 

(Norris & Ortega, 2009, p. 558). Syntactic complexity also has more precise measures. 



33  

For example, Révész, Ekiert, and Torgersen (2016) propose measuring the frequency of 

certain syntactic forms, such as tense, aspect, verb patterns, or clause types. 

In this study, I used two measures of syntactic complexity (number of Analysis of 

Speech Units (ASUs), and mean length of ASU), and three measures of lexical 

complexity (token counts, type counts, and type-token ratio). Those measures are the 

most widely used measures of complexity (Purpura, 2013). 

Accuracy 
 

Within the CAF framework, accuracy generally refers to the production of error- 

free discourse. It is the one measure about which researchers generally agree, in terms of 

its definition and operation (Housen, Kuiken, & Vedder, 2012; Pallotti, 2009). While the 

concept of error is very broad, researchers need to define what they mean by errors before 

doing any analysis. For example, Housen et al. (2012, p. 4) described errors as 

“deviations” from norms. Accuracy also includes grammatical accuracy (conformity of 

grammatical rules) and lexical accuracy (appropriateness of lexical items in particular 

context and for particular purpose). 

One common way of measuring accuracy is dividing the total number of errors by 

the total number of words, especially for short speech segments. However, for long 

speech segments, the number of errors per, for example, 100 words, can be calculated 

(Mirshahidi, 2017). Another way of measuring accuracy is the proportion of error-free 

units (Tonkyn, 2012), which Foster and Skehan (1999) claimed is a reliable and sensitive 

measure of accuracy. Foster and Wigglesworth (2016) stated that accuracy can also be 

examined by looking at specific types of errors, such as tense-aspect errors, errors in 
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subject-verb agreement, or incorrect verb patterns. Accuracy has both general and 

specific measures (Vercellotti, 2012), which will be discussed in the following sub- 

sections. 

 
Specific measures of accuracy. 

 
 

Ellis and Barkhuizen (2005) define specific measures as “learner’s suppliance of a 

specific form in obligatory contexts, which is best suited for focused tasks” (p. 151). 

Researchers can decide which forms to measure based on proficiency level. Robinson 

and Gilabert (2007) claim that specific measures should support general measures in 

order to capture the impact of resource-directing tasks. For example, when focusing on 

time and motion, Robinson, Cadierno, and Shirai (2009) used two accuracy measures 

centered on motion verbs, verb particles, and verb satellites. 

 
General measures of accuracy. 

 
 

Ellis and Barkhuizen (2005) recommend a general measure of accuracy, such as 

percentage of error-free clauses or number of errors per 100 words. Crookes (1990) 

believes that one advantage of using errors per 100 words is that the measure is not 

complicated by the difficulty of coding a clause, t-unit, or AS (speech) unit. However, 

this method is disadvantageous in the sense that 100-word segments do not have 

psycholinguistic reality while segments that are based on idea units, clauses, and AS units 

do (Crookes, 1990). General measures of accuracy are suitable for loosely structured 

data, such as data collected from informal conversations, where participants avoid using 

formal structures that include clauses or T-units, and for collecting data from speakers of 
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different languages (Vercellotti, 2012). Several researchers used both general and specific 

measures of accuracy. For example, Ahmadian and Tavakoli (2011) found that students 

in the careful online planning conditions had higher accuracy, which was measured 

generally by error-free clauses and specifically by verb forms. Also, Yuan and Ellis 

(2003) found the online planning group had significantly more accurate narratives than 

the no planning group, which was measured by error-free clauses and by correct verb 

forms. Other researchers have claimed that specific measures of accuracy can be very 

challenging and sometimes is based on a subjective coding. For example, Ellis and 

Barkhuizen (2005) claim that an ungrammatical utterance can be corrected in more than 

one way because the coder does not know the speaker’s intended meaning. This makes 

global measures of accuracy a more realistic and sensitive measure (Skehan & Foster, 

1999). 

 
According to Larsen-Freeman (2009) the best global measures of accuracy are 

“the number of error-free T-units, error-free T-units per T-unit, and errors per 100-word” 

(p. 580). In this study, I measured accuracy in terms of the percentage of error-free ASU. 

 
Fluency 

 

Fluency has been defined by De Jong, Groenhout, Schoonen, and Hulstijn (2015) 

as “speedy and smooth delivery of speech without (filled) pauses, repetitions, and 

repairs” (p. 224). They further categorized fluency into three major types of cognitive, 

perceived, and utterance fluency. Utterance fluency seems to be the most tangible 

concept of the three. Measures of utterance fluency will be discussed in the upcoming 

section. 
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Measures of utterance fluency. 
 

Utterance fluency can be measured by counting the number of filled pauses and 

their durations, corrections, and repairs. This leads us to the three subcomponents of 

utterance fluency, which are speed (rate of speech), breakdown (silence and pausing), and 

repair fluency (hesitations and reformulations) (De Jong et al., 2015; Segalowitz, 2010). 

Some researchers have distinguished the speed and the flow fluencies, such as Skehan 

(2014), who claimed that dis-fluencies that interrupt flow should be distinguished from 

dis-fluencies that influence speed (Tavakoli, Campbell, & McCormack, 2016). Skehan’s 

fluency framework illustrates two major types of fluency - speed and flow. The former 

can be measured in terms of speech rate, and the latter can be measured using pausing 

and reformation (Skehan, 2014). 

Tavakoli (2016) and Witton-Davies (2014) provided a detailed description of 

measuring utterance fluency in terms of pauses and speed. While pauses include length of 

pause, frequency of pause, and location of pause in the clause, speed refers to speech rate 

and articulation rate, which could also include phonation time (i.e. speaking time minus 

pauses), mean length of run (i.e. mean number of syllables between pauses), and repair 

measures (e.g. number of hesitations, reformulations, etc.). In this study, I used two 

measures of breakdown fluency (silent pauses and filled pauses). Following previous 

scholars (Freed, 2000; Freed et al., 2004; O'Brien, Segalowitz, Freed, & Collentine, 2007; 

Tavakoli & Foster, 2008; Tavakoli & Skehan, 2005), I used 400-milliseconds as a cutoff. 

Any pause less than 400-milliseconds was not identified as a silent pause, because native 

and non-native speakers commonly make short pauses in their speech. 
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I argue here that breakdown fluency is a more valid fluency measure than speed 

fluency or repair fluency measures. I believe that these two latter measures might not be 

related to oral proficiency but could be related to personal style in speaking. For example, 

some people speak quickly by nature, even in their native language, while others do not. 

Similarly, speakers can sometimes have issues of repair fluency (hesitation, self- 

repetition). In this dissertation, I used two measures of breakdown fluency, frequency of 

silent and filled pauses. Vercellotti (2012) stated “talking quickly is not the point, as 

speaking teachers will stress. A non-fluent speaker is not specifically identified by slow 

speech but by a breakdown of fluency” (p. 22). 

 
Summary of the CAF Measures 

 
 

This section provides a broad description of the three measures as reviewed by 

Ellis and Barkhuizen (2005). Tables 1, 2, and 3 provide definitions of the measures and 

the previous studies that used them. 

 
Table 1. 

Measures of Complexity (Ellis and Barkhuizen, 2005, pp. 153-154) 
 

 Measure Definition Study 
Interactional Number of turns The proportion of the total  

  number of turns in the 

interaction for each speaker. 
 
Duff (1986) 

 Mean turn length The total number of words 

divided by total number of 
turns. 

 

Propositional Number of idea units 

encoded 

The total number of major 

and minor idea units. 

Zaki and 

Ellis (1999) 

Functional Frequency of some 

specific language 
function 

The total number of times a 

specific language function is 
performed by a learner. 

Brown 

(1991) 
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Measure Definition Study 
Grammatical Amount of 

subordination 

 
Use of specific 

linguistic features. 

Mean number of verb 

argument 

The total number of separate 

clauses divided by the total 

number of c- (or AS) units. 

frequency of specific 

linguistic features. 

The total number of verb 

arguments divided by the 

total number of finite verbs. 

Foster and 

Skehan 

(1996) 

Yuan and 

Ellis (2003) 

Bygate 

(1999) 

Lexical Type-token ratio The total number of types 

divided by the tokens. 

Robinson 

(1995) 

 

 
 

Table 2. 

Measures of Accuracy (Ellis and Barkuizen, 2005, p.150) 
 

Measure Definition Study 

Number of self- The number of self-correction as a Wigglesworth 

correction percentage of the total number of errors (1997) 

 committed.  

Percentage of The number of error-free clauses, divided by Foster and 

error-free clauses the total number of independent clauses, Skehan (1996) 

 sub-clausal units and subordinate clauses,  

 multiplied by 100.  

Errors per 100 The number of errors, divided by the total Mehnert (1998) 

words number of words produced, divided by 100.  

Percentage of The number of correct finite verb phrases, Wigglesworth 

target-like verbal divided by the total number of verb phrases, (1997) 

morphology multiplied by 100.  

Percentage of The number of correctly used plurals, Crookes (1989) 

target-like use of divided by the number of obligatory  

plurals occasions for plurals, multiplied by 100.  
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Measure Definition Study 

Target-like use of 

vocabulary 

The number of lexical errors, divided by the 

total number of words in the text (excluding 

dysfluencies). 

Skehan and 

Foster (1997) 

 

 

Table 3. 

Measures of Fluency (Ellis and Barkhuizen, 2005, p. 157) 
 

Measure Definition Study 
Temporal Speech/writing 

rate 
 
 
 

Number of 

pause 

Pruned syllables (i.e. excluding 

dysfluencies) is counted and divided 

by the total number of 

seconds/minutes the text or utterance 

took to produce. 

The total number of filled and unfilled 

pauses for each speaker. 

Ellis 

(1990b) 

 
 
 

Robinson, 

Ting, and 

Urwin 

(1995) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hesitation 
phenomena 

Pause length This can be measured as either the 

total length of pauses beyond some 
threshold (e.g. 1 second), or as a mean 

length of all pauses beyond the 

threshold.  

Length of run This is the mean number of syllables 

between two pauses of a pre- 

determined length (e.g. 1 second). 

This measure discounts dysfluencies. 

False starts Utterances/sentences that are not 

complete (i.e. constitute fragments). 

They may or may not be followed by 

reformulations. 

Repetitions Words, phrases, or clauses that are 

repeated without any modification 
whatsoever. 

Reformulations Phrases or clauses that are repeated 

with some modification 

     Replacement        replaced lexical items  

 

Skehan and 
Foster 

(1999) 

 
 
 

Wiese 

(1984) 

 
 
 
 

Skehan and 

Foster 

(1999) 
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Effects of Task Types on CAF Measures and Oral Proficiency Performance 
 

Although some studies have examined the influence of task types on oral 

production, Ellis (2009) claimed this area is still under-researched. Some researchers 

have found that that for tasks requiring simple and familiar information, learners’ 

production is more fluent and accurate, but less complex (Foster & Skehan, 1996; 

Mehnert, 1998). Foster and Skehan (1996) examined the effects of three different tasks 

(personal information exchange, narrative, and decision-making) on fluency, complexity, 

and accuracy. Their findings indicate that planning had more influence on narrative and 

decision-making tasks than on the personal information exchange task. In contrast, other 

studies have found that for tasks requiring higher communication pressure or textual 

demand, learners increase their accuracy in certain grammatical forms (Tarone, 1985; 

Tarone & Parrish, 1988). In addition, Bygate (1999) compared oral proficiency 

performance in narrative and argumentation tasks. For narratives, learners produced more 

verb arguments and relative clauses, while for argumentation, they produced more verb 

groups, individual verb forms, and nominal clauses. In another study, Hu (2018) 

examined the effect of task type on oral second language production. She used two tasks, 

relating to a map and a picture-story. Her findings revealed that picture-story production 

had higher syntactic complexity and lexical diversity, while map task production had 

simpler, shorter, and less varied language. 
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Skehan and Foster (1999) investigated the effects of task structure and processing 

load on learner performance on a narrative retelling task. They found that structured tasks 

generated more fluent language, and complexity of language was affected by the 

processing load. Moreover, Lumley and O’Sullivan (2005) examined the effect of 

different variables (gender, task type, and topics) on 894 students from two Hong Kong 

universities on a tape-based test. They found that some tasks and topics might be more 

appealing to males than females, which can affect their oral proficiency performance. In 

addition, Huei-Chun (2007) examined the effect of task type on the performance of 30 

Taiwanese students, using a semi-direct speaking test and a questionnaire. Her findings 

indicate that there are significant main effects for complexity. 

 
Studies That Compared Oral Proficiency using Direct and Semi-direct Testing 

Instruments 

Before reviewing the studies that examined direct and semi-direct tests of oral 

proficiency, definitions of those types of tests should be illustrated. In direct tests, a live 

examiner conducts a face-to-face interview with the examinee. In semi-direct tests, 

examinees receive prompts from multimedia sources, and their responses are recorded 

and later assessed by trained raters (Alderson & Banerjee, 2002; Jeong et al., 2011; 

O’Loughlin, 2001; Qian, 2009; Shohamy, 1994). Qian (2009) has noted that the semi- 

direct setting is more practical in most settings, as on-site, expert examiners are not 

required to conduct the test. 

The literature is replete with studies that compare oral proficiency in direct and 

semi-direct testing modes. These studies can be broadly classified into three groups: 
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studies examining test takers’ performance, studies examining test takers’ perceptions, 

attitudes, or preferences, and studies examining test validity and other test features. 

Zhou (2015) compared two monologic tasks (narrative and opinion) delivered by 

a computer and a face to face interview. Zhou’s findings showed evidence for the validity 

of computer-delivered monologic tasks, which means that there was not any difference in 

test scores in both testing modes. Zhou suggested that 

“the results on computer-delivered monologic tasks could be used to infer scores 

on face-to-face monologic tasks. Moreover, the same underlying factor structures 

measured by monologic tasks in the two modes suggest that scores on computer- 

delivered monologic tasks could be interpreted similarly to those scores on face- 

to-face monologic tasks.” (p. 14) 

Zhou encouraged future studies to use different tasks, other than opinion and 

narrative. In the computerized testing mode, Zhou allowed the participants to have 

preparation time before recording their answers, which was addressed as one of the 

limitations of this study, as this led participants to rehearse their performance. The 

present study will use other types of tasks, including comparison, description, and role 

play, with no preparation time given to examinees. 

Another study by Brown, Cox, and Thompson (2017) compared performance on 

the in-person OPI and computer-mediated OPIc, focusing on lexical diversity, lexical 

density, and discursive features. Specifically, they compared the performances of 

examinees who scored Advanced Mid level on both tests with examinees who scored 

Advanced Mid on the OPIc and Advanced Low on the OPI. When comparing 
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performance on a tense narration task in both tests, they found that for temporal fluency, 

participants’ speech rate was significantly higher on the OPI. Duration of silent pauses 

was also longer on the OPI, although the total number of silent pauses was not 

significantly different. For repair fluency, examinees had more verbatim repetitions and 

false starts on the OPI, but the number of filled pauses was not significantly different. As 

for lexical diversity and density, the OPIc elicited greater lexical diversity and density 

from the testees than did the OPI. 

Jeong (2003) examined the multimedia-enhanced oral proficiency interview (d- 

VOCI) based on students’ electronic literacy questionnaire and their scores in OPI. Jeong 

used the Korean version of VOCI, not the English version. She had 144 Korean college 

students. The purpose of her study is to test the possibility of using d-VOCI in a Korean 

college classroom as the multimedia-enhanced oral proficiency test in Korea as a new 

method for language testing. One of the questions that Jeong addressed is comparing oral 

proficiency scores in d-VOCI and face-to-face interviews. Her findings show that the 

mean scores of OPI and d-VOCI are different (M=16.40, M=4.12, respectively) (Jeong, 

2003, p.71). Also, the statistical results showed a weak relationship between these two 

tests (.30). Jeong considered this correlation weak because it indicated that knowing the 

results of students’ face-to-face interview does not contribute in predicting students’ d- 

VOCI scores (9%). She also found that while there was a low inter-rater reliability 

between the face-to-face interview raters (.64), the inter-rater reliability of d-VOCI raters 

was high (.90) (Jeong, 2003, p. 102). One of the reasons for these differences between 

face-to-face interviews and d-VOCI in terms of inter-rater reliability is the possibility of 

using different rubrics and different formats for scoring. Also, Jeong believes that lack of 
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evaluators’ training could be one of the factors that affect the low inter-rater reliability in 

face-to-face interviews. She also thinks that whereas in face-to-face interviews, the raters 

usually take notes during the interview which they use later for rating, in the d-VOCI, 

raters record the speech samples using audio files and CDs, which can be accessed at any 

time for a more valid evaluation than OPI. Jeong did not compare the CAF measures in 

both conventional interview and d-VOCI, which leaves a gap that this current study aims 

to fill. Giles (2016) encouraged researchers to compare fluency and complexity in three 

different testing modes: monologue, student-to-student dialogue, and examiner-student 

dialogue. This current study contributes to the literature of oral proficiency assessment by 

comparing complexity, accuracy, and fluency in two testing modes, a monologic test 

(VOCI, and participant-computer communication) and dialogic test (OPI, participant- and 

examiner communication). 

Other studies have examined the effect of testing mode on oral proficiency. For 

example, Chapelle and Douglas (2006) highlighted the limitations of technology-based 

proficiency tests and claimed that they produce results that do not match those generated 

by other assessments. Chapelle (2003) has urged researchers to compare computer-based 

tests with conventional tests, and Alderson (2004) has called for more research on the 

influence of computer-based testing. 

Very few studies that examined test takers’ performance in terms of the 

psychometric properties of computer-delivered speaking tests and face-to-face tests. For 

example, Malabonga, Kenyon, and Carpenter (2005) have examined the effectiveness of 

technical aspects of the Computerized Oral Proficiency Instrument. Also, Swain, Huang, 

Barkaoui, Brooks, and Lapkin (2009) investigated examinees’ strategic behaviors on the 



45  

Speaking section of the Internet-based Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL 

iBT). Other researchers including Brooks and Swain (2014) have compared test takers’ 

performance on the speaking section of the TOEFL iBT with their actual academic 

performance during speaking activities in classes and outside classes. Their participants 

reported that they were more engaged during the speaking activities that were conducted 

face-to-face because they were not thinking about any grammar or vocabulary usage. 

Among those studies that compared these two types of testing modes is Zhou (2008) that 

focused on test takers’ speaking samples. In his study, he found that while examinees 

utilized more repetitive words during the interviewer-delivered monologic tasks, they 

used more filled pauses during the computer-delivered monologic tasks. Another study 

was conducted by Jeong, Hashizume, Sugiura, Sassa, Yokoyama, Shiozaki, and 

Kawashima (2011) who concluded that direct interviews might elicit a more varied 

communicative ability than semi-direct interviews. 

Studies comparing OPI and SOPI have found that examinees’ scores in these two 

testing modes are equivalent. For instance, Shohamy (1994) examined 10 participants 

and found no difference in mean scores between the Hebrew OPI and SOPI. Similarly, 

Kenyon and Tschirner (2000) found no differences between scores on the German OPI 

and SOPI for his 20 participants. The ratings in these studies were based on the ACTFL 

Guidelines, a holistic rating scale. Therefore, according to Zhou (2015) “investigations of 

the differences between modes using analytic scales have not been conducted” (p. 3). 

Zhou (2015) further pointed out that the sample size in both studies was small. In 

addition, Shohamy (2004) did not make it clear whether she compared the same group of 

subjects, and Kenyon and Tschirner (2000) did not use a counterbalanced design, which 
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makes practice or fatigue possible affective variables. Zhou (2015) also believed that 

since the OPI and the SOPI differ in terms of task type and content, it has not yet been 

determined if comparisons between these two tests are valid. 

 
Previous studies investigated the validity of different types of direct and semi- 

direct tests. For example, studies examining the concurrent validity of test scores (e.g., 

Stansfield, 1991; Stansfield & Kenyon, 1992) found that the two testing modes are 

equivalent, with no difference in concurrent validity. Other studies analyzed the effect of 

testing modes on pragmatic or discourse features (e.g., Luoma, 1997; O’Loughlin, 1997, 

2001; Shohamy, 1994), and found key differences between the two testing modes, 

including test takers’ preferences and performances. For example, Shohamy (1994) found 

significant differences in communicative strategies, with participants using more 

grammatical self-corrections and paraphrasing in the SOPI, and more L1 code switching 

in the OPI. Luoma (1997) found the OPI and SOPI testing modes to be very similar in 

terms of examinee scores and linguistic forms, but significantly different in the usage of 

parts of speech and individual words. Studies on test takers’ attitudes and perceptions 

towards these two testing modes have produced mixed results. They revealed that 

although most test takers prefer face-to-face (direct) testing (McNamara, 1987; Qian, 

2009; Shohamy, Donitsa-Schmidt, & Waizer (as cited in O’Loughlin, 2001, p. 29); 

Stansfield et al.,1990), some prefer semi-direct tests (Brown, 1993; James, 1988). 

However, studies comparing examinees’ perceptions towards these testing modes is still 

described as “limited” (Suryaningsih, 2014, p. 5). 
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Other studies have examined test takers’ attitudes towards IELTS. Ata (2015) 

investigated the attitudes and perceptions of Chinese, Arab, and Indian students in 

Australia, using a questionnaire. He found that Chinese students were more likely than 

Arab and Indian students to agree that “lack of confidence and stress are major factors for 

them” (p. 496) during the exam. Rasti (2009) examined the perceptions of Iranian test- 

takers towards IELTS using an attitude questionnaire (60 participants) and semi- 

structured interview (12 participants). His findings revealed that, overall, 80% of 

participants had a positive attitude towards IELTS. Half of the candidates found it 

relaxing to take the exam and felt self-confident when being interviewed. Winke and Lim 

(2014) examined how test anxiety affected performance on the IELTS listening section. 

They determined that test familiarity could cause anxiety and poor test management skills 

for test takers. 

 
Few studies have compared IELTS to TOEFL in terms of test takers’ attitudes. 

Gardiner and Howlett (2016) examined students’ perceptions towards IELTS, TOEFL 

iBT, and two other university gatekeeping tests. Test takers reported having more anxiety 

in IELTS, because they had to generate ideas in the presence of an interviewer. They also 

cited noise disturbances as the only external factor affecting their performance on the 

TOEFL iBT. Suryaningsih (2014) compared perceptions towards TOEFL and IELTS by 

conducting semi-structured interviews with six graduate students. All participants viewed 

the IELTS positively in terms of testing experience, perceptions of time, perceptions of 

task, and effects of the test, but viewed the TOEFL negatively with regard to these 

themes. All participants had negative perceptions toward both exams with regard to test 

topic and test score. 
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Qian (2009) compared perceptions toward a direct test (IELTS) and semi-direct 

test of oral proficiency (speaking component of the Graduating Students’ Language 

Proficiency Assessment–English). Her 243 participants were final-year students at a 

Hong Kong university. She found that participants who strongly favored direct testing 

outnumbered participants who strongly favored semi-direct testing. For participants who 

disliked semi-direct testing, lack of interaction with the examiner was the main reason. 

Qian (2009) summarized the findings of some of the previous studies that examined the 

test takers’ attitude towards direct, semi-direct and indirect testing modes (See Table 4). 

 
Table 4. 

Test Takers’ Reactions toward Testing Modes (Percentage Based) (Qian, 2009, p.117) 
 

Study Test In favor of 

semi-direct 

test 

Neutral In favor of 

direct test 

Brown, 1993 Occupational 57% 18% 25% 

 Foreign    

 Language Test    

 (Japanese)    

James, 1988 Test in English Many N/A N/A 

 forEducational    

 Purposes    

McNamara, Occupational 30% 18% 52% 

1987 English Test    

Shohamy et al., Hebrew OPI and 4% — 96% 

1993 SOPI    

Stansfield et Portuguese 7% 7% 86% 

al., 1990 Speaking test    
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The present study responds to the limitations and suggestions found in previous 

studies. For example, all of the previous studies used different types of direct and semi- 

direct tests of oral proficiency, but none examined the English version of the VOCI or 

compared it with other tests. Only one study (Jeong, 2003) compared the Korean version 

of the VOCI with the OPI in terms of oral proficiency. In addition, Jeong et al. (2011) 

encouraged future researchers to use different types of oral proficiency tests and to recruit 

participants of different proficiency levels, as their study had only used intermediate level 

participants. The present study responds to these suggestions by using the OPI and VOCI 

and including advanced L2 speakers. Alderson (1988) recommended using test takers’ 

feedback from as many sources as possible. The present study therefore uses Saudi test 

takers, a population that was not used extensively in the previous literature, to examine 

their perceptions towards direct (OPI) and semi-direct (VOCI) tests. 

Hill (1998) found that participants who were native speakers of Asian languages 

were more nervous during a face-to-face interview than a tape-based test. She 

hypothesized that these participants may have been “less familiar with communicative 

language learning techniques and therefore more comfortable with the relatively 

predictable and structured format of the language laboratory than they are in a face-to- 

face interview” (p.218). It is worth investigating this issue using a different population 

with a different language background. 

The present study is significant because these two tests (VOCI & OPI) use the 

same functions and guidelines, as the VOCI was constructed based on ACTFL oral 

proficiency guidelines (Halleck, personal communication). Similarly, the OPI tester is a 

certified ACTFL rater who is trained to use the ACTFL guidelines during the OPI. 
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However, the two tests are different in terms of the mode of delivery, where the OPI is a 

direct face-to-face interview and the VOCI is a semi-direct test delivered through the 

computer. It would be interesting to find out if the mode of delivery would make a 

difference for test takers in terms of their preferences and perceptions toward these two 

tests. This study further compares test takers’ preference with their testing performance, 

examining issues of complexity, accuracy, and fluency. Qian (2009) found that his 

participants believe that they performed better in the testing mode they felt more 

comfortable with. 

It would be interesting to examine the previous assumption made by Qian (2009) 

and determine whether Saudi ESL participants perform differently in the testing mode 

they prefer. 

The current study will add to the very limited literature that has examined VOCI 

in assessing oral proficiency. It will be only the second contribution using an English 

VOCI. This can draw interest from researchers and language educators in exploring more 

about this testing instrument. The study will also provide useful information to test 

developers who wish to know why test takers prefer one test over another, and how 

testing modes might affect preferences, perceptions, and performance in terms of CAF 

measures. 
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CHAPTER III 
 
 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
 

Overview of the Chapter 
 

This chapter presents the methodologies used to conduct the study. It begins with 

a description of the participants, then provides details of the instruments used in the study 

(VOCI, OPI, online background survey, and Arabic interviews). It concludes with a 

description of the study procedures. 

Participants 
 

A group of Arabic-English bilinguals were recruited using convenience sampling. 
 

Thirteen male engineering students from Saudi Arabia participated in this study. 

However, based on the ACTFL proficiency guidelines, only those at an advanced level of 

oral proficiency were chosen for data analysis. Participants were all third- or fourth-year 

undergraduate students majoring in different fields in the College of Engineering, at a 

university in the south-central United States. All participants had taken IELTS and 

TOEFL in order to be admitted to their academic programs, and all were considered 

advanced ESL students based on proficiency descriptions in the ACTFL guidelines. Their 

mean age was M= 23.78. The following table shows background information for all nine 

participants. 
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Table 5. 

Participants' Background Information 
 

Name Age Major Native 
language 

Native 
country 

Length of 
stay in 
USA 

Years of 
studying 
English 

Talal 25 Chemical 

engineering 

Arabic Saudi 

Arabia 

5 5 

Alabad 30 Chemical Arabic Saudi 3 15 
  engineering  Arabia   

Alali 22 Mechanical Arabic Saudi 5 6 
  engineering  Arabia   

Ahmad 23 Civil 

engineering 

Arabic Saudi 

Arabia 

2 4 

Nasser 24 Chemical 

engineering 

Arabic Saudi 

Arabia 

5 7 

Odai 22 Mechanical 

Engineering 

Arabic Saudi 

Arabia 

5 7 

Salman 23 Mechanical 

Engineering 

Arabic Saudi 

Arabia 

5 8 

Aziz 23 Industrial 

engineering 

Arabic Saudi 

Arabia 

5 11 

Mohamed 22 Mechanical Arabic Saudi 3 2 

 
Engineering 

Arabia 
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Instruments 
 

Four instruments were used to conduct this study, Video Oral Communication 

Instrument (VOCI), Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI), online survey, and Arabic 

interviews. Each is discussed in detail in the sections below. 

 

VOCI 
 

The English version of the Video Oral Communication Instrument (VOCI) is an 
 

oral proficiency test that was developed in 1995 by Halleck and Young, for the San 

Diego State University Language Acquisition Resource Center. VOCI incorporates both 

visual and audio input, presented through an audiovisual tape or computer file. VOCI 

uses technology to collect speaking samples on carefully designed tasks, which are rated 

based on the ACTFL scale (Kenyon, 1998). It is offered in seven languages, including 

English. The test consists of 35 questions that assess four levels: novice, intermediate, 

advanced and superior. The first three questions were mainly for acquainting test takers 

with the test and ensuring that sound and pictures are clear. The test provides different 

situations or scenarios, which are followed by a question for test takers. 

VOCI can be administered individually or in groups and can be timed or untimed. 
 

This study used a timed (46-minute), individual version that was digitally recorded for 

data collection. Participants took the full exam on a MacBook Pro computer, while alone 

in a quiet room in the university library. In the timed version of the exam, there are green 

bouncing balls that decrease in number to represent the remaining time for the given task. 

The test taker has to finish speaking before the balls disappear. The complete list of 

questions can be found in Appendix A. 
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OPI 
 

Oral proficiency interviews (OPIs) were also conducted individually with a certified 

ACTFL tester, who also appears in the VOCI as one of the discussants. The interview 

lasted approximately 30 minutes, and took place in the interviewer’s office in the 

university’s English department. The test was recorded on a digital recorder. The 

interview includes questions that ranged from novice level to superior. Below are some of 

the questions that were asked during the OPI: 

1) Where are you from? (Novice) 
 

2) Choose one place that you went to that you enjoy and tell me about it. 

(Intermediate) 

3) Can you compare your city in Saudi Arabia with a city in the US? (Advanced) 
 

4) Let’s do a role play. OK, here's the situation imagine that you've been living here 

for a number of years and you have worked hard to promote multicultural 

awareness and understanding of people from different places and you can you get 

an award you win the student of the Year Award for promoting multicultural 

awareness, and OSU gives a luncheon in your honor. And you have to accept this 

award. So I'll introduce you and clap and you can make your very brief 

acceptance speech. OK. Ladies and gentlemen I'd like you to welcome this year's 

winner of the multicultural award. Give him a warm welcome. (Superior) 

Online Background Survey 
 
 

The researcher designed a 10-question background survey that was conducted 

through SurveyMonkey. The topics were as follows: 
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- Pseudonym (Q1) 
- Age (Q2) 
- Class level (Q3) 
- Academic major (Q4) 
- Native language (Q5) 
- Length of studying English in years (Q6) 
- Length of living in the United States (Q7) 
- Type of standardized tests taken before (Q8) 
- Type of test you have taken in which you got a higher score in the 

speaking part (Q9) 
- How do the tests you have taken; the face to face interview and the video, 

compare to your testing experience with other tests you have taken before? 
Which one or ones do you prefer? (Q10) 

 
Arabic Interviews 

 
The Arabic interview was the last instrument used. It consisted of only one 

question. However, I should mention here that a few months after data collection, 

participants were contacted again through personal communication to ask them some 

specific questions about their answers. 

 

 يھامو ؟رتویبمكلا قیرط نع ما ھجو ل ھجو رابتخلاا لضفت لھ ،اذك لبق اھتربتخا يللا ثدحتلا ةراھم تارابتخا للاخ نم

  بابسلأا

Among the other tests you have taken, which method of testing do you prefer, face to 

face or computerized testing, and why? 

Procedures 
 

Participants were recruited in the spring of 2018, using convenience sampling 

through friends. I met with recruited participants to explain the purpose of the study and 

what participation would entail, emphasizing that they would need to complete all four 

stages of the study (OPI, VOCI, background survey, Arabic interview). Participants 
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signed a consent form and were told that an iPad would be given to one participant, 

selected at random, who completed the entire study. Appointments were then scheduled 

for the OPI. After completing the OPI, participants scheduled an appointment to take the 

VOCI. Once they had taken both exams, participants were sent the background survey 

via email. Months later, they completed the Arabic interview. 

Data analysis began with transcription of the VOCI and OPI, using Microsoft 

Word and InqScribe transcription software. After that, four types of questions were 

chosen for analysis (comparative, descriptive, role play, and past tense narration) from 

both OPI and VOCI. Those questions were chosen because ,based on the ACTFL 

guidelines, advanced level speakers should be able to do those functions (comparison, 

description, role play, and narration). The researcher used two criteria to determine which 

questions could be used for analysis. First, questions should have the same function, 

meaning they required participants to perform the same tasks (compare, describe, role 

play, narration). Second, they should be either about the same topic or at the same level 

of difficulty. 

The VOCI/OPI coding process had several steps. First, all sentences were parsed 

into Analysis of Speech units (ASUs), which refers to any independent clauses with all of 

its dependent clauses (Foster et al., 2000), and the number and length of ASUs were 

calculated per 100 words. Next, the number of tokens and type of tokens were counted, 

and the Mean Segmental Type-Token Ratio (MSTTR) per 100 words was calculated. I 

did not delete filled pauses “ah” and “like” as they are part of the participants’ tokens. It 

is worth mentioning that all of the complexity measures were coded twice by the 

researcher, first manually in MS Word, then by using InqScribe. After that, another PhD 
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candidate in Linguistics coded the responses of five participants, and an inter-rater 

agreement of 97% was reached. 

Responses were then analyzed for accuracy in terms of grammatical and lexical 

errors, based on the grammaticality of ASUs. To perform this analysis, the researcher 

read each ASU, underlined any words that might be erroneous, then decided which 

grammatical and lexical aspects are affected in the underlined words (e.g., tense, 

plurality, subject-verb agreement). After that, another rater performed the same 

procedures, with an inter-rater agreement of 92%. As lexical errors were rather limited, 

the researcher decided to examine only grammatical errors in the study. Grammatical 

errors refer to any deviation from standard English, such as tense and subject-verb 

agreement, misusing prepositions, and subject and verb deletion. 

Measures of complexity and accuracy were coded twice. A graduate candidate in 

Linguistics transcribed five participants’ VOCI responses and another three participants’ 

OPIs responses, in terms of the number of ASUs and identifying the grammatical errors. 

Inter-coder reliability was calculated for the responses of five participants in all of the 

tasks they did and that was for coding the number and length of the ASUs, and the Error- 

free ASUs using two-way intraclass correlation coefficient (p<.01), which is shown in the 

following table: 
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Table 6. 

Inter-coder Reliability 
 
 

Task  Intercoder reliability 

 ASUs Error-Free ASUs 

Comparison 0.94 0.87 

Description 0.95 0.91 

Role play 0.97 0.94 

Past tense narration 0.93 0.95 

 

Fluency measures took more steps to evaluate than other measures. Digital audio 

files from the OPI and VOCI were converted into WAV files, through the website 

https://online-audio-converter.com, then opened in Praat, a software for phonetic 

analysis. Sound files for the questions selected for analysis were extracted as separate 

wav files, then opened again in a new Praat window. These extracted files were then 

annotated into a text-Grid that includes phonation rate, silent pauses, time spent talking, 

and total time (including pauses and sounding). From those measures, I have chosen 

silent pauses and pauses filled with “like” and “ah”. These two common gap fillers were 

used differently in the two testing modes, in those questions selected for analysis. 

 
Several steps were followed in order to calculate the CAF measures. The 

following paragraphs will illustrate the steps taken in calculating each CAF measures. 

 
Complexity was measured in terms of the Mean Length of the Analysis of Speech 

Units (ML-ASU), and the Mean Segmental Type Token Ratio (MS-TTR). As for the 
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ML-ASU, first, I segmented the responses into ASUs, which refers to all dependent 

clauses with all of their independent clauses. Then, I segmented those ASUs into 100 

words. After that, I counted the number of ASUs per 100 words. Then, I counted the total 

number of tokens three times (manually, using word counts in word documents, and 

using text-inspector website). After that, I calculated the mean length of ASU by dividing 

the total number of tokens by the total number of ASUs per 100 words. As for MS-TTR, 

using the 100-word segments, I counted the type-token ratio for each segment. Then, the 

mean score for all TTRs was calculated. 

 
Accuracy was measured using percentage of error-free ASUs. Using the 100- 

word segment, I underlined all grammatical errors. Then, I counted the number of ASUs 

that had grammatical errors. After that, I subtracted the number of ASUs with 

grammatical errors from the total number of ASUs, per 100 words, and that gave us the 

number of EF-ASU. Then, I divided the number of EF-ASUs by the total number of 

ASUs multiplied by 100. 

 
Fluency was measured in terms of the number of silent and filled pauses. Using 

the 100-word segment, the silent pauses that are greater than 400ms, and that was 

measured using Praat as discussed before, were circled. Then, any instances of “ah” and 

“like” that function merely as gap fillers were put between square brackets. A reader who 

had not listen to the examples might think that some instances of “like” was not used as 

gap filler; however, I used my judgment as a listener to decide that it is a gap filler, as 

this depends on how the speaker says it. 
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An example of CAF measures analysis is shown in the following illustrations. 
 

The example is taken from the VOCI for the participant (Odai). The question was 

“Compare your hometown with a city that you have visited recently or know very well.” 

Table 7 shows the symbols and notation that I used to analyze the responses in terms of 

CAF measures: 

Table 7. 

Symbols and Their Meanings 
 

Symbols Meaning of the symbols 
 

Slash / Boundaries of ASUs 
 
 

Grammatical Grammatical errors 
 

[>400ms] Silent pauses greater than 400ms 
 

{ } Filled pauses 
 

… Incomplete thought 
 
 
 
 

One challenge for all CAF analysis was determining whether a silent pause was 

part of the previous ASU, or part of the new ASU. Throughout the data analysis, I placed 

all the silent pauses at the beginning of ASU or the beginning of the clause, based on the 

assumption that participants had finished talking about their last ASU and were pausing 

to think about the next one. 

An example of CAF measures analysis is shown in the following illustrations. 
 

Example 1 is taken from the VOCI for the participant Odai. The question was “Compare 

your hometown with a city that you have visited recently or know very well.” 
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Example 1 – Describe your hometown (Odai) 
 

I am going to compare Stillwater to my city in Saudi Arabia/ my city is 

Jeddah/ there are many [>400ms] differences between the two places/ 

{ah} Jeddah is a big and modern city/ but Stillwater is just a small town/ 
 

{ah} in Jeddah there are many factories, big companies, restaurants, 

businesses, and a lot of fun places/ [>400ms] it is on the Red Sea/ so it is 

very humid/ Stillwater is just like a college town/ it does not have 

companies or big…../ it is not a business city/ {ah ah} I think the similarity 

between Stillwater and Jeddah is that both places [>400ms] has 

(grammatical) diversity/ but Jeddah is more {ah} diverse/ there is only one 

college in Stillwater/ but Jeddah has {like} at least 10 colleges/ some of 

the colleges are private/ and some are {ah} public/ Jeddah is very 

crowded/ and it has so much traffic/ Stillwater is not crowded/ you can go 

anywhere in less than 15 minutes/ [>400ms] also Jeddah is expensive/ I 

mean living there is expensive/ but Stillwater is way cheap (grammatical)/ 

the good thing about Stillwater is that it has clean air /so it is healthier to 

live here/ however, Jeddah is {ah} polluted because of the cars, engines, 

and factories/ {ah ah} I think the differences are more than the similarities 

In this example, based on 100 words, the number of ASUs is 28, the ML-ASU is 

6.97, and the MS-TTR is 0.59. MS-TTR was calculated by averaging the TTR for the 

first 100 words (0.56) and the second 100 words (0.63). The percentage of error-free 

ASUs is 93%, which was obtained through calculating the EF-ASU for the first 100 

words (1 error in 12 ASUs) and the second 100 words (1 error in 16 ASUs). The 



62  

grammatical errors are related to subject-verb agreement, adverbs, and comparative 

forms. There were also 4 silent pauses and 10 filled pauses (9 instances of “ah” and one 

instances of “like”). 

……Stillwater and Jeddah is that both places [>400ms] has diversity 
 

¯ 
 

……have….. 
 
 

After analyzing the CAF measures in participants’ OPIs and VOCIs, the 

researcher organized the online survey responses into a table, entered their responses to 

the background questions and the question about preferences toward OPI and VOCI. 

In order to find the perceptions and preferences of the participants towards OPI 

and VOCI, I read through the transcribed data and decided on the themes. I chose the 

following categories that are directly related to the research questions: positive and 

negative perceptions towards the OPI, and positive and negative perceptions towards the 

VOCI, preferences towards OPI, preferences towards VOCI, reasons for the preference 

towards OPI, and reasons for preferences towards the VOCI. Following the coding 

procedures, I started reading through the data again, underlining all ASUs, writing 

whether the participants were talking about OPI or VOCI, deciding on the category that 

the sentence belongs to, and then giving each sentence a theme that explains what that 

sentence is about. After analyzing and coding all the transcripts, I found 22 themes. Upon 

further examination, I divided them into three major themes and nineteen sub-themes. 

Then, I looked at the themes and grouped the sub-themes that are related to each other 
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under the major theme. For example, the theme “interactions” has several subthemes that 

involve aspects of interaction, such as presence of a human being, tailored questions, 

examiner’s reaction, engagement/ involvement, and ambiguity/clarification/explanation. 

After that, I looked at the major themes and made sure that they are mutually exclusive. 

Finally, statistical analysis was performed. Descriptive statistics were used to 

calculate the mean, standard deviation, and median. Then inferential statistics were 

conducted, using the Wilcoxon signed-ranked test and the Kruskal Wallis test. Those 

tests were chosen because they are non-parametric tests, where the Wilcoxon was used to 

examine the differences of CAF measures in the OPI and VOCI and the Kruskal Wallis 

was used to explore the impact of task type on CAF measures. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 
 
 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 

This section presents the findings of this study and discusses how they relate to 

each of the four research questions. It is divided into four subsections, which address the 

results and discussion relating to: 1) CAF measures in direct (OPI) and semi-direct 

(VOCI) testing modes, 2) CAF measures and task type, 3) Test takers’ perceptions of 

direct and semi-direct testing modes, 4) Relationship between test takers’ perceptions and 

test performance. The table below explains acronyms that will be used in the chapter. 

Table 8. 

Descriptions of the Acronyms 
 

Acronym Description 
 

VOCI Video Oral Communication Instrument 
 

OPI Oral Proficiency Interview 
 

ASU Analysis of Speech Unit 

ML-ASU Mean Length of ASU 
 

MS-TTR Mean Segmental Type-Token Ratio 
 

EF-ASU Error-Free-ASU 
 

SP/ FP Silent pause / Filled pauses 

CAF Complexity, Accuracy, Fluency 
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CAF MEASURES IN OPI AND VOCI 
 

This section starts with descriptive statistics of the CAF measures. Then, 

inferential statistics will be presented. More specifically, this section will provide the 

analyses of CAF measures of four types of tasks: comparative, descriptive, role play, and 

past tense narration. As for the complexity measure, I used the two grammatical measures 

(number of ASUs and length of ASUs, which refers to the mean of the total number of 

tokens divided by the total number of ASUs per 100 words), and the Mean Segmental 

Type-Token Ratio (MSTTR). In order to calculate the MSTTR, the measures of token 

counts, type counts and type-token ratio had to be calculated. Then, the means of TTRs 

are calculated. The reason for using two grammatical measures is that using the number 

of ASUs alone does not necessarily indicate the complexity of the utterance. For 

example, the speaker might produce many short utterances and hence achieve a high 

score even though the utterances are simple. For this reason, this measure is best used 

alongside mean length of utterance or in this case mean length of ASUs (Ellis & 

Barkhuzien, 2005, pp.152-154). As for the lexical measure, MSTTR was used because 

using the TTR by itself is influenced by text length. Ellis & Barkhuzien (2005) suggested 

high TTR can be achieved much easier in shorter texts than the longer ones. I had to 

calculate the tokens and types in order to measure the type-token ratio for each segment 

of 100 words, then the mean scores for those segments were calculated. As for the 

accuracy measure, percentage of error-free ASUs was used, which is one of the common 

and general measures of accuracy (Ellis & Barkhuzien, 2005). Fluency was measured in 
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terms of the silent pauses (SP and filled pauses, where the former refers to any pause 

greater than 400ms, and the latter refer to the usage of the gap fillers “ah” and “like.” 

This section begins with the descriptive statistics for the CAF measures, followed 

by the inferential statistics. After that, findings of the complexity measures will be 

discussed, followed by the accuracy measure, and finally the fluency measure. Examples 

for each measure will be illustrated. 

Table 9 shows the mean scores of the specific CAF measures, including ML- 

ASU, MSTTR, percentage of EF-ASU, SP, and FP. The table also shows the four tasks 

(comparison, description, role play, and past tense narration) that were used for analysis. 

For complexity measures, participants got the highest mean scores in the VOCI testing 

modes in the comparative, descriptive, and role play tasks. In regard to accuracy 

measured by percentage of error-free ASUs, participants had higher mean scores in the 

OPI in all of the given tasks. With regard to fluency measured by silent and filled pauses, 

participants got higher mean scores in the VOCI except for the past tense narration. 



 

 

Table 9. 

Descriptive Statistics of Task Type and Complexity, Accuracy, and Fluency (CAF) Measures (N=9). 
 

Task Lexical Complexity Accuracy Fluency 

ML- ASU MS-TTR EF-ASU Silent Pauses Filled Pauses 

Md M SD Md M SD Md M SD Md M SD Md M SD 

Comparison                

OPI 8.6 9.3 2.8 0.52 0.53 0.1 80 82 10 3 2.9 0.83 4 3.7 1.2 

VOCI 15.4 14 3.2 0.5 0.48 0.1 63 63 8 7 6.8 2.3 8 9.3 3.0 

Descriptive                

OPI 6.9 6.9 1.6 0.45 0.49 0.1 80 81 15 4 4.6 1.0 5 6.6 3.2 

VOCI 13.2 14.9 2.7 0.52 0.68 0.1 70 72 19 10 8.9 3.7 9 8.3 1.9 

Role Play                

OPI 8.3 8.7 3.9 0.49 0.48 0.1 70 73 8 8 7 2.8 6 6 2.6 

VOCI 9.8 10.5 3.9 0.48 0.5 0.1 60 60 7 10 9.3 3.3 7 7.6 2.2 

Narration                

OPI 17 17.1 4.9 0.68 0.48 0.1 89 87 10 8 7.2 3.5 15 15.8 3.2 

VOCI 10.7 13.7 4.4 0.72 0.71 0.1 67 82 23 7 7 3.2 8 8.6 2.6 
Total                

OPI 41 43 13 2.14 2.17 0.4 319 559 43 23 22 8.13 30 32.1 10.2 

VOCI 49 53.1 14 2.22 2.18 0.4 260 277 57 34 32 12.5 32 33.8 9.7 
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The results were analyzed and compared using the Wilcoxon Signed Rank test, 

which is a version of the T-test used for small samples. The reason for using the 

Wilcoxon test is to test if CAF measures’ differences between OPI and VOCI are 

statistically significant. 

 
Participants had a significantly higher percentage of error-free ASUs on the OPI 

in all of the four tasks (comparison: M =82 , SD = 10, Md=80; description: M=81, 

SD=15, Md=80; role play: M=73, SD=8,Md=70; narration: M=87, SD=10, Md=89) 

compared to the VOCI (comparison: M =63 , SD = 8, Md=63; description: M=72, 

SD=19,Md=70; role play: M=60, SD=7,Md=60; narration: M=82, SD=23,Md=67), 

meaning that they were more grammatically accurate, making fewer errors; z=-5.071, 

p<0.05. 

 
Table 10. 

 
Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test 

 
 VOCI- 

ML-ASU 
OPI- 

ML-ASU 

VOCI- 
MSTTR 

OPI- 
MSTTR 

VOCI-EF- 
ASU OPI- 
EF-ASU 

VOCI- 
SP 

OPI-SP 

VOCI- 
FP 

OPI-FP 

Z -1.906b -.358b -5.071c -3.047b -.693b 
Asymp. Sig. 
(2-tailed) 

.057 .721 .000 .002 .488 

 
 

In the following ranks table, we can also see that 33 responses indicate a negative 

rank in EF ASU, which means that 33 out of 34 had more errors in the VOCI. 
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Table 11. 

Signed Rank Test 

 
 

VOCI-MLASU 
OPI-MLASU 

 
 
 

N Mean Rank Sum of Ranks 
Negative Ranks  9v 20.67 186.00 
Positive Ranks 25w 16.36 409.00 

 

Ties 0x 
 

 Total 34  

VOCI-MSTTR Negative Ranks 15j 17.37 260.50 
OPI-MSTTR Positive Ranks 18k 16.69 300.50 

 Ties 1l   
 Total 34   

VOCI-EFASU Negative Ranks 33m 18.00 594.00 
OPI-EFASU Positive Ranks 1n 1.00 1.00 

 Ties 0o 
Total 34 

VOCI-SP Negative Ranks 8p 13.81 110.50 
OPI-SP Positive Ranks 25q 18.02 450.50 

 Ties 1r   
 Total 34   

VOCI-FP Negative Ranks 12s 18.92 227.00 
OPI-FP Positive Ranks 20t 15.05 301.00 

 Ties 2u   
 Total 34   

 

Complexity Measure 
 
 

The following examples show the analysis of the complexity measure in both 

OPI and VOCI. I need to mention that in the following examples, I am only showing the 

complexity measures (ASUs length, and MS-TTR). For that reason, I am not showing the 

accuracy or the fluency measures. You can see that the filled pauses are included; 

however, because those words (ah, like) are the participants’ productions, I did not delete 

them as they are part of their tokens. The tasks chosen here are the description and past 

tense narration. I chose these tasks for two reasons. First, in syntactic complexity, 
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participants had higher mean in the VOCI in three tasks (comparison, description, and 

role play) and description has the highest mean (M=14.9, SD=2.7, Md=13.2). Second, I 

chose the past tense narration because MS-TTR was higher in three tasks in the VOCI 

(description, role play, and narration), with narration having the highest mean (M=0.71, 

SD=0.1, Md=0.72). The reason for choosing two tasks only is because there were no 

significant differences in terms of the complexity measures in both testing modes. 

 
In Example 2, Mohamed responds to questions asking him to describe his 

hometown. 

 
Example 2: Descriptive task (Mohamed) 

 
 

OPI: Describe your hometown. 
 
 

My hometown is Dammam, which is located in the {ah} western side of Saudi 

Arabia/ it is big and {ah} wide city/ it has a lot of {ah} big malls, and many 

restaurant, and fun places to go/ the weather is {ah} very hot and humid/ it has 

the big oil company “Aramco”/ many people who live in Dammam work in 

Aramco/ but not all of course/ it has large diversity/ also we have nice beach 

nearby the city/ I think that is what I can remember because I am pretty sure 

there are more to say about my city. 

VOCI: Describe your hometown. 
 

My hometown is Dammam/ originally, I am from Alhassa/ but I move to Dammam 

long time ago/ I honestly consider it my hometown/ it is located in the {ah} 
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western coast of Saudi Arabia/ it is very popular because it has {ah} biggest and 

famous oil company in the world/ it is called Aramco/ my hometown is {like} the 

way …/ it is in the middle of{ ah} the dessert/ its side is known for its palms palm 

trees world famous for planting dates/ the people as well are {like} the most 

trained people in the whole kingdom/ it is a great city/ also it is modern and 

civilized/ folks there are great {ah} people/ they are used to meet people from 

different {ah} districts/ so race is not a problem there in most cases I would say/ I 

don't know much to talk about my place/ I would say I wouldn't be able to live 

away from my city without a comeback. 

In example 2, the ML-ASU in the OPI was (10.00) while in the VOCI the ML- 

ASU was (9.90). 

In Example 3, Ahmad performs the past tense narration task, which is analyzed in terms 

of the MSTTR per 100 words. 

Example 3: Past tense narration task (Ahmad) 
 

OPI: Can you tell me an unforgettable experience that you had? 
 

So, an unforgettable experience is when I went with my brother and my sister in 

law and my nephew when we went to San Antonio/ {ah} it was a road trip/ and it 

was really fun because {ah} we.... got to... I went to ah six flags/ I enjoy the rides 

and{ah} enjoy everything/ that was the first on the list for me so that was a lot of 

fun/ I rode every single one of the games / I enjoyed/ my brother enjoyed it/ and 

my sister in law enjoyed it as well/ then I went to... wait … {ah} they had there it 

wasn't SeaWorld there were there was that in L.A/ I can't remember/ sorry I was 
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just kind of all over the place now/ but I remember the restaurants were from the 

City-Walk/ {ah} {ah} {ah} what was also nice/ I like the river over there/ San 

Antonio is famous for the river that is called river walk/ then, we visited the 

Mexican market, which is amazing/ they have their own dresses, {ah} kitchen 

stuff, and {ah} decorations as well/ I bought a lot of {ah} things from them/ after 

that, we went to the {ah} outlet/ they have very {ah} {ah} huge outlet/ ah {ah} I 

forgot what is it called/ I think that is what I can remember/ it is not the places 

that made it a special experience/ but it is the {ah} the {ah} the company with my 

brother and his wife. 

VOCI: …… have you ever had such an experience—an experience that 
 

you’ll never forget….. It can be something positive or it can be something 

negative…..Tell us about it. 

One of the experiences I cannot forget is {ah} when I move to Stillwater from 

Saudi Arabia/ I use to live in a big and {ah} {ah} let’s say like busy city/ I use to 

go out at midnight with friends/ and every weekend we go to the beach, like 

almost very weekend / when the first day I arrived, it was night/ so I did not see 

much of the town/ in the morning, I went to see the city/ I was shocked/ I honestly 

felt like depressed the first few days/ I was like {ah} was like what I am going to 

do here/ I tried to apply for other universities/ but it is {ah} {ah} hard to find 

admission/ when I met the Saudi community ah, I was like OK that is a good 

group/ but {ah} now I feel attached to {ah} this place/ and {ah} I have wonderful 

memories with my friends. 



73  

In the OPI, the MSTTR is 0.60 (TTR of 0.55 for first 100 words, 0.65 for second 

100 words) while in the VOCI it is 0.61 (total response length was 100 words). 

Although there is no significant difference between OPI and VOCI in terms of the 

ML-ASU and MS-TTR (z=-.358, p=.721), some participants have higher MS-TTR and 

ML-ASU in the VOCI (See Table 9 for descriptive statistics). I believe that the bouncing 

balls showing time remaining on the VOCI could have encouraged participants to 

produce more tokens before the balls disappeared. Whereas on the OPI, participants just 

said what they had in their minds and once they were done, the interviewer asked them 

the next question. 

Accuracy Measure 
 

Unlike complexity measures, accuracy measures showed a significant difference 

between testing modes. In examples 4-7 below, participant responses are analyzed for 

accuracy (EF-ASU). 

Example 4: Comparative task (Aziz) 
 

OPI: compare your hometown to the capital. 
 

My hometown is Jeddah/ and it is in the western region of Saudi Arabia / {ah} it 

is famous for being located in (grammatical) the red sea {ah} {ah} coast/ it is 

very busy and alive/ there are {ah} {ah} many places to go and have fun with your 

family/ because it is near the red sea, it is very humid and very hot in the summer/ 

{ah} in the winter, the weather is good because it is not very cold/ {ah} it is just 

cool weather at that time/ it never gets very cold/{ah} it is one of tourist cities in 
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Saudi Arabia/ people come to visit Jeddah during the summer and other holidays/ 

ah I think it is very beautiful and always alive/ I mean there are always activities, 

carnivals and celebrations, yeah 

VOCI: can you compare your hometown with a city you visited or know very 
 

well? 
 
 

I will compare Jeddah to Stillwater/ {ah} first of all the two places are way way 

different/ but there might be some similarity (grammatical)/ {ah} first Jeddah is 

very big/ and it has different districts and areas/ but Stillwater is like one district 

in Jeddah/ {ah} it is very small/ Stillwater is just for college/ there is nothing else 

here/ but in Jeddah there are a lot of thing (grammatical) to do besides 

educational places/ the location of the two cities are (grammatical) different/ 

Jeddah is in the west side of Saudi Arabia/ but Stillwater I think {ah} if ( 

grammatical)not mistaken in the southwest of USA/ the weather might be similar/ 

both places are hot/ but Jeddah is humid/ and Stillwater is dry/ both places has 

(grammatical) people from different parts of the world/ {ah} / I think Jeddah is 

more like a big and busy city/ but Stillwater is like a town, 

In Example 4, Aziz’s EF-ASU is 88% on the OPI (7 error-free ASUs out of 8 

total) and 71% on the VOCI (10 error-free ASUs out of 14 total). 

Example 5: Descriptive task (Talal) 
 

OPI: Describe a city that you visited 
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One of the best places I have visited is Madrid in Spain/ I have visited many 

places/ but {ah} Madrid is one of the very special places/ I loved the atmosphere 

of the city/ it is just amazing/ I went to the famous museum/ I think {ah} it is 

called ah the Prado/ it is like {ah} a place that has collections of masterpieces of 

unique pieces/ those pieces are like from the very {ah} old times/ I also visited 

several parks, malls, and most importantly the stadium/ it is called Santiago/ as 

{ah} (grammatical) fan of Real Madrid, it was like one of the must go for me/ the 

city itself is special/ there are so many things I did in ah in there/ I cannot recall 

all of them 

VOCI: Describe one of your best friends. 
 

I really have a lot of {ah} best friends, not just one/ OK/ I will pick up one of 

them/ {ah} {ah} my friend Amro/ he is my neighbor as well/ he is like a funny guy/ 

everything is easy and possible for him/ {ah} our families knows (grammatical) 

each other since we are neighbors/ we {ah} {ah} do not share anything together/ 

{ah} {ah} I mean we are like like very different personality (grammatical)/ but we 

work well together/ {ah} {ah} I like him because he is {ah} {ah} very how to say it 

{ah} , very dependable/ I think that is the right word/ he is there for me whenever 

I need him/ he has {ah} a very kind heart/ he never gets mad on (grammatical) 

anybody/ he is like really a cool guy 

In Example 5, Talal’s EF-ASU is 92% on the OPI (11 error-free ASUs out of 12 

total) and 83% on the VOCI (10 error-free ASUs out of 12 total). This performance 

follows the general trend of being more error-prone in the VOCI. 
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Example 6: Role play task (Salman) 
 

OPI: You have been working in Stillwater to promote multicultural awareness 

and you have won an award as the person who made the most contribution to 

multiculturalism in Stillwater. We are at a luncheon in your honor. And. You 

need to make a very brief acceptance speech for this award. I will introduce you 

and clap and then you can make your very brief speech. 

Hello, everyone/ {ah} thank you for choosing me to represent everyone of you/ it 

means a lot to me/ I do accept the award/ and {ah} it is a great honor for me/ I 

want to remind you of the nice diversity we have in Stillwater/ and I hope that it 

continue (grammatical) to be that way/ thank you again/ it is a pleasure to be 

one part of this community/ being an international student myself , {ah} I can see 

the advantages of promoting for the multicultural awareness/ one of the 

advantages is to create a good atmosphere for people from different parts of the 

world/ so they feel welcomed and involved/ let’s keep the good work up 

(grammatical) 

VOCI: You have a summer job selling great books, I am a potential customer, 

convince me why I should buy the books from you. 

Hi sir/ do you want to have a look at my books/ {ah} I have some great one 

(grammatical) / I have (grammatical) best offers in town/ {ah} you know what/ I 

do have sales during the summer/ so if you enjoy reading, this is {ah} 

(grammatical) best time to buy books/ I guarantee that you will not find cheaper 

books than me (grammatical)/ {ah} {ah} I have also good reviews/ go to google/ 
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and find my store/ and you will not find a single bad review/ I always try to please 

my consumers/take your time/ and go through the books I have/ and I will give 

you the best price you could afford 

In Example 6, Salman’s EF-ASU is 83% on the OPI (10 error-free ASUs, 12 

total) and 71% on the VOCI (12 error-free ASUs, 16 total). 

Example 7: Paste tense narration task (Alali) 
 

OPI: Can you tell me an unforgettable experience that you had? 
 

{ah} It is a good experience/ Last year, I traveled with my friends to Turkey, 

Istanbul/ it was my first visit to {ah} Turkey/ we were like ah group of five/ the 

city is {ah} amazing/ {ah} {ah} it is very beautiful/ {ah} I remember the first day 

when we visited an island called {ah} “ princesses island”/ I like it because it is 

{like} an untouch (grammatical) island/ cars are not allowed there/ people use 

horses, and bikes only/ it is {like} a tourist city/ so nobody lives there/ then, we 

{ah} visited different districts in Istanbul city, like malls, {ah} restaurants, {ah} 

farmers market, {ah} and museums/ we use (grammatical) to go out at night and 

enjoy their Turkish tea on the {ah} sea ports/ we also use (grammatical) to go 

watch dancing and {ah} {ah} fun activities/it was{ like} a special experience. 

VOCI: …… have you ever had such an experience—an experience that 
 

you’ll never forget….. It can be something positive or it can be something 

negative…..Tell us about it. 
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An unforgettable experience is when {ah} I lose (grammatical) my friend in a car 

accident/ it was {ah} {ah} very hard for me to accept his death/ we were together 

the day before the accident/ the following {ah} day I heard he die (grammatical)/ 

I was {ah} like shocked because I never thought I would lose him/ until today 

when I {ah} passed (grammatical) by his house, I always remember him and I 

pray for him/ you know I still have his phone number in my phone/ I do not know 

why/ but I still have it/ I really cannot forget that day/ there are definitely other 

experiences that I cannot forget/ but that is one of the hardest 

In Example 7, Alali’s EF-ASU is 92% on the OPI (12 error-free ASUs, 13 total) 

and 70% on the VOCI (7 error-free ASUs, 10 total). 

The majority of the participants had higher accuracy in the OPI. As non-native 

speakers of English, it is possible that when the participants were talking to a human 

being, they tended to monitor their speech and make an effort to avoid making errors. 

O’Loughlin (1995) believes that certain CAF measures are affected by test takers’ 

perceptions of the time when their performance will be evaluated. It seems plausible that 

my participants are aware that in the VOCI, their performance will be evaluated or 

analyzed later; however, in the OPI, participants know that their performance was being 

evaluated by a native speaker and at the same time while doing the interview. O’Loughlin 

(1995) talked about the test takers’ perceptions of when their performance will be 

assessed. He further claimed that, in the tape-based tests, testees know that their 

performance will be assessed later, not at the same time of taking the test. He stated (p. 

236) 
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candidates are clear that their communicative goal is to create a 

record of their performance for raters displaced in time and space. 

In live tests, however, it is not always apparent when the assessment 

will occur. It is possible in the live version of this test that candidates 

assumed the assessment was being carried out at the time of the test. 

Fluency Measure 
 

Fluency measures also showed a significant difference between testing modes. 

Although there was no significant difference in filled pauses between testing modes, the 

difference in silent pauses was significant (z=-3.047, p=0.002), (see Table 9 for 

descriptive statistics). However, no significant differences were found in terms of the 

filled pauses (z=-0.693, p=0.488), (see Table 9 for descriptive statistics). In examples 8- 

11 below, responses are analyzed for fluency by counting silent pauses (longer than 

400ms) and filled pauses (using “ah” and “like”). 

Example 8: Comparative task (Salman) 
 

OPI: compare your hometown in Saudi Arabia to any other city. 
 

I am gonna compare my hometown to well let’s say {ah} Houston. I have visited 

 

Houston a lot/ [>400ms] {ah} my hometown Dammam looks a little bit like 

Houston/ many people live there/ it is {ah} a busy city, and {ah} crowded/ 

{ah}[>400ms] but the thing that is different is {ah} the lifestyle there/ {Like} 

people[>400ms] have different culture different lifestyle, different ways of 

spending their time/[>400ms]{ah} people in Dammam they usually usually hang 
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out together a lot/ so let’s say {ah} they go {ah} far from the city and hang out 

there/ {like} they spend their time away from the downtown, away from malls, 

away from where they actually live/ {ah} {ah} Houston is different/ they usually go 

downtown to spend their time in the bars, or night clubs, or [>400ms] anywhere 

else in downtown/ yeah life style is different 

VOCI: can you compare your hometown with a city you visited or know very well? 
 

There are a lot similarities between my hometown and the cities I have visited/ so 

[>400ms]{ah} Let’s say for example the similarity similarities and different 

similarities between my hometown and Stillwater/ Well the similarities are that 

people in Stillwater are young {ah} because of the college, because it is {like} a 

college town/ and {ah} most of its residents are students/ and there are a lot of 

young people in my hometown [>400ms] {ah} because we are a relatively young 

country/ and there are some differences as well between my hometown and 

Stillwater/{ah} so the differences are the culture here is different/ for example, the 

festivals the holidays here and  back home are different/ {ah} for example here 

they have {ah} a lot of people here celebrate Thanksgiving/ [>400ms] back home 

people don’t celebrate Thanksgiving/ people celebrate Eid Alfitr which for 

Muslims which is an Islamic holiday so those are pretty much the similarities and 

differences between the both cities 

In Example 8, Salman had 4 silent and 11 filled pauses in the OPI, compared to 2 

silent and 6 filled pauses on the VOCI. 
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Example 9: Descriptive task (Odai) 
 

OPI: Describe your hometown 
 

Well my hometown is {ah} farm-based city/ it is like a town/ [>400ms]It is based 

on agriculture/ So my home city is based on farming right/ So {ah} [>400ms]I 

consider it to be a green area/ a lot of people used to work on the farms until they 

opened Aramco, which is the oil company/{ah} so[>400ms] a lot of people just 

got into that business{like} working for Aramco/ [>400ms] so we switch from 

farming to that oil business/ So {ah} farming now is being less popular than it 

used before/ but {ah} [>400ms] it is still known for that/ I mean that is the thing i 

can tell you about it/it has high population/ {ah} it is crowded/[>400ms] it does 

not {ah} have good public transportation because people there use their cars/ 

{ah} oh by the way it is called Al-hassa/ it is on the Eastern part of Saudi Arabia/ 

I forget to mention that/ that is wired/ {ah} yeah I would just keep it to that/ the 

list goes on and on/ but I just keep it to that 

VOCI: Describe one of your best friends. 
 

Yeah to describe this one guy/ that is my best friend/ We have been competing in 

about [>400ms] about 10 years/ that is when we started competing with each 

other/ So {ah} whenever I get something, he would get the other/ We would 

compete on grades {ah} {like} university admissions/ / So [>400ms] one thing I 

liked about him that he {ah} does he knows how to do stuff perfectly/ You know 

he does he does his thing/ I like him/ and so I always refer to him as a doer/ he 

knows how to do stuff / and I like the way we have been competing because it 
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pushed me to do better/ and {ah} that push him to do better as well/ and I like 

that attitude/ {ah} and that he still keeps it professional although sometimes it is 

intense/ but yeah 

In Example 9, Odai had 5 silent and 7 filled pauses in the OPI, compared to 2 

silent and 4 filled pauses on the VOCI. 

Example 10: Role play task (Alabad) 
 

OPI: You have been working in Stillwater to promote multicultural awareness 

and you have won an award as the person who made the most contribution to 

multiculturalism in Stillwater. We are at a luncheon in your honor. And. You 

need to make a very brief acceptance speech for this award. I will introduce you 

and clap and then you can make your very brief speech. 

thank you everyone for the award/I am so happy today that I am among 

you/[>400ms] and I want {ah} to encourage and {ah} {ah} support you to accept 

diversity and respect people [>400ms] of different colors, religions, and races 

and regardless of what they believe in/ /[>400ms] I worked hard to {ah} promote 

multicultural awareness because {ah} {ah} Stillwater has people from different 

places/ so[>400ms] it is important to make people feel respected and welcomed 

/[>400ms]I think multicultural awareness is important because that contributes 

to make the place more productive and more united/{ah} [>400ms]/ when we are 

united, we become stronger/ and we help each other to build a healthier 

community/ so it my pleasure to be part of you/ and {ah} I hope we continue being 

tolerant and open to other cultures and other differences 
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VOCI: You have a summer job selling great books, I am a potential customer, 

convince me why I should buy the books from you. 

Hi guys/ do you want to come and have a look at my books over here/ {ah} I have 

great selections and excellent sales/[>400ms] I also have good offers/ {ah} you 

can buy one, and get the other {like} {ah} half price/ if you buy two, get one free/ 

I am sure you like the {ah} great selections I have/ [>400ms] I have never had 

any costumer {like} {ah} come back to me because they all love my books/ I also 

{ah} {ah} I have some old books that are {ah} rare/ you cannot find them easily/ 

and I have new books that are just like {ah} new in the stores/ {ah} If you are a 

student, I can do student discount/ you can take few minutes and browse through 

the books and see if you like it/ I have a small reading booth/ you can take a book 

and go to the booth and read few pages/[>400ms] if you tell me what you like, I 

can at least help you to choose. 

In the previous examples, Alabad had six silent pauses in the OPI and two silent 

pauses in the VOCI. 

Example 11: Paste tense narration task (Talal) 
 

OPI: Can you tell me an unforgettable experience that you had? 
 

{Ah} [>400ms] well I like theme parks right/ So one of the experiences that 

 

I would never ever forget is that one of these rides [>400ms] that is I guess I do 

not know what is it called/ but they do they attach you to a rope and they pull you 

up. I would say it is more than 30 meters/ I would say which is about 90 
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feet/[>400ms] that was really high distance/ [>400ms]and they just {like} once 

you go up, they ask you to release yourself and you do the release/ so when you 

release it, you fall really fast just free falling/ that is what you do/ {ah} [>400ms] 

It is really a nice experience that I never forget/[>400ms] when I release myself 

and fall down, I appreciate the fact that I am still alive/but it was fun/ it was a 

new experience {ah} I never did before 

VOCI: …… have you ever had such an experience—an experience that 
 

you’ll never forget….. It can be something positive or it can be something 

negative…..Tell us about it. 

yeah I have been/ I went to Tonkawa/ it was a small village/ It is one 

 
hour from Stillwater/ So at that time, there was a terrorist attack in France/ 

 
So, Tonkawa is a small village/ so everyone there looks at me as I am a terrorist/ 

and one of the guys asked me are you one of them/ I was shocked that he asked me 

that question/ I was very intimidated/ {ah} [>400ms] just because I have a darker 

skin color and I look different from them, they {ah} think that I am a danger/ at 

that time, I was planning to study a transfer credit from the college there/ but 

after that incident I changed my mind/ {ah} I did not feel safe being there/ people 

there are not used to see international students/[>400ms] I was very scared for 

my life because people in Tonkawa carry guns with them everywhere/ {ah} I have 

seen so many people with guns/ so I decided to take the course in OSU/{ ah} that 

was an unforgettable experience for me/{ah} it was not a good one 
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In Example 11, Talal had 4 silent and 3 filled pauses in the OPI, compared to 1 

silent and 2 filled pauses on the VOCI. 

As shown in Table 10, the accuracy measure EF-ASU (z=-5.071, p=0.000) and 

the fluency measure SP(z=-3.047, p=0.002) differ significantly in the direct and semi- 

direct testing modes. Participants had a significantly higher percentage of error-free 

ASUs on the OPI, and significantly more silent pauses on the VOCI. The findings 

regarding the fluency measure do not agree with Skehan (2001) and Bygate (2001), who 

found that dialogic tasks (such as those on the OPI) were produced less fluently than 

monologic ones (such as those on the VOCI). Nevertheless, it seems that most studies 

have found dialogue to have faster speech rates, and less pausing, than monologue 

(Michel, 2011; Riggenbach, 1989; Kowal, Wiese, & O’Connell, 1983; Ejzenberg, 1997, 

2000). I also tend to agree with Brown, Cox, and Thompson (2017) who claimed 

The interactive, interpersonal, and synchronous nature of the OPI may have 

exerted more time pressure on candidates, causing them to quicken their speech 

rate to maintain the floor, to nominate or change a topic, or simply to avoid 

silence— a particularly threatening conversational characteristic in the context of 

an oral exam (p. 804). 

It seems logical that participants in the current study wanted to quicken their 

speech in order to avoid pausing, which could make them lose control over the 

conversational floor. It is also possible that task type could have affected the CAF 

measures. This issue will be discussed in the following section. 
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CAF MEASURES AND TASK TYPE 
 

This section presents the findings and discussion of the relation between CAF 

measures and task type. Four tasks in each test were used for analysis: comparison, 

description, role play, and past tense narration. In order to examine the relation between 

CAF measures and task type, the non-parametric Kruskal Wallis test was run using SPSS 

24. In the previous sections, we learned that EF-ASU and SP differ significantly in both 

testing modes. Now, in this section, we are looking into the association within the testing 

modes themselves, not between them. For this reason, I used the Kruskal Wallis test in 

order to find out whether there is an association between task type and CAF measures in 

each testing mode. Kruskal Wallis was chosen because it is a non-parametric test that 

determines if the task type has any effect on any CAF measures within each testing mode. 

Table 12. 
 

Kruskal Wallis Tests for Association within OPI (N = 34) and VOCI (N = 34) for 

Complexity Measure 
 

Task Syntactic complexity Lexical complexity 
 

Number ASU Mean-length ASU Mean Segmental TTR 
 

 χ p r χ p r χ p r 

OPI 10.809 0.13 0.56 14.698 0.20 0.66 8.476 0.37 0.49 
VOCI 1.302 0.729 0.195 4.286 0.232 0.35 10.044 0.018 0.54 
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Table 13. 
 

Kruskal Wallis Tests for Association within OPI (N = 34) and VOCI (N = 34) for 

Accuracy Measure 
 

Task  Accuracy  

  Error-free ASUs  
 χ p r 
OPI 7.088 0.069 0.456 
VOCI 2.508 0.474 0.27 

 

Table 14. 
 

Kruskal Wallis Tests for Association within OPI (N = 34) and VOCI (N = 34) for 

Fluency Measure 
 

Task Fluency 
 

Silent pauses Filled pauses 
 χ p r χ p r 
OPI 9.753 0.021 0.54 18.254 .068 0.73 
VOCI 4.286 0.232 0.35 1.334 .721 0.19 

 
 

The previous tables indicate that there is a significant effect of task type on the 

MS-TTR in the VOCI testing mode (p=0.018, r=0.54), and on silent pauses in the OPI 

testing mode (p=0.021, r=0.54). Comparing the mean scores for MS-TTR in the VOCI 

and SP in the OPI, we can see that it is the narration task type that influenced both 

measures (MS-TTR and SP) for the majority of the participants. The following diagram 

illustrates the MS-TTR in the four tasks, where the X-axis represent the task type and the 

y-axis represents the MS-TTR. 
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Figure 8. MS-TTR in the VOCI Testing Mode 

In Figure 8, we can see that past tense narration has the highest mean, and 

comparison has the lowest mean. It seems that past tense narration has the highest 

influence on the MS-TTR. We can look at the following examples, one for the highest 

mean (narration) and one for the lowest mean (comparison). 

Example 12: Past tense narration task (Talal) 
 

VOCI: …… have you ever had such an experience—an experience that 
 

you’ll never forget….. It can be something positive or it can be something 

negative…..Tell us about it. 

yeah I have been/ I went to Tonkawa/ it was a small village/ It is one 

 

hour from Stillwater/ So at that time, there was a terrorist attack in France/ 

 

So, Tonkawa is a small village/ so everyone there looks at me as I am a terrorist/ 

and one of the guys asked me are you one of them/ I was shocked that he asked me 
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that question/ I was very intimidated/ {ah} just because I have a darker skin color 

and I look different from them, they {ah} think that I am a danger/ at that time, I 

was planning to study a transfer credit from the college there/ but after that 

incident I changed my mind/ {ah} I did not feel safe being there/ people there are 

not used to see international students/ I was very scared for my life because 

people in Tonkawa carry guns with them everywhere/ {ah} I have seen so many 

people with guns/ so I decided to take the course in OSU/{ ah} that was an 

unforgettable experience for me/{ah} it was not a good one 

Similar to what the majority of the participants did, in the past tense narration task 

in the VOCI testing mode (M=0.71, SD=0.1), Talal had 100 token counts and 55 type 

counts. Then, the MS-TTR is 0.55. 

Example 13: Comparison task (Talal) 
 

VOCI: can you compare your hometown with a city you visited or know very well? 
 

I can compare my hometown Jeddah to Vancouver in Canada/ {ah} Vancouver is 

very cold place, Canada in general is/ ah Jeddah is hot and humid/ {ah) in 

Vancouver you can see the four seasons/ but in Jeddah it is hot around ah the 

year/ I think we get some cold weather in winter/ but {ah} we do not get like very 

cold weather/ {ah} as for population, I think both places has different population/ 

but the population is different/ {ah} I think the Asian is the largest in Vancouver/ 

{ah}in Jeddah it is {ah} different because it is more diverse than Vancouver/ we 

have more ethnic groups in Jeddah / I am not sure/ but that is what I think/ we 

even have districts for different ethnic groups/ {ah}life style is different/ I think 
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people are more active in Vancouver than in Jeddah/ maybe nowadays people 

start being more active 

In the comparative task, Talal had 49 type counts per 100 tokens, which makes 

the MS TTR (0.49). 

I have mentioned earlier that the effect of the bouncing ball in the VOCI might 

have contributed to the higher mean of lexical variation. I believe the bouncing balls have 

pushed the participants to produce more tokens. One could possibly wonder why the 

bouncing the balls impacted the MS-TTR but not the fluency measure. One possible 

explanation is that a person can increase the lexical variation intentionally; however, it is 

more likely that pausing is done subconsciously. 

Now, let’s look at the second measure (SP) that was influenced by the task type. 

In Figure 9, we can see that past tense narration had the highest mean and comparison 

had the lowest mean score for silent pauses in the OPI testing mode. 

 

Figure 9. SP in the OPI Testing Mode 
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Example 14 illustrates Nasser’s OPI response to the past tense narration task. 
 

Nasser had a total of seven silent pauses per 100 words. 
 

Example 14: OPI past tense narration (Nasser) 
 

Interviewer: Can you tell me an unforgettable experience that you had? 
 

{Ah} [>400ms] I do not really have {like} something specific/ [ >400ms] {ah} 

maybe when {ah} I bought my first car/ it was like {ah} [ >400ms] unforgettable 

because {ah} I just graduate from high school and did not have a car before[ 

>400ms] / it was {like}[ >400ms] {ah} a surprise because my parents got it for 

me/ {ah} [ >400ms] my father told me if I get high grades in high school, he will 

get me a car/ this is {ah} {like} a trend or habit in Saudi/ [ >400ms] I mean when 

{ah} students graduate from high school, their parents get them cars/ I think 

because because {ah} [ >400ms] maybe they will go to college and a car/ {like} 

you are more mature / {ah} not all parents but the majority/ [ >400ms] I had a 

car just for me/ before {ah} I was sharing cars with my father/ I started driving in 

high school/ [ >400ms] I had to ask permission to drive and if my parents agree/ 

I take my father’s car/ he {ah} will call me like 10 or 11 times to ask me {ah} 

about where I am/ so it was {ah} a special experience because having a car at 

that age is something [ >400ms], which is different 

Example 15 illustrates the same participant’s response on the OPI comparison 

task. He had fewer silent pauses than he did on any other OPI task. 
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Example 15: OPI comparison task (Nasser) 
 

Interviewer: Compare your hometown to the capital. 
 

The population in the capital is higher/ I guess my city is divided by two sections; 

the modern section and the old section/ the modern section is {ah} the industrial 

section/ but the capital does not have that division/ it has some kind of [>400ms] 

really high tech city [>400ms]/so everything is fully functional by technology, 

lights/ for example, internet is everywhere from the beginning of life from the start 

of the city to the end, which is different from the capital because internet is not 

everywhere there {ah}/ I think also my city has cleaner and wider streets/ one 

difference maybe my city has more diversity than the capital, I think 

In the past tense narration, Nasser had seven silent pauses while in the comparison 

task he only had 2 silent pauses. This shows that Nasser was less fluent in the narrative 

task, yet more fluent in the comparative task. The narrative task type did impact the 

number of the silent pauses in the OPI testing mode. It is possible that the narrative task 

is different from the other tasks in certain aspects. 

Labov (1997) claims that narrative requires speakers to occupy “more social 

space than in other conversational exchanges - to hold the floor longer, and the narrative 

must carry enough interest for the audience to justify this action” (Reportability, para. 1). 

He also emphasizes (1997) that narration about personal experience is different from 

other narrative tasks, as speakers are often relating experiences that are “emotionally and 

socially evaluated, and so transformed from raw experience” (Narratives of personal 

experience, para.2). I think the participants in the current study might have wanted to 
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occupy more space in talking about their unforgettable personal experiences that they 

actually have been through and that makes it plausible to claim that they produced more 

tokens because they were emotionally and socially engaged in talking comfortably about 

their experiences. I intended to use the term “comfortably” because, as we learned before 

that the effect of the narrative task on the MS-TTR is significant only in the VOCI, 

participants felt more secure to talk about their personal experiences in front of the 

computer, without thinking about their grammar or their language in general. 

As for the silent pauses, I think it might be related to the cognitive processing 

load, proposed by Skehan and Foster (1999). I think the question about “an unforgettable 

experience” requires a higher processing load because the participants were not only 

remembering their experiences, but also telling those stories, describing the setting and 

the emotions involved. I assume that higher processing load in the narrative task could 

possibly make the participants pause to remember more details. Going back to Labov’s 

(1997) argument about social space, I think the participants had a higher number of 

pauses in the OPI because they wanted to hold the floor; they did not have to hold the 

floor in the VOCI due to the absence of the interlocutor. 

PARTICIPANTS’ PERCEPTIONS/ PREFERENCES TOWARDS DIRECT AND 
SEMI-DIRECT TESTS 

This section presents the findings of the test takers’ perceptions towards direct 

(OPI) and semi-direct tests (VOCI). After analyzing and coding participants’ responses to 

questions about perceptions towards these testing modes in the VOCI and Arabic 

interview, three major themes (interaction, test structure, and test taker’s personal 

affective factors) and 19 sub-themes were identified. Table 15 illustrates all the themes 
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and subthemes, as well as the number of participants who mentioned each subtheme. I 

need to mention here that Table 15 illustrates all the themes found in the data, including 

the themes that show perceptions towards OPI and towards the VOCI. I also need to 

emphasize that while some of the subthemes were mentioned only once by one 

participant, I believe that they are worth mentioning because they still add up towards to 

the major theme. 

Table 15. 

Frequency of the themes of participants' perceptions towards OPI and VOCI 
 

Theme Sub-themes Number of participants 
who mentioned the theme/ 

sub-theme 

1.Interaction Presence of a human being 9 
 Ambiguity when there is no 

interaction/ explanation/ 
clarification 

9 

 Involvement/ Engagement 9 
 Comfortable setting 8 
 Tailored questions 7 
 Examiner’s reaction 5 
2.Test structure Authenticity 7 

 Formality 5 
 Contextualization 4 
 Topic Familiarity 3 
 Test goal 1 
 Test score 1 
 Critical thinking skills 1 
 Artificiality 1 
3.Test takers’ Motivation 9 
personal affective Personal style 3 
factors Consciousness 1 

 Boredom 1 
 Face image 1 
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Perceptions towards OPI 
 

In this section, I will present the different themes that indicate the test takers’ 

perceptions towards OPI. The V following the pseudonym stands for VOCI, the A for the 

Arabic interview; the first number indicates the major theme as numbered in Table 15 

and the second number indicates the total number of themes mentioned by the participant. 

In other words, Talal (V/1/11) means that this quote comes from Talal’s VOCI, 

indicating the first theme “interaction,” and the total number of themes found in all of 

Talal’s responses (11). 

Interaction 
 

This section shows only the interaction sub-themes related to the test takers’ 

perceptions towards OPI. I need to emphasize here that the theme of “interaction” was 

mentioned by all participants using different sub-themes (see Table 15). The subthemes 

do not always have the word “interaction” in them; however, they involve some 

interactive aspects. 

Talal (V/ 1/ 11) reported that he preferred communicating with a human being over 

communicating with a computer in Example 16: 

Example 16: 
 

I prefer to have a test with a person face-to-face in order to communicate 

together, not with a computer. 
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Another aspect of interaction is the ability to see the reaction of the interviewer. 

Mohammed (V/ 1/5) described the effect of the interviewer’s reaction to him in Example 

17: 

Example 17: 
 

I was able to get an impression for each question I answered, I mean a good 

impression that the interviewer is interested in what I was saying. 

Odai (V & A/1/8) emphasized how the OPI questions were tailored based on his response 

in Example 18: 

Example 18: 
 

 شیل نا ينتلأس اھدعب يللأا زاھجلا ایفوص نع تملكتا امل لاثم يتاباجا ىلع ءانب تناك ھلئسلاا ھلباقملا يف

  لبق نم ھنع تملكتو ھیف متھم انا يش نع ينتلاأس ينعی ھیدوعسلا ھیسنجلا اھنوطعیب

The interview asked me questions based on my answers, for example, I said 

something about the Saudi robot “Sofia”, then she said tell me why they want to 

give a robot a citizenship? So, she asked about something I am interested in and I 

have talked about it earlier in my answers. 

Another subtheme of interaction is clarification and explanation of the OPI, which 

is explained by Aziz (A/ 1/7) in this response in Example 19: 
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Example 19: 
 

 هزئاجب تزف ينا لیختا ينا ينتلأس امل لاثم ھلباقملا يف نلا ویدیفلا نم رثكا ھنورم يف ناك ،ھلباقملا يف

 اذھ ویدیفلا يف اعبط لاؤسلا تداعو لاؤسلا دیعت اھتلأسف تمھف ام ھیادبلا يف اناف ركش ةملك يقلا مزلاو

لاؤسلا تمھف ام لوقت كنأ و لاؤسلا بواجت كنا ای زاھج عم ملكتت كنلا لیحتسم يشلا

 
In the interview, I think the interview is more flexible than the video because in 

the interview when she asked me to pretend that I won a prize, at the beginning I 

could not get it, so I sked her to repeat the question, and she did, but in the video, 

this is impossible because it is a machine you either answer the question, or 

simply say I do not understand. 

Kanga (2012) found that his participants “saw the examiner as a sort of catalyst, a 

facilitator, or a supportive listener that they could trust” (p.50). Similar thoughts were 

also found in this study. For example, Odai (A/1/8) appreciated the interviewer’s 

willingness to explain things to him in Example 20: 

Example 20: 
 

 قح لاؤسلا لاثم اھتمھفام يللا ھلئسلأا يلتحرشو ، ينمعدت ينتلباق يتلا ةذاتسلأا تناك ، ةلباقملا يف

  بواجا تردق يلاتلابو ةلئسلأا تمھف ينلأ دیفم ناك اھحرش ، تحرشف ھتمھفام راودلاا بعل

In the interview, the professor who interviewed me was supporting me, she 

explained the questions I did not understand, for example the question about 

winning the multicultural award, she explained it to me, her explanation was 

helpful because I understood the questions so I could answer. 
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The presence of a human examiner is part of what makes the OPI more interactive 

than the VOCI. Lazaraton (2002) indicated that “the examiner factor is the most 

important characteristic that distinguishes face-to-face speaking tests from their tape- 

mediated counterparts” (p.152). In this case, OPI and VOCI have the same guidelines and 

question functions; however, the OPI has an interviewer, while VOCI is carried out 

through the computer. Shohamy (1994) also claimed that “the physical presence of a 

human interlocutor on the OPI is very likely the cause of language production that is 

more conversational and intimate” (p.118). 

Another sub-theme of interaction is engagement/ involvement. Mohammed 

(V/1/5) regarded the OPI as more engaging than the VOCI as shown in Example 21: 

Example 21: 
 

The interview I did was better because it was more interactive and more engaging 

 

Five participants reported that they were more involved in the OPI than in the VOCI. 

Alali (V &A/1/10) described how involved he was during the OPI as in Example 22: 

Example 22: 
 

  راوحلاو ھثداحملاب عتمتسم ادج تنك ينلا ھلباقملا يف سكع

 
“…….Unlike the interview, I was very much involved in the conversation. 

 
 

Alali was asked about what he meant by the fact that he was “involved in the 

conversation” and he elaborated in Example 23: 
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Example 23:
 

 هروتكدلا نلا ھثداحملا نم ءزج تنك انا ينعی ھلباقملا تقح ھثداحملا يف جمدنم ينا دصقا تنك انا

 ھثداحملا نم ءزجو دفلوفنا نوكا ينلاخ يللا اذھ اھیلع قلعتو يتاباجلا عمست تناكو ھلئسا ينتلأس

  دحاو فرط نم ھثداحم تناك نلا ساسحلاا اذھ يناجام ویدیفلا سكعب

What I meant by being involved in the conversation during the interview is that I 

was part of the conversation because the professor asked me questions, listened to 

my answers, and also commented on some of my responses, so I felt I am involved 

and I am part of this conversation, unlike the video because I did not feel that way 

because it was just one-way interaction (personal communication, October 

27,2019). 

Through the participants’ responses, we can conclude that there are some possible 

reasons for them to feel more involved in this testing mode. For example, participants 

mentioned that they like the communicative nature of OPI and the presence of a person. I 

think that the interviewer’s presence, and possibly her interviewing strategies made the 

participants feel involved. For example, interviewing strategies were mentioned by 

Nasser (A/ 1/13) in Example 24: 

Example 24: 
 

 تناك وا نكمم يعم قفتت اھنا لع لیلد اھسار زھت لاثم تناك هروتكدلا نا ھلباقملا يف يللا ءایش لاا ضعب

  تاباجلااب ھعتمتسم اھنا لیلد اذھو مستبت
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Some of the things the doctor did in the interview that made me feel more involved 

is that for example she nodded her head which means to me she agrees with what 

I say, maybe, also she smiled and that tells me she likes my answers. 

Talal (A/1/11) agreed in Example 25: 
 

Example 25: 
 

 اذھ نع رثكا يلوق واو لوقت تناك لاثم ھلباقملا يف جامدنلااب سحا ينتلخ يللا زلانقیسلا ضعب ھیف ناك

 هوا يلوقت تناك نامك ركذتاو عیجشتلا باب نم نكمم سب يداع يباوج نا فرعا نا] عم عوضوملا

 عجشم يباجیا روعش ينیطعی اذھف قنتسیرتنا

 
There were some signals she used that made me feel more involved in the 

interview, for example, she said “wow,” “tell me more about it,” and I know that 

my answer is not very special but that is very encouraging, I also remember when 

she said “oh interesting,” and that gave me a positive and encouraging feeling. 

Ahmad (A/1/8) provided details about how the interviewer showed interest in his 

responses in Example 26: 

Example 26: 
 

 حص كباوج فوشت ناشع عمست سب تناكام هدیج ھعمتسم تناكو يعم ھفیطل تناك ھلباقملا يعم توس يللا

 يف يترجت نع تملكتا رثكا لیصافت لوقا ينیلخت تناك و يتاباجاب ھعتمتسم اھنا يل نیبت تناك لا طلغ وا

 ھمتھم تناكو ھلوقا دعاق يللا يشلاب ھعتمتسم اھنا يندعسا اذھو يتبرجت نع هریثك ھلئسا ينتلاسو قنیفیاد ياكس

  رثكا لیصافت فرعت

The interviewer was very nice and she was a very good listener who does not only 

listen whether you answer or you did not, but she showed interest in what I was 
saying and she really wanted me to say more details, I talked about my experience
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of sky-diving and she asked me many questions about my experience, which made 

me happy to know that she is interested in what I was saying and she cared about 

knowing more details 

Many participants viewed OPI as more comfortable than VOCI. Participants’ 

responses about this theme indicate that it is the examiner who made this testing mode 

more comfortable than the VOCI, and that explains why I added this sub-theme under 

interaction. Ahmad (A/ 4/ 8) stated in his response in Example 27: 

Example 27: 
 
 

يل ھبسنلاب رثكا ھحیرم ھلباقملا فوشا انا ببسلا اذھ ناشع  

 
……for this reason, the interview was more comfortable for me. 

 
 

One could imagine that the presence of a person could create more pressure for 

test takers; however, eight of the participants reported that the interviews were more 

comfortable for them. It is very interesting to note that while Alabad compared his testing 

experience of the VOCI to that of the TOEFL, he views the TOEFL as a comfortable 

testing mode because there is no interviewer who can be biased against him. Alabad was 

the only participant who said that in terms of tests he had taken, he preferred both a semi- 

direct test (TOEFL) and the direct interview (OPI). He was contacted by email and asked 

to elaborate about this paradoxical opinion. Alabad replied in Example 28: 

Example 28: 
 

 وا كلكش ناشع سب نییرصنع زرنمازكیا نع صصق عمست نلا رنمازكلاا وھ ستلیلاا رابتخا يف يتلكشم اویا

يللا هروسیفوربلا ھلباقملل ھبسنلاب ھلكشم يا يدنعام لداع رنمازكیلاا نا نمضا ردقا اذ يل ھبسنلاب كنید وا كقرع



102  

 نكل اھیز رنمازكیا ينربتخی اذا ھلكشم يا يدنعام انا ف ھسیوكو يلندیرف ادج تناك ھلباقملا يعم توس

  كلباقیب يللا نم فرعت ردقتام ستلیا ربتخت امل فسلأل

Yes, my main problem with the IELTS exam is the examiner himself because you 

hear stories about examiners being biased against you just because of how you 

look like or your race, so for me if I can guarantee that the examiner is fair 

enough to me, I have no problem with that, however, in the interview I did, the 

professor who interviewed me was very nice and friendly, so I do not mind having 

the IELTS with an interviewer like her, but unfortunately, when you have IELTS, 

you never know who is going to interview you. (personal communication, October 

17, 2019). 

Aziz, too, viewed OPI as more comfortable than the VOCI as shown in Example 
 

29: 
 

Example 29: 
 

 لاؤسلا تعمسام ول نلا نیز لاؤسلا عمسا ناشع زكرا لواحا تنك نلا رتوتم تنك ویدیفلا رابتخا يف

 ھتمھفام وا نیز لاؤسلا تعمسام ول يتح نلا دسكلایر و حاترم تنك ھلباقملا يف نكل كیلع عاض صلاخ

لاؤسلا دیعی ينربتخی يللا لأسا ردقا  

In the video, I was stressed because I was trying to concentrate in order to listen 

carefully to the question because when you do not hear the question, then you 

miss the chance to answer. However, in the interview, I was more comfortable 

and relaxed because if I did not hear the question very well, or even understand 
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it, I can always ask the examiner to repeat the question (personal communication, 

October 19, 2019). 

According to Fulcher (1996), “If recording equipment is to be used during the 

test, its position and proximity to the students must be considered carefully” (p.32). In the 

OPI there was a tape recorder sitting on the table, but the students were focused on 

communicating with the interviewer (face-to-face). With the VOCI, there was no person 

to respond to. That focused the students' attention on the tape recorder, which, possibly, 

could have caused some anxiety on the part of the students. 

Test structure. 
 

This theme refers to any sub-themes that are related to the tests themselves (OPI, 

VOCI). Authenticity and time were two of the test structure related sub-themes that are 

used to show perceptions towards OPI. Participants viewed OPI as authentic because it 

resembles conversations they experience in daily-life, as Ahmad (A/ 2/8) exaplained in 

Example 30: 

Example 30: 
 

  نییقیقح صاخشا عم ملكتن انحا ينعی ھیمویلا انتایح يف ھیوسن يللا يز كمادق صخش عم ملكتت تنا ھلباقملا يف

 

In the interview, you are talking to a person in front of you and this is similar to 

what we do on daily basis, which means that we are talking to real people. 

 

Many researchers have claimed that the OPI is different from natural conversation 

(Johnson, 2000; Johnson & Tyler, 1998; Van Lier, 1989; Young & Milanovic, 1992). 

Kitajima (2009) stated that, based on Van Lier’s description of OPI and natural 
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conversation, “the OPI fundamentally differs from natural conversation, exhibiting an 

asymmetrical contingency, where one party controls the interaction by initiating, 

sustaining and terminating talk through a typical question–answer format” (p.146). 

However, Halleck (2005) asserts that while the OPI interaction might not be 

conversational, this does not invalidate it as a test of oral proficiency. Despite some 

researchers’ contention that the OPI does not represent conversation, some participants in 

this study viewed OPI in a positive way because they felt that it was similar to natural 

conversation, even though in reality it more closely represented the typical characteristics 

(and asymmetrical roles) of an interview. According to Moder and Halleck (1998), the 

OPI is not actually an informal conversation, “but it does sample the communicative 

behavior of interviewees in an authentic speech event” (p. 144). 

 
Previous research suggests that test takers who view oral proficiency interviews 

as conversation are more successful than those who do not. For example, Jenkins and 

Parra (2003) asserted that “participants who framed the interview as a discussion or 

conversation among peers were more successful than those who framed it as an 

examination” (p.90). 

 
Time is another sub-theme of test structure. Alabad (V/ 2/13) reacted to the length 

of the VOCI in Example 31: 

 
Example 31: 

 
 

I felt that the time in the interview was shorter, I am not sure if it is in reality 
 

shorter, but the longer time made me more nervous or stressed. 
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It is true that the VOCI was 15 minutes longer than the OPI. One could possibly 

argue that the shorter the test, the more stressed the test taker, as the participant always 

thinks about the shorter time they have for the task. However, Alabad’s above quote 

contradicts this possibility. This finding does not agree with Suryaningsih’s (2014) 

finding that “participants argued that the time given in the test was too short. It made 

them feel pressured and stressful” (p.31). One could possibly argue that if short test time 

creates stress and pressure on test takers, would not a long test time make them more 

comfortable and assured that they have sufficient time to develop ideas and be more 

creative with their responses? 

 
Many participants reported that they were more motivated during the OPI than the 

VOCI. Salman (V/2/8) in Example 32 claimed: 

 
Example 32: 

 
 

I feel more motivated to talk in the interview I did last week. 
 
 

When Salman was asked why he was more motivated to talk during the OPI than 

during the VOCI, he answered (in Example 33): 

 
Example 33: 

 

 يف دری كمادق يللا صخشلاو يش لوقت تنا نا ملكتی دصقا ھمادق زاھجل ملكتی دحاولا سمحی يللا شیا

 وا يتاباجا يف رنمازكیلاا يأر شیا فوشاو ھلئسلاا ضعب يف يیأر لوقا اغبا نلا سمحتم تنك ھلباقملا

  لعفلا ةدر فوشا يتح
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Why would someone be motivated to talk to a computer? And to talk here means 

to have a conversation, you say something, and the person in front of you replies, 

I was motivated to talk because I wanted to say my opinion about some questions 

and see what the interviewer would say about it, or even see the reaction 

(personal communication, October 19, 2019). 

 
Test takers’ personal affective factors. 

 

This theme includes any sub-themes that are related to test takers’ personal 

factors, including motivation, personal style, and consciousness. It can be implied, from 

participants’ responses, that some factors could make participants more motivated during 

the OPI. For example, participants might want to show that they have good command of 

the English language. In the examples below, three participants explain how taking the 

OPI had been a special experience, as none of them had ever spent so much time outside 

of class getting individual attention from a professor: 

Aziz ( A/3/7) commented how special his experience was in Example 34: 
 

Example 34: 
 

 هرتاكدلا ضعب نلا اكیرما يف انھ اصوصخ هرضاحملا تقو ریغ روتكد عم فلوسا سلجا ارم لوا

  سیوك يزیلجنا نومھفی ام لانوشانرتنلاا بلاطلا بسحی

It is the first time to sit with a doctor outside the lectures, especially here in 

America because some doctors think that international students do not 

understand English very well. 
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Salman (A/3/8) agreed in Example 35 that for him the OPI represented a special 

experience: 

Example 35: 
 

ھسفن جھنملا وا تاجردلاو تارابتخلاا ریغ ءایشا نع ملكتن روسیفورب عم تسلجو لصح دقام  

 
It did not happen before that I sat with a professor to talk about other things other 

than exams, scores, or the subject itself. 

Mohammed (A/3/5) also agreed (in Example 36) that he had never spent time outside of 

classes with a professor: 

Example 36: 
 

  تناك هولح ھبرجت ھساردلا ریغ يش نع ملكتنو سلاكلا ارب روتكد عم سلجا ارم لوا يل ھبسنلاب

 
For me, it is the first time to sit with a doctor outside the class and talk about 

something other than school subject, it was a good experience 

Consciousness is also one of the sub-themes of personal affective factors 

mentioned by Nasser (A/3/12) in Example 37: 

Example 37: 
 

 عوضوم تیسن انا ھلباقملا يف نكلو تاباجلال لیجست يف ویدیفلا يز تناك نا ھلباقملل  ھبسنلاب ءایشلاا نمض نم

  لیجستلا

One thing about the interview is that it was recorded just like the video test, but in 

the interview, I was not conscious about the recorder…” 
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In a follow-up interview, Nasser was asked whether consciousness about the recorder is 

positive or negative. His reply appears in Example 38: 

Example 38: 
 

 ھحیحص ةقیرطب ملكتت كنا لواحت لجستی كملاك نا فرعت امل نلا يبلس ناك يساسحا نا عقوتا

  طلغ ھقیرطب اھمدختست تاملك وا رمارق طلاغا يوستامو

I think how I felt was negative because when you know you are being recorded 

you want to make sure you speak good English and not make grammatical 

mistakes and inappropriate words’ usage.” (personal communication, October 

19th, 2019). 

One of the affective factors that influenced test takers’ preferences towards the 

direct and semi-direct testing modes is personal style. Aziz (A/3/7) thinks that OPI suits 

his personal style, as he explained in Example 39: 

Example 39: 
 

 ھمدختسا فیك فرعا رتویبمكلا عم لماعتلل ریثك حاترا ام امومع انا يلیاتس بسانت نلا ھلباقملا ينتبجع

رتویبمكلاع رابتخا ن وكی امل اصوصخ ھمدختسا بحام سب دیكا  

I like the interview I think because it is fit my style, I am not very comfortable with 

using the computers, I know how to use it of course, but I do not like using it 

especially for exams. 

 

Personal styles do not only apply to language learning, but also to language 

testing. For example, Gardiner and Howlett (2016) reported that of their participants, 
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“only the two Saudi students spoke in favor of typed responses and speaking onto a 

computer” (p.90). Some participants in the present study referred to their personal styles 

in relation to their testing mode preferences. For example, Aziz said that he is that type of 

personality who does not like dealing with the computer, as mentioned in the above 

quote. Also, Talal’s (A/3/11) response in Example 40 goes in line with Aziz: 

 
Example 40: 

 
 

 نلا رتویبمكلاع يللا تارابتخلاا بحأ ام ، تاناحتملاا يف ىتح ، سانلا عم ملكتا بحأو يعامتجا صخش انا

ر  نوبحی صاخشلأا ضعب ، ةیصخشلاب یثك طبتری اذھ نأ دقتعأ. يبولسأو يتیصخش يھ هذھ نلأ ينرتوت

  نیقیقح سان عم ملكتی بحی يیز مھریغو ، رتویبمكلا و ةزھجلأا عم لماعتلا

I am a very social person and I like talking to real people, even in exams, I do not 

like computerized exams, they are very stressful for me because this is my 

personality and style. I think this very much related to personality, some people 

like dealing with machines and computers, others like me prefer talking to people. 

 
Perceptions Towards VOCI 

 
 

Participants’ comments about the VOCI indicated a desire for more interaction. 
 

Interaction 
 

In terms of the test takers’ perceptions towards VOCI, there is one sub-theme 

related to interaction (ambiguity of some questions and explanation). Odai (A/1/8) 

explained how some of the VOCI’s questions were hard to understand, as shown in 

Example 41: 
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Example 41: 
 
 

 دوصقملا شیا مھفا تردقام اھتمھفام ھلئسلاا ضعب نكل عتمم ناك ویدیفلا
 
 

The video is an interesting test, but for me I found it hard to understand some 

questions and I could not understand the intended meaning of the question. 

While it is possible that some of the questions were unclear for some participants, 

this may be related to their listening comprehension skills, especially since not all 

participants claimed that some questions were unclear. However, it may also be related to 

the content of the questions. As claimed by Suryaningsih (2014) “the content, the 

manifestation, and the way tests are conducted are important matters to be reviewed 

carefully” (p.95). I agree with Suryaningsih that test content is important as it can stand 

as a barrier for test takers, as lack of content knowledge may prevent them from 

adequately displaying their proficiency. Talal (V/1/11) addressed the VOCI’s lack of 

explanation in Example 42: 

Example 42: 
 

I needed more explanation for that question, and it was not possible to ask the 

computer for that. 

Talal believes that one of the shortcomings of the VOCI is that if he does not 

understand the question, he cannot ask the computer to paraphrase the question. He went 

on in Example 43 to say: 
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Example 43: 
 

This video test is not really good. I am not trying to be disrespectful, but the 

reason why I said this is sometimes I did not catch the questions, so I would not 

be able to communicate with the person who asked me for clarification. 

Test structure 
 

The theme of test structure had multiple sub-themes that specifically related to 

VOCI perceptions, including artificiality, formality, technology problems, 

contextualization, test score, and test goal. These sub-themes are illustrated in the 

examples below. 

Example 44: 
 

Artificiality was mentioned by Talal (V/2/11): 
 

In the video, the voice is different due to the effect that it was recorded, it was 

intelligible, yet it had that effect that made it look artificial. 

Louma (2004, p.168) emphasized that “the lack of reciprocity in tape-based 

testing can seem artificial to the examinees.” While test developers could try to make 

semi-direct testing instruments more interactive, it might be very challenging to make 

those tools as interactive as face-to-face testing. 

Formality was also mentioned by other participants. Alabad (V & A/2/13) thinks 

the VOCI is more formal than the OPI, as in Example 45: 

Example 45: 
 

The video test was unusual because you are talking to the computer, which means 
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you are talking to yourself, nobody is around, of course this makes you feel that 

this is a test not a natural conversation. But, in the video it looks more formal 

because it is similar to other computerized tests. 

Alabad refers to the VOCI as “unusual,” and “formal.” He was asked through 

personal communication “why do you think talking to the computer is unusual and 

formal?” His response in Example 46 follows: 

Example 46: 
 

 نكل اسكیلاو يریس لاثم يز هزھجا عم ملكتن نا ایلاح نا حص وھ رتویبمكلا عم ملكتت تنا نلا يدایتعا ریغ وھ

 ھثداحم اغبت اذا نكل لمجلا نم نیعم دحل ھجمربم نوكت يھ ھثداحملا يف ھنیعم دودح اھل هزھجلاا وا جماربلا يذھ

 نا تلق شیل ھبسنلاب يدایتعا ریغ نا فوشا انا اذك ناشع هزھجا عم تاثداحملا يذھ يوست ردقتام نیفرط نم

 لاؤسلا عمست درجم تنا ھیمسر لقا ھثداحملا وج يلخی وا مستب وا كحضی ردقیام زاھجلا نلا يوش يمسر ویدیفلا

رتوتلا نم للقو ھیمسر لقا هلاخو وجلا فطل اذھو قلعتو مستبت ينلباقت يللا تناك ھلباقملا سكع طقف بواجتو  

It is unusual because nobody makes conversation with a computer, it is true that 

we talk to the computers nowadays, I mean like talking to SIRI and Alexa, but it is 

only minimal amount of conversation, they programmed those machines to have 

limited capacities of sentences. But if you want reciprocal communication, you 

cannot do that with a machine, so that is why I see it as “unusual.” It is also 

formal because you hear the question, then you answer, no further 
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communication, the machine cannot smile, or laugh, or say something that makes 

the situation less formal, unlike the interview, the interviewer was smiling, making 

comments, and replying back and that makes the atmosphere less stressful and 

less formal (Personal communication, October 19th, 2019). 

Technology problems is another sub-theme related to test structure that was 

mentioned in connection with the VOCI. Aziz (A/2/7) actually experienced technology 

problems during the VOCI, as he explained in Example 47: 

Example 47: 
 

 رابتخا يف يعم لصح لاعف يشلا اذھ و دیدج نم ادبنو ھلیغشت دیعن انیرطضاف قلع رتویبمكلا ویدیفلا ةیادب يف

  رتوتب دیكا يقیقح

At the beginning of the video, the computer was freezing, and we had to restart it, 

then we started over again, it went well after that, but if I was actually taking a 

test and that happened to me, I will panic and get very nervous. 

 
Although the OPI and VOCI in this study were used only for research purposes, 

some participants still focused on their scores when asked about their attitudes toward the 

tests, as evidenced by Salman’s (V/2/8) response in the VOCI, as expressed in Example 

48: 

 
Example 48: 

 
 

I am not sure which test is better in terms of scores because I need to see my 

results in each test then I can decide. 
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Despite some of the complaints about ambiguity, the fact that VOCI provided 

context for all of the questions made it easier for some of the participants to understand 

the questions. Nasser (V/2/12) appreciated this aspect of the VOCI in Example 49: 

Example 49: 
 

Actually for me, this test gave me examples before they ask me the question. Or 

not examples, maybe conversations, then they ask me the question, so that made 

me understand the question accurately, even though there are some words that I 

did not understand. 

 

Context is very important for test takers, because it helps them understand the 

questions and hence enables them to provide relevant answers. Students in Gardiner and 

Howlett’s (2016) study commented about the difficulty in transitioning from one section 

of the test to another because there was a lack of context, “making idea development 

challenging” (pp.88-89). 

 
Two participants reported that the topics in the VOCI are familiar, meaning that 

they had relevant knowledge that would help them answer the questions, as described by 

Mohammed (V/2/5) in Example 50: 

Example 50: 
 

This test is more about information and experiences; it is more about issues that 

we are very familiar with. 

Degree of difficulty was another way that participants addressed the sub-theme of topic 

familiarity. Odai (V/2/8) said he was thinking about other tests he has taken before the 

VOCI and in Example 51 he said that he considers the VOCI to be easier than those tests: 
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Example 51: 
 

I think this test is easier. 

 

Although Odai stated that the VOCI was an easier test, it was not clear what 

aspects of the test he considered easy. For that reason, Odai was asked to clarify his 

answer (Personal communication, October 20th, 2019), and responded in Example 52: 

Example 52: 
 

 تناك ویدیفلا يف هدوجوملا بیلاسلأا نامك .اھبلغا دیكا سب ھلئسلاا لك وم ھلئسلاا ھیحان نم لھس رابتخلاا

 شیا نع كل نیبی صنو ھثداحم يف اھلبق ھلئسلاا بلغا نامكو هروصلا مادختسا يز بیلاسلااب دصقا هدیفم

 يدنعام نكل لاؤسلا ھتمھف ھنع تاموملعم يا يدنع ناك ام دحاو لاؤس يف سب ناك يل ھبسنلاب .لاؤسلا

دیرت يرف نع لاؤسلا وھ يللا هركفا يا ھنع  

The test is easy in terms of the level of the questions, not all of the questions but 

definitely the majority. Also, the strategies used in the video were helpful, and by 

strategies, I mean using pictures, and conversation that gives an idea of what the 

topic is about. For me, there was only one question that I did not have any 

knowledge about it, the free trade question. 

Test goal is another sub-theme of test structure that Odai (V/2/8) mentioned in 

Example 53: 
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Example 53: 
 

I think it is testing something else, other than skills, I do not know what exactly. 
 

This is not surprising since the participants in this study did not take the VOCI to 

get admitted to their program or as part of an application for a job; they took it for the 

researcher to carry out her research, whose purpose was unknown to them. It appears that 

understanding test goals is important for test takers, as it might affect their performance. 

This finding is supported by Brown (2007), who stated that “to achieve peak performance 

on a test, a learner needs to be convinced that the test is indeed testing what it claims to 

test” (p. 449). 

Critical thinking skills is another sub-theme related to test structure, in reference 

to the variety of question topics. In Example 54, Salman (V/2/8) reported: 

Example 54: 
 

This test is good because it asks me questions about different topics that made me 

do critical thinking in my brain. 

Salman believes that the VOCI activated his critical thinking skills because of the 

variety of questions in this test. Perhaps he focused on critical thinking skills with regard to 

the VOCI because this test has a larger variety of questions than the OPI, where the 

interviewer sometimes asks a series of questions on the same topic in response to the 

interviewee’s previous utterance. 
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Test takers’ personal affective factors 
 

The sub-themes that show test taker’s personal affective factors include lack of 

motivation, boredom, and face image. 

Ahmad (A/3/8) talked about lack of motivation during the VOCI in Example 55: 
 

Example 55: 
 

 دعاق دحام نا فرعا نلا يعیبط لكشب ملكتا تنكام يتاباجا لجسا درجم سب تنك ویدیفلا تیوس امل

 ریثك سمحتم تنكام ھحارصب نكلو تكاس نوكا ام لادب يش يا لوقاو ملكتا ردقا تنك ایلمع وھ ينعمسی

  كحض ، ملاكلل

When I did the video, I was just recording my answers, not speaking naturally 

because I know nobody was listening to me. Technically I could have said 

anything just to talk instead of just being silent, but honestly, I was not motivated 

to do that, (laughter.) 

This was not a high-stakes test, which probably contributed to the lack of 

motivation for some participants. Ahmad was asked about the reasons for his lack of 

motivation and his response appears below in Example 56: 

Example 56: 
 

 صخش كمادق نوكی امل ریغ كسفن عم ملكتت سمحتت كیخی ببس يفام ينلا ریثك سامح يدنع ناك ام ھیا

  ملاكلل كسمحت ءایشلاا يذھ كاعم ملاكلاب عمتسم ھنا كیرویو كتاباجا ىلع قلعیو كلأسی

Yes I did not have motivation because I do not see a reason or a motive to speak 

to myself, but when there is a person in front of you, that person will ask you 



118  

questions, give you comments, or show interest and all of these will make you 

motivated to talk. 

Suryaningsih’s (2014) participants also reported that they had no motivation when 

they took the IELTS (direct test), as they wanted only to try the test and they did not take 

it for real purposes. Similarly, my participants reported lack of motivation when they 

took the semi-direct VOCI, but interestingly they did state that they were motivated 

during the OPI. It is possible that they did not view the OPI as a test, as it was more like a 

conversation with a professor in her office. 

Boredom is another subtheme listed under personal affective factors that was 

mentioned with respect to the VOCI. Alali (A/3/10) explained in Example 57 that the 

VOCI was boring for him: 

Example 57: 
 

  صلخا اغبا سب ينا ھلحرم تلصو رابتخلاا صن يف للمب تیسح حیرص نوكا ناشع

 
I have to be honest that I felt bored in the middle of the test, I reached a point that 

I just want it to finish. 

Alali was asked why he thinks the VOCI was boring. In Example 58, he referred 

to its length and the lack of personal interaction: 

Example 58: 

 ام نلا للملاب سحاام نكمیو فلتخ نوكیب دیكا صخش عم ملكتا تنك ول رتویبمكلا عم ملكتا تنكو لیوط ناك نلا لمم وھ

  ماع لكشب هایحلا يف تارابتخلاا يف سب وم لمم يش يلع دری صخش نودب رتویبمكلا عم ملكتا امل نكل تقولاب ركفا نوكاح
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It is boring because it was long, and I was talking to the computer, if I was talking 

to a person, that is different because I would not be bored, I will not think about 

time, but talking to a computer with no one responding is boring, not only in tests, 

but in life in general. 

Another interesting sub-theme of the personal affective factors is the concept of 

face. Alabad (A/3/13) explained in Example 59 that he felt relaxed because there was no 

person to impress: 

Example 59: 
 

 وا ھحیحص ھملك تقطنام وا لبھا يش تلق اذا ينعی ملكتا امل جرحنام ينا ينبجع ویدیفلا يف دحاو يش

ركفا ام يلاحل انا نلا متھأ ام نیعم عوضوم نع تامولعم يدنعام ىتح   

 
One thing in the video that I like is I do not feel embarrassed about what I say, I 

mean if I say something silly or mispronounce a word or do not have knowledge 

about the topic, I do not care because I am just by myself. 

Alabad emphasizes that VOCI was more face-saving for him because he took the 

test alone. He considers the absence of a human interviewer as an advantage, as it is a 

way for him to avoid embarrassment and low self-esteem. This preference is mainly 

related to the personality of test takers. For example, perhaps a VOCI would be more 

appropriate for an introvert, whereas OPI might be more appealing to an extrovert. 

Amengual-Pizarro and García-Laborda (2012) found that “many test-takers described 

themselves as shy or introverted and pointed out they felt more relaxed before a computer 

without the presence of an examiner” (p.31). However, in this study, Alabad was the only 

participant who said he feels more comfortable in front of the computer, while the rest of 
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the participants reported that they were more comfortable during the face-to-face 

interviews. 

Interestingly, participants further compared their experiences on the VOCI with 

TOEFL, another semi-direct test. For this reason, I include here a second level of 

comparisons between VOCI and TOEFL, even though the focus of this research is to 

compare perceptions toward VOCI and OPI. Comparison of these two semi-direct tests 

may point to factors affecting test preference that are unrelated to directness, such as 

topic familiarity and bias due to national origin, both of which were mentioned by 

participants while comparing the two semi-direct tests. 

In analyzing the VOCI-TOEFL comparisons, I identified four subthemes relating 

to the theme of test structure (context, degree of difficulty, content, and topics). The 

following quotes illustrate their comparisons. 

Degree of difficulty/ Decontextualization 
 

Odai (V/2/8) began in Example 60 by referring to the VOCI: 
 

Example 60: 
 

In this test there are people talking together, then they ask you the question, in the 

TOEFL, they just ask the question, they do not give you conversation. It is not like 

the tests I have taken before, yeah, I think this test is easier than TOEFL. 

Content/ Topics 
 

Mohammed (V/2/5) also compared the VOCI with TOEFL in his response in 

Example 61: 
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Example 61: 
 

TOEFL focuses on my skills, but this one is more about information and 

experiences, it is more about issues that we are very familiar with, but in TOEFL 

sometimes they asked me questions that I have never heard about before. 

Salman reported that the VOCI is different from other tests he took before, and in 

Example 62 he explained why he liked it: 

Example 62: 
 

I took the TOEFL and in terms of speaking and listening, this test is good because 

it asks me questions about different topics that made me do critical thinking in my 

brain. 

 
These findings about TOEFL and IELTS perceptions support those of 

Suryaningsih (2014). However, the present findings add more sub-themes to test takers’ 

perceptions towards direct OPI and semi-direct VOCI. In Suryaningsih’s study, 

participants viewed the IELTS as a more positive test than the TOEFL. In another study 

done by Soureshjani, Riahipour, and Safikhani (2012), technology involved in the 

semidirect test (TOEFL) was also addressed. They stated that “although technology- 

based test taking can be a great help in the more effective, practical, and efficient test 

taking, it can also be a disaster for some” (p. 25). 

 
We can conclude from the findings that participants have different perceptions 

towards the direct test (OPI) and the semidirect test (VOCI). While the participants have 
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some positive perceptions towards the VOCI, they still reported that their preferred 

testing mode is the direct testing (OPI). 

After learning about the test takers’ perceptions towards OPI and VOCI, it would 

be interesting to see if there is any relation between their preferences and perceptions and 

their performance in terms of the CAF measures used in this study. 

The results indicate that whereas the majority of the participants had more 

complex ASUs in the VOCI, they were less fluent and less accurate than in the OPI. The 

following graph illustrates the qualitative relation between CAF measures and testing 

mode. 

PARTICIPANTS’ PREFERENCES AND THEIR PERFORMANCE 
 
 

 

Figure 10. Qualitative relation between CAF measures and testing mode (OPI vs VOCI) 
 

The previous figure shows that the participants stated that they prefer OPI, and 

they actually had higher accuracy and fluency in this mode. As for the complexity 

 

(ASUs) 

 

more 
 

 

more 
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measure, participants’ responses on the VOCI had higher complexity than on the OPI, but 

the difference was not statistically significant. One could assume that the higher positive 

attitude towards the direct testing mode (OPI) could have led to higher accuracy and 

fluency in the OPI. While we need further investigation to claim that test preference 

could affect test performance, it also hard to disagree with this assumption. Participants 

mentioned that they felt more comfortable and more motivated talking to a person, which 

could make them less anxious and lead to better performance in terms of accuracy and 

fluency. I think the accuracy measure is of special interest here, because most non-native 

speakers try to avoid making errors, especially when talking to a native speaker. This 

issue could have made the participants more conscious about their production during the 

OPI, where they were being interviewed by a native speaker. In addition, participants 

mentioned that the presence of the interviewer made them more engaged in the 

discussion. This engagement likely meant that they thought less about the length of their 

responses, focusing instead of being intelligible to the interviewer, in terms of lexical 

choice and grammaticality. 



 

 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER VI 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 

The current research aimed to determine whether direct (OPI) and semi-direct (VOCI) oral 

proficiency tests differ in terms of CAF specific measures. It further examined the relation 

between task type and CAF measures. In addition, the study investigated participants’ 

preferences towards direct and semi-direct tests and examined the relationship between these 

preferences and test performance, as determined by specific CAF measures. 

 
Nine Saudi participants, majoring in different engineering programs, were recruited for 

the study. Four instruments were used: OPI, VOCI, an online background survey, and Arabic 

interviews. Using an exploratory sequential mixed method approach, the researcher began with a 

qualitative phase that consisted in which the OPI and VOCI were administered. In the 

quantitative phase, the researcher then explored the perceptions and preferences of participants 

towards both testing modes. Subsequently, parts of the participants’ responses in the OPI and 

VOCI were coded for complexity, accuracy and fluency. These CAF measures were then 

analyzed using statistical and inferential statistics, to determine whether differences between the 

testing modes were significant, and to examine the relation between task type and CAF measures 

in both testing modes. 

 
Findings revealed a significant difference in the accuracy (EF-ASU) and fluency 

measures (SP) between the OPI and VOCI. The significant differences in participants’ 
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performance (EF-ASU, and SP) in two different testing modes support the findings of 

some previous studies, including Brooks and Swain (2013, 2015), O’Loughlin (1995), 

Shohamy (1994) and Ure (1971). However, the complexity measure did not show any 

significant differences, despite noticeably higher VOCI scores for ML-ASU and MS- 

TTR. Therefore, it is possible that both tests (VOCI and OPI) are testing the same aspect 

of grammatical complexity and hence they can be used interchangeably. 

 
On the OPI, ASUs had higher accuracy in terms of the proportion of EF-ASU, 

and higher fluency in terms of the number of silent pauses. It is possible that both OPI 

and VOCI could be equivalent in terms of measuring the complexity of oral proficiency. 

This makes the VOCI a potentially effective testing instrument in contexts where the 

availability of a certified language tester is not practical. For example, it could be used in 

Saudi Arabia for oral proficiency testing, especially since participants viewed the VOCI 

positively, despite their preference for communicating with a human tester. 

Findings revealed that the narrative task impacted the MS-TTR in the VOCI and 

the number of the SP in the OPI. Since the narrative task showed a significant effect on 

both the complexity and fluency measures, test developers should include a variety of 

task types in any oral proficiency test. Tests’ raters should also make sure to rate testees’ 

responses using different tasks, in order to have a better picture of the testees’ oral 

proficiency performance. The significant effect of task type on CAF measures supports 

the approaches followed by TOEFL iBT and IELTS in using different tasks and different 

language functions. Bachman and Palmer (1996, p.10) stated 
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If we want to use the scores from a language test to make inferences about 

individuals’ language ability, and possibly to make various types of decisions, we 

must be able to demonstrate how performance on that language test is related to 

language use in specific situations other than the language test itself...That is, we 

need a framework that enables us to use the same characteristics to describe what 

we believe are the critical features of both language test performance and non-test 

language use. 

 
Study participants expressed a preference for the direct testing mode (OPI). 

Previous studies (Jeong, 2003; Kamal et al., 2012; McNamara, 1987; Qian, 2009; 

Shohamy, Donitsa-Schmidt, & Waizer, 1993; Stansfield, Kenyon, Paiva, Doyle, Ulsh, & 

Cowles, 1990; Suryaningsih, 2014) have also found that test takers prefer direct testing 

and attributed this preference to direct tests being more communicative and interactive, 

as they involve human interaction. However, this study illuminates additional sub- 

themes that may influence perceptions towards both testing modes. Participants did not 

prefer the VOCI, despite perceiving some of its aspects positively. For example, 

participants claimed that VOCI is face-saving because if they make a mistake or 

mispronounce a word, they will not feel embarrassed because there is no person in front 

of them. 

 
Kenyon and Tschirner (2000) stated that one disadvantage of the direct OPI is that 

it requires a “highly skilled and thoroughly trained individual” (p.99) to administer, 

whereas semi-direct tests require training only for test raters. This disadvantage is 

especially relevant in many EFL contexts, where access to certified language testers is 
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limited. For example, in Saudi Arabia, where my participants are from, testing oral 

proficiency using the VOCI would be more practical than OPI, which requires a certified 

language tester. Given the fact that the participants prefer the OPI, I still recommend 

using the VOCI because of its practicality in the Saudi context as it can be administered 

without a certified rater. Most universities have a preparatory year program that requires 

taking an intensive English course; however, oral proficiency is never tested in many 

universities, most likely because few Saudi institutions have access to certified language 

testers, which can be expensive. Having a language tester do individual interviews is also 

extremely time-consuming, and difficult to coordinate considering the large Saudi class 

sizes. In comparison, VOCI administration is much simpler to coordinate, as it can be 

administered to large groups of test takers simultaneously. 

 
As I mentioned earlier in this dissertation, testing oral proficiency in the Saudi 

context seems to be neglected. Alharbi and Surur (2019) stated “attempts to evaluate 

assessment techniques and procedures, especially for speaking skills, are lacking in a 

Saudi context” (p.1). There are some factors that make testing oral proficiency in Saudi 

context a challenging task; one of those challenges is the unavailability of a reliable 

testing instrument. Sharma (2016) also reported that the evaluation system in Saudi 

Arabia does not include the speaking skill. 

 
Given the context of testing oral proficiency in Saudi Arabia, and the fact that 

grammatical complexity did not show any differences between the VOCI and OPI, I 

believe that the VOCI will serve as a practical testing tool for several reasons. First, 

VOCI is a ready-made test to be used in any classroom. Second, it is based on the 
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ACTFL proficiency guidelines, which makes it a reliable measure of oral proficiency. In 

addition, VOCI can be administered to any class size at the same time. Furthermore, 

teachers can choose appropriate questions of the VOCI that match the students’ 

proficiency levels, instead of giving the whole test. 

 
Based on the findings of this study, complexity measures did not show any statistically 

significant differences between the OPI and VOCI. This means that both tests are 

equivalent in terms of the syntactic and lexical complexity. In addition, several 

participants reported some positive aspects of the VOCI. For example, one of the 

participants stated that the VOCI enhances the critical thinking skills. Another participant 

claimed that VOCI is face-saving as he will not be embarrassed if he makes a mistake or 

does not know how to answer the question. These findings make the VOCI a possible 

testing instrument of oral proficiency in the Saudi context. 

 
VOCI can also be used in a smaller scale, inside the classrooms, to conduct needs 

analysis. Teachers can use the VOCI to examine the oral proficiency skill of their 

students and set their course objectives accordingly. This way, teachers could have a 

clear picture of the individual differences among students in terms of their oral 

proficiency levels so that they could address the challenges of their students. Students 

will also be interested to get feedback about their oral proficiency performance. 

 
At universities where there are no OPI raters, teachers could be trained to be 

VOCI raters. And in universities where no OPI testers could administer an OPI, the 

VOCI can be administered, since the test is all ready to be administered (no training is 

necessary). Kenyon and Tschirner (2000) suggested that “it is easier to learn to rate the 
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SOPI at least somewhat reliably within a relatively short period of time than it is to learn 

to administer and rate the OPI” (p.99). The same can be assumed for the VOCI. 

The current study also raises some questions, such as whether the directness of the 

tests is what shaped the participants’ perceptions towards the tests, or whether other 

factors affected those perceptions, such as gender, age, or even national origin. Since the 

participants reported lack of motivation during the VOCI, future studies could 

investigate whether motivation would increase if the test were given in a context with 

higher stakes, such as a course grade or academic program admission. 

Hill (1998) claimed that test takers’ feedback can be an indicator of test validity 

and acceptability. She also emphasized that test takers’ feedback can support statistical 

analysis by helping to identify problematic issues with the test. Based on Hill’s argument, 

we can say that the feedback received from the Saudi participants regarding the OPI and 

VOCI tests did really inform us that while Saudi participants preferred the OPI, they also 

have some positive perceptions towards the VOCI, which indicates test acceptability as 

stated by Hill (1998). The findings revealed that participants had both positive and 

negative perceptions toward those tests, which can help raise awareness for test 

developers and administrations to consider when designing direct and semi-direct tests. 

There 
 

All of the participants had positive perceptions of the OPI, with several reporting 

that it resembled real communication in daily life. This study corroborates the findings of 

previous studies that reported a preference for direct testing (Jeong, 2003; McNamara, 

1987; Qian, 2009; Shohamy et al., 1993; Stansfield et al., 1990). However, it is one of the 
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few studies that used oral proficiency measures to analyze test performance. Qian (2009) 

used a questionnaire that asked his participants if they would perform better in the test 

that they prefer. However, this is not really testing their performance, it is basically 

collecting their views or perceptions, or expectations regarding the relation between 

testing performance and testing mode. This study adds to the literature that participants in 

this study did not show significant differences in the complexity measures. This 

encourages future researchers to investigate if the test takers’ preference towards oral 

proficiency testing mode would affect their testing performance in terms of complexity 

using other types of direct and semi-direct testing modes. Future studies could also 

compare test takers’ preferences with test takers’ performance in terms of the other 

measures, such as accuracy and fluency. 

Study participants claimed that they preferred OPI, and analysis of their 

production showed that they had more accurate and fluent ASUs in the OPI. This finding 

partially supports the findings of Qian (2009) who found that if test takers’ state of mind 

is negatively affected by the testing mode, their affective filter may interfere with their 

test performance. 

Limitations of this study include sample size. Future studies are encouraged to 

have a larger sample size. Also, all of the participants were Arabic speakers from Saudi 

Arabia. Future studies could include and possibly compare the performance of speakers 

of other languages. 

In this study, I used the number and mean length of ASUs, MS-TTR, and EF- 

ASUs for accuracy, and SP and FP for fluency. I encourage future studies to use the same 
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CAF measures with different populations, and it would be interesting to compare their 

findings with the findings of this study. 
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APPENDIX A 

VOCI 

 

1. My name is Gene and this is Ron. What is your name? 
 

2. How long have you been in the United States? 
 

3. Where do you live in the United States? 
 

4. My favorite color is purple. Which of these colors do you like? 
 

5. I am only wearing one color. What colors are you wearing today? 
 

6. Ron is eating his dinner. What do you eat for dinner? 
 

7. Gene loves desserts. What desserts do you like to eat? 
 

8. What kinds of drinks do you like? 
 

9. A: My wallet is almost empty, yours is so full 

B: What do you have in your wallet? 

10: What do you think she has in her bag? Name at least three things. 
 

11. Name at least five things that are represented in this picture. 
 

12. This is a picture of my hometown. Tell us about your hometown. 
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13. Instead of writing letters, you have decided to send a cassette message to a friend 

back home. Describe where you are living now and what you’ve been doing recently. 

14. You have arrived on this campus and are approaching the information booth. Ask 
 

15. You are planning your next vacation to Hawaii. You go to the travel agency to find 

out about the schedule and cost of flight, the cost of lodging, and the availability of tours. 

Ask the agent for this information. 

16. Gene is packing her suitcase. What will she pack for her trip to Hawaii? 
 

17. A. I’m so happy my best friend just got back from vacation. I really missed him a lot. 
 

B: My best friend moved away and she’s impossible to replace because she’s so 

special. 

A: Describe one of your friends. 
 

18. Because of a last-minute problem you missed a dinner engagement with a friend. You 

call to apologize, but your friend is not yet home, so you need to leave a message on the 

answering machine apologizing for the date and explaining why you were not there. 

19. A: Did you know that I went to New York last month? It sure is an interesting city. 
 

B: What’s so special about it? 
 

A: The entire time I was there, I tried to compare it with our city. There are lots of 

differences, but on the other hand, lots of things are similar. 

B: Can you compare your hometown with a city you visited or know very well? 
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20. A: One thing that I didn’t like about New York was that it is so big. I never really feel 

comfortable in big cities anymore. 

B: Why not? I love city life. There’s nothing more fascinating than a really big city. 

A: Not me. There are too many problems I guess. 

B: What do you think? What are the advantages or disadvantages of big city life? 
 

21. A: It’s really unbelievable. 
 

B: Yes, that was a really terrific experience. 
 

A: There are some experiences you just can’t forget. 
 

B: That’s true. Have you ever had such an experience—an experience that you’ll 

never forget? 

A: It can be something positive or it can be something negative. 

B: Tell us about it. 

22. A: So, you’ve finally made up your mind? 
 

B: Yes, and I’m really excited about it. 
 

A: Then you must have pretty concrete plans for the next few years? 

B: Yes, and I also have a good idea about what my life might be like. 

A: And you, what are your plans? What do you need to reach your goals? 

B: How might your life look ten years from now? 
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23. You have a summer job selling great books, I am a potential consumer, convince me 

why should I buy the books from you. 

24. A: Gene, did you read about the student who took a Swiss army knife to school in his 

pocket. 

B: No, what happened? 
 

A: Well, he was using a scissor part of it and his teacher caught him and she took it 

and they expelled him from school. 

B: I don’t get it; it looks like an innocent tool to me. 
 

A: Well, their school has a zero-tolerance policy and they consider a Swiss army 

knife a weapon. 

B: If you were the principal of the school, what would you do about this issue? 
 

25. A: Wow look at the headline, another war. 
 

B: There’ve always been wars, it is nothing new, it is just human nature. 

A: Not necessarily. 

B: How do you feel about this issue, how do you think we can create a lasting peace? 
 

26. A: I really love this painting. 
 

B: I don’t understand it at all. 
 

A: Tell us why you think this is or isn’t art. 
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27. A: My computer is broken again. 
 

B: Man, what a disaster! 
 

A: Yeah, I feel so dependent on these machines. 
 

B: Modern technology can make life easy, but it can cause a lot of frustration too. 
 

A: Discuss the positive benefits and the negative consequences of our 

dependence on such machines. 

28. A: Some undergraduates at American universities think that native speakers of 

English make the most effective teachers. 

B: On the other hand, some people think the advantages of having an international 

teacher outweighs the disadvantages. 

A: What do you think? 
 

29. If you were a teacher and you discovered that one of your students had cheated 

on a test by copying from another student’s paper, what would you do? 

30. A: In many countries, higher education is for an elite group of students, not 

everybody can go to the university. 

B: That’s certainly not the case in this country. Our universities are open to everyone 

regardless of their background. 

A: I can see the pros and cons for both types of educational systems. 
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B: Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of both educational systems. 
 

31. A: I’m reading an article about free trade in Europe and in America, and it says that 

everybody benefits from having free trade. 

B: Not really, there are still different positions in few countries about the whole issue 

of free trade. 

A: Take one position and defend your opinion about free trade 

32.A: Did you know that US law allows trials to be televised. 

B: Yes, several high-profile trials have been televised recently because of the Freedom 

of Information Act. 

A: I wonder if that’s such a good idea. 
 

B: What do you think about televising criminal trials? 
 

33. A: Have you noticed how many shows on TV portray violent crime? 
 

B: It’s pretty hard not to notice! 
 

A: Some people feel that this creates violence in our society. 
 

B: Yes, but other people feel that it has no effect on young people. In fact, they’re 

proud of this country’s freedom of expression. 

A: What do you think about the portrayal of violence and crime on TV? 
 

34. A: there must be problems in your country, too. 
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B: What are some of the problems in your country? 
 

A: Suggest some solutions and discuss the implications of these solutions. 
 

35. This is the last question. If you’ve gotten this far, you probably have taken other 

English tests. If so, how does this test compare to the other English tests you have taken. 
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Appendix B 
 

Online Background Survey 
 

1. Choose a pseudonym for yourself and make sure you use it in all tests. 
 

2. How old are you? 
 

3. What class level are you in? 
 

4. What is your academic major? 
 

5. What is your native language? 
 

6. How long have you been studying English, in years? 
 

7. How long have you been in the United States? 
 

8. What are some of the standardized tests you have taken before that tested your 

oral proficiency? 

9. If you have taken more than one test, which test did get higher in the speaking 

section? (Q9) 

10. How do the tests you have taken; the face to face interview and the video, 

compare to your testing experience with TOEFL and IELTS? Which one or ones 

do you prefer? (Q10) 
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