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Abstract Self-assessment plays a vital role in enhancing learning and encourages students to 

reflect on their learning progress, promotes autonomy in the learning process, and fosters a 

commitment to mastering the English language. Previous research has highlighted that 

Malaysian secondary school students face challenges in spoken communication and a review 

of existing studies suggests that self-assessment can significantly enhance students' learning, 

specifically in speaking. However, there remains a gap of research on the use of self-

assessment in developing speaking skills at the secondary education level. This study seeks to 

fill this gap by utilising the quasi-experimental, one-group pre-test-post-test design to 

investigate the effect of the Speaking Self-Assessment Instrument (SSAI) on the speaking 

performance of 151 Malaysian English as a Second Language (ESL) Form 4 upper 

secondary students from three schools in Sandakan, Sabah, Malaysia. The students 

underwent a speaking pre-test based on the Malaysian Certificate of Education (SPM) 

speaking test format and had their performance rated by two raters to establish inter-rater 

reliability. The students participated in four sessions of SSAI rubric training, after which they 

were tested again for a speaking post-test. Data in the form of speaking test scores were 

compared. The findings showed that the SSAI was most effective for lower-intermediate 

students, who showed the greatest improvement, while upper-intermediate students showed 

the least improvement in speaking scores due to their already high proficiency.  

 

Keywords: Self-assessment, speaking performance, rubrics, Malaysian secondary students, 

quasi-experimental 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The Malaysian Ministry of Education (MOE) introduced the Malaysian Common European 

Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) aligned curriculum in year 2017 to help 

Malaysian ESL secondary school students improve their communication skills and prepare 

them to be globally competitive (MOE, 2015; Mohd Don & Abdullah, 2019). This initiative 

has been undertaken to transition from the previous curriculum that focussed heavily on 

reading and writing skills (MOE, 2015; Mohamad Marzaini et al., 2024) to a more holistic 

approach in language learning which includes speaking and listening skills (Council of 
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Europe, 2020; MOE, 2015). Pedagogically, the CEFR-aligned curriculum adopts a trinitarian 

viewpoint whereby teaching, learning and assessment are interconnected (MOE, 2015; 

Piccardo & North, 2019; Council of Europe, 2020). Accordingly, transparency and continuity 

in assessment are imperative as they play significant roles in improving students’ language 

skills (Andrade, 2019; Kumar et al., 2023; Moss & Brookhart, 2019).  

 

Prior to the implementation of the curriculum reform in the Malaysian secondary 

education, the instructional approach emphasises fostering students' skills in anticipation of 

the SPM examination (Mohamad Marzaini et al., 2024; Supramaniam et al., 2020), a form of 

summative assessment (Brown, 2001; Hosseini & Nimehchisalem, 2020). While summative 

assessments offer practicality (Hilden et al., 2022), it conflicts with the focus of the present 

curriculum on ongoing evaluation of students’ progress instead of a single end outcome 

(Franchis & Mohamad, 2023; Mohd Don & Abdullah, 2019). Frequently, the instructional 

approach employed leads to repetitive and memorisation-based learning methods, resulting in 

students who possess little proficiency in the English language, particularly in terms of their 

oral communication abilities, even after an extended period of 11 years of learning ESL 

(Nadesan & Md Shah, 2020).  

 

The acquisition of speaking skills has consistently posed a barrier for Malaysian 

students learning English as a Second Language (ESL) (Kashinathan & Aziz, 2021; Nadesan 

& Shah, 2020). Incorporating the oral communication skills into the Malaysian CEFR aligned 

curriculum does not necessarily result in enhanced ease of learning for the students (Kaur, 

2022). Given that speaking is a component of the Malaysian Certificate of Education (SPM) 

examination, the emphasis on grammar-based instruction and writing proficiency necessitates 

a shift towards a comprehensive approach encompassing all four language skills - speaking, 

listening, reading, and writing. The initiative undertaken by the MOE to revise the curriculum 

can be viewed as a double-edged sword. In addition to the restructuring of the educational 

system to promote a more comprehensive approach, it also affords teachers and students the 

chance to explore novel approaches for language learning, specifically in speaking, which is 

the main focus of this study. 

 

One possible way to realise this is to reconceptualise assessment by combining 

assessment for learning (AfL) and assessment of learning (AoL) (Hosseini & Nimehchisalem, 

2020). Utilising self-assessment, as a synergy of both AfL and AoL, is an avenue to 

achieving this goal. This study’s undertaking is driven by past studies that have shown that 

secondary school students can effectively engage in self-assessment using rubrics (Andrade, 

2019; Guzman, 2022) and the efficacy of self-assessment in its capacity to benefit students 

(Su, 2020; Vasileiadou & Karadimitriou, 2021; Xiao & Yang, 2019) in improving their 

performance in second language learning (Anh et al., 2022; Avilez & Larenas, 2020) and 

fostering agency, autonomy, and self-regulated learning opportunities (Hosseini & 

Nimehchisalem, 2021; Marzuki et al., 2020; Masruria & Anam, 2021; Mohamed Jamrus & 

Razali, 2019; Sintayani & Adnyayanti, 2022; Xiao & Yang, 2019).  

 

While most Malaysian-based studies on self-assessment and speaking have focused 

on higher institution students (Ahmad Bukhari, 2018; Rahman et al. 2025; Razali & Abdul 

Latif, 2019), there is little focus on secondary school ESL students, a demographic that faces 

challenges in speaking (Kaur, 2022; Sintayani & Adnyayanti, 2022), which has been 

significantly overlooked. This study, therefore, aims to bridge the gap by examining its 

application and effectiveness in the Malaysian ESL secondary school context. In order to 

maximise the effective utilisation of self-assessment and facilitate students to derive benefits 
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from self-assessment, rubric training sessions (Su, 2020) encompassing the use of exemplars 

(Hawe et al., 2021) assume a pivotal role in the present study. 

 

The purpose of this study is to i) investigate the effect of employing the Speaking 

Self-assessment Instrument (SSAI) (i.e., a rubric specifically designed for this study) on the 

speaking performance of students, and ii) examine the effect of the SSAI on students’ 

grammar, vocabulary and communicative competency. As such the research questions of this 

study are as follows: 

 

1. Does the SSAI as a learning tool improve the speaking performance of students?  

2. To what extent does the implementation of the SSAI improve the students’ grammar, 

vocabulary and communicative competence?  

 

To answer the first research question, it is hypothesised that: 

 

H01: There is no relationship between the use of the SSAI as a learning tool and students’ 

performance in speaking.  

H02: There is a positive relationship between the use of the SSAI as a learning tool and 

students’ performance in speaking. 

 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This section presents the framework that guides this study and addresses literature related to 

self-assessment followed by the introduction of rubrics as a form of self-assessment. This is 

followed by an overview of rubric training and the use of exemplars with close reference to 

relevant literature which resonates the present study. This section concludes with a review of 

literature pertinent to students’ speaking performance and linguistic output. 

 

Self-Assessment to Promote Self-Regulated Learning (SRL)  

Self-assessment is a process whereby students assess the quality of their cognitive processes 

and behaviours throughout learning, while identifying possible ways to enhance their 

knowledge and skills (McMillan & Hearn, 2008; Panadero et al., 2016; Panadero & Jonsson, 

2020; Rolheiser & Ross, 2001). By engaging in self-assessment, students evaluate their own 

work to enhance performance by recognising gaps between actual and anticipated outcomes 

(McMillan & Hearn, 2008; Yan et al., 2022) in any activities that involve acquiring 

knowledge and skills (Goetz et al., 2013; Panadero & Jonsson, 2020). In this study, self-

assessment is highlighted as it promotes SRL (Benraghda et al., 2022) wherein student 

agency in taking responsibility and autonomy of their own learning is emphasised (Piccardo 

& North, 2019). This emphasis is backed up by past research which show that students who 

practice SRL are accountable in consistently monitoring their learning progress and taking 

necessary actions to achieve their learning goals which in turn leads to enhancement in their 

academic performance (Andrade, 2019; Panadero & Jonsson, 2020). 

  

 In the context of this study, self-assessment was introduced to the student-participants 

with close reference to Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory. As the student-participants 

were not familiar with self-assessment, they were provided with training and exemplars on 

how to self-assess themselves through the process of scaffolding by the researcher-participant 

via familiarisation to the SSAI, a rubric for self-assessment. This scaffolding process aids the 

students to transition from being teacher-dependent to being independent learners (Carless, 
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2007) in self-assessing their speaking performance via both the rubric training and use of 

exemplars. Allal (2016) defines this as co-regulation in which students acquire self-regulation 

strategies by engaging with a more proficient individual, such as a teacher or an advanced 

peer.  

 

Rubrics as a Tool for Self-Assessment  

In this study, the SSAI (i.e., a rubric) is developed as a tool for self-assessment in speaking. 

This is motivated by the capacity of rubrics in assisting students to comprehend the disparity 

between their performance and expected outcomes or targeted goals (Panadero & Jonsson, 

2020) based on its features which explicitly outline specific tasks and the standards for 

various levels of performance (Brookhart, 2013). Rubrics are also suitable for the age group 

(i.e., 16 years old) of the participants in this present study (Andrade & Brown, 2016; 

Vasileiadou & Karadimitriou, 2021) and have been proven to generate beneficial impacts on 

learning and academic achievement (Benraghda et al. 2022), specifically in relation to 

speaking (Panadero et al., 2023; Su, 2020; Yufrizal et al., 2020).  

 

Past studies have proven that self-assessment through the use of rubrics improves 

students' speaking performance because the act of self-assessing requires the students to 

evaluate their learning process, product, and development (Sintayani & Adnyayanti, 2022). 

The explicit criteria in a rubric gives the students a clear idea of what is expected of them in a 

speaking test which results in building their self-awareness and identification of aspects that 

they need to improve to enhance their speaking performance (Smyth & Carless, 2020). 

Additionally, Li and Zhang (2020) posit that self-assessment, which they refer to as internal 

assessment, could be used as a supplement to external assessment methods like language tests 

and teacher evaluations. Their meta-analysis between the correlation of self-assessment and 

language performance showed that specific rubric criteria and training improved the 

correlation strength.  

 

While a number of research show positive correlations between self-assessment and speaking 

performance, studies providing empirical evidence or measurable data on students' actual 

improvement in speaking skills are notably scarce. One significant study that gauges 

students’ speaking performance in terms of accuracy and fluency is by Huang and Gui (2015) 

who found that rubrics improved EFL learners’ discourse length, organisation, and flexibility 

but not accuracy in their speaking performance. Hung’s (2019) study, similarly, shows that 

EFL students’ speaking performance improved in regards to fluency but was less pronounced 

in grammar and vocabulary. However, instead of using rubrics, the students in Hung’s study 

were introduced to self-assessment in the form of a checklist (i.e., a form containing guiding 

questions). Another study focussing on speaking fluency by Santos and Ramirez-Avila 

(2022), echoes the same result wherein the students in their study showed better performance 

in terms of the number of words they spoke, less hesitations, and decreased number of 

repetitions and corrections. In the present study, the students’ speaking performance was 

examined by analysing both their fluency and accuracy in terms of grammar, vocabulary and 

communicative competence with close reference to the SPM speaking scales provided by the 

MOE (MOE, 2021). 

 

Rubric Training and Exemplars 

In relation to the use of rubrics, it is imperative for educators to provide students with proper 

instruction and guidance in their utilisation (To et al., 2021). Rubric training is vital in order 

to optimise the efficacy of rubric utilisation (Andrade, 2019; Brookhart, 2013; Vasileiadou & 

Karadimitriou, 2021; Su, 2020). This study utilised the training technique adapted from Su’s 
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(2020) SIB scheme, which was derived from Patri's (2002) work. The acronym SIB is 

comprised of three phases – a) studying rubrics (S), b) identifying performance features (I) 

and c) bridging the gap (B) (Su, 2020). In phase S, the student-participants in this study 

engaged in the examination of the SSAI focussing on the band descriptors for each criteria 

prior to self-assessing themselves. This involved scaffolding (Vygotsky, 1978) and feedback 

(Hattie & Temperly, 2007) from the teacher-researcher’s part to help students comprehend 

and interpret the criteria and descriptors in the SSAI for accurate application in their self-

assessment.  

 

 Exemplars were utilised to help student-participants translate key features from the 

SSAI into actual performance in phase I. Exemplars are commonly defined as products or 

processes that represent specific levels of quality or competence (Sadler, 1987; To et al., 

2021), often the ideal and least favourable practices, assisting students in understanding the 

criteria and standards required for assessment tasks (Chong, 2020; Chong & Ye, 2020; 

Newlyn, 2013). In the current study, sample videos of students performing speaking tasks 

(i.e., in three different levels) taken from YouTube, along with their band scores (i.e., A1-A2, 

B1-B2, and C1), were utilised as exemplars to assist students to better grasp what is expected 

of them at each level of performance, leading to more accurate self-assessment. Following 

this, the student-participants discussed among themselves on how to close the gap between 

their current level and the exemplar level which was done in phase B. 

  
Smyth and Carless’s (2020) study suggests that combining exemplars with rubrics and self- 

or peer-assessment strategies significantly enhanced students’ understanding of academic 

standards which led to self-monitoring. The authors postulate that a combination of 

exemplars and rubrics improve academic performance and promote academic self-regulation. 

This perspective is echoed by Hawe et al. (2021), who posit that exemplars are most effective 

when educators view self-regulation as their primary goal. They posit that exemplars can 

support students in transferring assessment and productive skills to future tasks. 

 

Speaking Performance and Linguistic Output 

In this study, the relationship between the students’ linguistic output in spoken form in terms 

of their grammar, vocabulary and communicative competence from their pre-test and post-

test speaking scores are investigated to elucidate the variations suggesting improvement on 

the students’ speaking performance.  

 

  Ur (2001) describes grammar as language structure rules which involve arranging 

words, phrases, and sentences to express meaning which affect how language is used in 

communication. According to Kang and Yan (2018), in the context of assessing speaking 

proficiency, grammar is measured via two key aspects which are accuracy (e.g., error-free in 

the use of articles, prepositions, singular/plural, and subject-verb agreement (SVA) and 

complexity (e.g., the production of more complex sentences with dependent clauses). In this 

study, aligned with the two key aspects mentioned and with close adherence to the SPM 

assessment speaking scales (MOE, 2021), there were three main elements that influenced 

grammar assessment:  

 

1. The students’ ability to communicate accurately 

2. The students’ use of accurate and appropriate grammatical structure  

3. The students’ competence of linking utterances using appropriate cohesive devices 

such as conjunctions, relative pronouns and ellipsis  
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 In regards to vocabulary assessment, there were two components assessed which were 

vocabulary size and vocabulary depth. This was adopted from the study by Enayati and 

Derakhshan (2021) which investigated the influence of vocabulary size and depth on 

predicting the speaking proficiency of second language learners. Their study revealed a 

significant correlation between higher vocabulary size and better speaking abilities, enabling 

learners to express themselves more clearly and effectively. Moreover, vocabulary depth, 

signifying an in-depth understanding of word meanings, enabled students to articulate 

complicated ideas more successfully.  

 

In assessing communicative competence, with close reference to the SPM speaking 

assessment scales, there were three factors assessed. First, the students’ conversational 

sustainability. Second, the students’ communication clarity and third, the students’ ability to 

convey their speaking partner’s message (MOE, 2021). This is in line with Harding et al.’s 

(2023) concept of test-taking competence as a type of communicative competence. According 

to Harding et al. (2023), in a test-taking context, communicative competence encompasses 

learners navigating their cognitive skills (i.e., phonological, lexical, morphological and 

synthetic knowledge) as well as social interactional abilities (i.e., task achievement, 

appropriateness, turn-taking, and promptness of response) in speech production. 

 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 

This study employed a quasi-experimental one-group pre-test-post-test design. The 

independent variable in the study is the utilisation of the SSAI, the dependent variable is the 

students' speaking performance, and the moderating variable is the varying levels of student 

proficiency. 

 

Purposive sampling was used for participant selection in this study. Three public 

secondary schools in Sandakan, Sabah, Malaysia were selected for their accessibility and 

practicality as the researcher was located within the same vicinity. A permission application 

was submitted to the Educational Research Application System (eRAS 2.0) and the Sabah 

State Education Department prior to the conduct of field work. Upon approval, assent was 

obtained from the respective schools’ principals and students. 151 Form 4 students from six 

classes volunteered to participate in this study. The students’ English language proficiency 

level ranged from lower-intermediate (58.94%), intermediate (39.74%) and upper-

intermediate (1.32%). The data were obtained from the students’ pre-test speaking test scores. 

All of the students were 16 years old. Their first and most spoken language is the Malay 

language. The students’ names, the school’s name and any other identifying information were 

removed to preserve anonymity. In the findings, the students are represented by 

alphanumerical codes.  

 

Instrument 

The SSAI is a student’s self-assessment analytical rubric consisting of ten criteria involved in 

evaluating students’ speaking performance adapted from studies by Babaii et al. (2015), and 

Mori and Pell (2019), and the SPM English – Speaking assessment scales (Ministry of 

Education, 2021). The ten criteria are i) grammar, ii) vocabulary, iii) communicate 

competence, iv) fluency, v) pronunciation, vi) topic management, vii) confidence, viii) 

organisation, ix) strategy use, and x) time management. Each criterion is accompanied by its 

own set of can-do descriptors (Council of Europe, 2020; Piccardo & North, 2019) and 
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corresponding band levels. The SSAI is presented in both the English and Malay languages 

(See Appendix C). 

 

Data Collection 

The students were given a speaking pre-test prior to the intervention (i.e. the use of the 

SSAI). The speaking pre-test was conducted at school and students participated in pairs. They 

were assessed and video recorded. Video recording was necessary for the second assessor 

(i.e., an experienced teaching English as a Second Language (TESL) teacher of 11 years 

residing in Kota Kinabalu, Sabah) to be able to assess the students at his convenience. The 

presence of a second assessor was crucial to avoid researcher bias and ensure the reliability of 

the test scores. Pearson’s Correlation was utilised to check the degree of linear correlation 

between the researcher and second assessor’s scores (Goos & Meintrup, 2016). Given the 

time constraints and assessment capacity of the second assessor, 15 students representing 

10% of the total participants, were randomly selected and evaluated for their speaking pre- 

and post-tests by the second assessor. Analysis via the Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences (SPSS) version 29 demonstrated a strong positive correlation (r = .974, p < .001), 

signifying a high degree of agreement between the assessors (Goos & Meintrup, 2016) for the 

speaking pre-test scores. For the speaking post-test scores, the analysis revealed a substantial 

positive connection (r = 0.987, p <.001) indicating a strong consensus between the assessors’ 

scores. The speaking tests, in adherence to the SPM speaking test format, consisted of three 

parts – interview about self, individual long-turn task and discussion task. The students were 

assessed and video recorded in pairs by the researcher-participant at their respective schools.  

 

Following the speaking pre-test, the students participated in four SSAI 

familiarisations and rubric training sessions (i.e., a total of two English language lessons, 

each lasting for a duration of 60 minutes, scheduled once each week over a span of four 

weeks). The rubric training session encompasses: 

 

1. The introduction to the SSAI (i.e., explanation of the descriptors and bandscores 

to the students 

2. Presenting them with exemplar videos and collectively assessing and rating the 

exemplar candidates from the videos 

3. Students self-assessing themselves based on their respective speaking test videos 

4. Feedback and discussion regarding the SSAI, students’ self-assessment accuracy 

and their speaking performance 

 

The speaking post-test was administered after the intervention. The questions presented 

during the speaking post-test differed from those in the pre-test speaking test, however they 

adhered closely to the framework specified for the SPM speaking test and were adapted from 

the questions in the speaking pre-test. 

 

Data Analysis 

The students’ test scores from the pre and post-test speaking tests were analysed using a 

mixed ANOVA (Analysis of Variance) model via the SPSS version 29. To answer the first 

research question, the mixed ANOVA was utilised to determine whether there is a significant 

interaction between the proficiency level and the effect of using the SSAI as well as whether 

the SSAI improves performance overall. The between-subjects factor was the students’ 

proficiency levels (i.e., lower-intermediate, intermediate, upper-intermediate). The within-

subjects factor was the use of the SSAI and the comparison between the pre-test and post-test 

speaking test scores.  
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To analyse data of the second research question, the SPM speaking assessment scales 

were adapted and utilised to examine the students' language production. The SPM speaking 

assessment scales encapsulate three language components - grammar, vocabulary, and 

communicative competence, and are structured as an analytic rubric (MOE, 2021). There 

were in total eight pre- (i.e., four videos) and post-test videos (i.e., four videos) analysed 

based on the selection of student-participants that showed significant difference in the pre-test 

and post-test scores. Only four sets of students’ pre- and post-test videos were selected due to 

the rigorous and time-consuming process in transcribing the speaking test videos. The 

students’ linguistic output were assessed based on these criteria – grammar, vocabulary, and 

communicative competence (i.e., as listed in the SPM speaking assessment scales). 

 

 

RESULTS 

 

This section outlines the findings of the study concerning students' pre-test and post-test 

speaking scores and the students’ linguistic output. 

 

The Pre and Post-Test Scores 

 
Table 1 

Students’ Pre-test and Post-test Speaking Test Scores 

 Proficiency level Mean Std. 

Deviation 

N 

Pre-test Score Lower-intermediate 4.29 2.464 89 

Intermediate 13.50 2.931 60 

Upper-intermediate 22.50 .707 2 

Total 8.19 5.474 151 

Post-test Score Lower-intermediate 7.11 4.152 89 

Intermediate 16.53 4.612 60 

Upper-intermediate 23.00 1.414 2 

Total 11.07 6.452 151 

 

Based on Table 1, the pre-test scores revealed that students at the upper-intermediate 

level achieved the highest average score (Mean = 22.50), whereas those at the lower-

intermediate level attained the lowest average score (Mean = 4.29). The standard deviations 

revealed diversity in scores across all levels, with the intermediate group exhibiting the 

highest standard deviation (2.931), indicating greater score variability among these students. 

The post-test results demonstrated considerable improvement across all proficiency levels, 

especially for the lower-intermediate group, which increased from a mean of 4.29 (pre-test) 

to 7.11 (post-test). The intermediate group exhibited an increase in the mean score from 

13.50 (pre-test) to 16.53 (post-test). The upper-intermediate group experienced a marginal 

rise in mean score from 22.50 (pre-test) to 23.00 (post-test). The overall mean score for pre-

tests was 8.19, which rose to 11.07 in post-tests, indicating an improvement across all 

students, with the greatest impact in the intermediate and upper-intermediate groups. 
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Table 2 

Tests of Within-subjects Effects 

Source F Sig. Partial Eta 

Squared 

Pre-test and 

post-test 

Sphericity 

Assumed 

5.723 .018 .037 

Pre-test and 

post-test * 

Proficiency 

level 

Sphericity  

Assumed  

.488 .615 .007 

 

Table 2 shows that the SSAI had a significant influence on speaking performance (F-

value = 5.723, p-value = 0.018) pre- and post-test. This implies that the SSAI considerably 

enhanced students' speaking performance between pre- and post-test. Partial Eta Squared of 

0.037 indicated a small influence (Cohen, 1988). Pre-test versus post-test and student 

proficiency did not interact. The F-value for this interaction was 0.488 and the p-value was 

0.615, which exceeded the 0.05 statistical significance threshold, indicating that the null 

hypothesis was not rejected. The difference between pre-test and post-test scores (i.e., the 

effect of the SSAI on speaking performance) did not change significantly across proficiency 

levels, showing that the SSAI had a similar effect. The tiny effect size (Partial Eta Squared = 

0.007) supports this. 

 
Table 3 

Tests of Between-subjects Effects 

Source Type III 

Sum of 

Squares 

df Mean Square F Sig. 

Intercept 7158.693 1 7158.693 374.783 <.001 

Proficiency 

Level 

6916.528 2 3458.264 181.052 <.001 

 

Table 3 shows the F-statistic for the intercept is 7158.693, accompanied by a p-value 

of less than 0.001. This signifies a highly significant intercept (Field, 2013), demonstrating 

that there was a significant overall mean for the dependent variable, specifically speaking 

performance as measured by speaking test scores. The F-statistic is 374.783, accompanied 

with a p-value below 0.001. This indicates substantial disparities (Field, 2013) in average 

scores among the various proficiency levels. The findings indicate that the students' 

proficiency level significantly influenced their average scores. 
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Table 4 

Post Hoc Comparisons across Students’ Speaking Performance and Levels of Proficiency 

Multiple Comparisons 

Tukey HSD 

(l) 

Proficiency 

Level 

(j) 

Proficiency 

Level 

Mean 

Difference 

(l-j) 

Std. 

Error 

Sig. 95% Confidence Interval 

 

Lower                       Upper 

Bound                       Bound 

Lower-

intermediate 

Intermediate -9.31* .516 <.001 -10.54 -8.09 

Upper-

intermediate 

-17.05* 2.210 <.001 -22.28 -11.82 

Intermediate Lower-

intermediate 

9.31* .516 <.001 8.09 10.54 

Upper-

intermediate 

-7.73* 2.221 .002 -12.99 -2.47 

Upper-

intermediate 

Lower-

intermediate 

17.05* 2.210 <.001 11.82 22.28 

Intermediate 7.73* 2.221 .002 2.47 12.99 

 

Table 4 demonstrates notable distinctions across the three proficiency levels. The 

intermediate group demonstrated superior performance compared to the lower-intermediate 

group (mean difference = 9.31, p < 0.001; 95% CI: 8.09 to 10.54). Additionally, the upper-

intermediate group achieved higher scores than the lower-intermediate group (mean 

difference = 17.05, p < 0.001; 95% CI: 11.82 to 22.28). The upper-intermediate group 

outperformed the intermediate group, with a mean difference of 7.73 (p = 0.002; 95% CI: 

2.47 to 12.99). 

 

Linguistic Output 

This section will be discussed in three parts – a) grammar, b) vocabulary and c) 

communicative competence.  

 

Grammar 

In terms of grammar, it was found that lower-intermediate and intermediate students, despite 

making grammatical errors in their sentence structures, managed to exhibit the usage of 

conjunctions such as ‘and’ and ‘because’ and link their utterances better in their speaking 

post-test test with less prompting from the assessor. For instance, as shown in Table 7, for 

Speaking Part 2 in which S104 had to talk about a celebration that he had celebrated recently, 

the assessor had to prompt S104 a few times to elaborate on his answer: 

 
Table 7 

Transcript of Speaking Pre-test (S104) 

Test (Part) Speaker Transcription 

Pre-test 

(Speaking 

Part 2) 

 

Appendix 

A 

S104 

(Lower-

intermediate) 

Last? Uh [long pause] can same [referring to his speaking partner’s 

response]? Happy birthday. 

A Okay. Did you have a good time? 

S104 Yes, I enjoy myself. 

A Okay, why? 

S104 Because many- peo- my friend [long pause] 
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 As shown in Table 8, for Speaking Part 2 in the speaking post-test, on addressing the 

point of ‘Why school holidays are important’ (see Appendix B), S104 managed to answer the 

question without prompting from the assessor and utilised ‘because’ and ‘and’ to form his 

utterance: 

 
Table 8 

Transcript of Speaking Post-test (S104) 

Test (Part) Speaker Transcription 

Post-test 

(Speaking 

Part 2) 

 

Appendix 

B 

S104 

(Lower-

intermediate) 

School holiday are important because uh student have uh spend time 

with family and friend. 

 

Even though S104 managed to link his ideas, it is evident that the utterance is 

grammatical inaccurate in terms of his usage of the noun ‘holiday’ which should be used in 

the plural form to indicate a recurring or general event and the misuse of the auxiliary verb 

‘have’ which should function as a lexical verb that requires a noun complement (i.e., time) 

followed by the ‘to-infinitive’ (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002). It can be postulated that S104 

has not mastered the grammar rules of the language but has attempted the usage of 

conjunctions to better his speaking performance. This could possibly be influence by the 

SSAI which specifies the use of connectors to link sentences under the criterion of 

‘Organisation’ (see Appendix C). This corroborates Hung’s (2019) and Huang and Gui’s 

(2015) findings which have shown improvement in terms of the participants’ discourse length 

and inaccuracy in their grammar.  

 

 For an intermediate student like S31, prompting was less required. As shown in Table 

9, when asked about the person that she admired, she was able to comprehend the task and 

responded to it. From her utterances, it could be conceived that these were chunks of her 

ideas which were not coherently connected. Even so, it can be seen that she attempted to 

connect her ideas by using the connector ‘so’ twice. 

 
Table 9 

Transcript of Speaking Pre-test (S31) 

Test (Part) Speaker  Transcription  

Pre-test 

(Speaking 

Part 2) 

 

Appendix A 

S31 

(Intermediate

) 

I have a person that I admire very much. She is a peers of mine. I 

used to be in XYZ before I transferred here so she’s a very good 

person for me. I was struggling so much during my time in boarding 

school so she helps me a lot. 

 

 After the intervention, it could be seen in Table 10 that S31 was more verbatim and 

utilised more connectors and cohesive devices to connect her utterances. S31 was also 

capable of using the relative clause ‘that’ to modify the noun ‘teacher’ and the 

complementiser ‘that’ which introduced a complement clause (i.e., that I can be confident) 

but has no function within it (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002). However, similar to the previous 

student, S104, grammatical errors were still evident in her speaking post-test. For instance, 

S31 committed an auxiliary verb error, which is an SVA error (Murphy, 2019) in which she 

used ‘have’ instead of ‘has’ to refer to her singular teacher. In line 4, nevertheless, she 

managed to use the verb ‘has’ correctly. There are also other instances of SVA errors as 

indicated by the underlined texts in Table 10. 
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Table 10 

Transcript of Speaking Post-test (S31) 

 

Vocabulary 

Mos of the students could also demonstrate the use of sufficient vocabulary to talk about 

familiar topics better in the post-test. This is evident in students from the lower-intermediate 

group. For instance, as shown in Table 11, it can be seen that when S152 was questioned 

about the importance of having a good role model, he struggled to talk about a person that he 

admired and was not able to answer the question: 

 
Table 11 

Transcript of Speaking Pre-test (S152) 

Test 

(Part) 

Speaker Transcription 

Pre-test 

(Speaking 

Part 2) 

 

Appendix 

A 

 

S152 

(Lower-

intermediate) 

I am going to talk about a person I admire. Who this person…this 

person is…my…[long pause] 

A It’s okay, you can move to the next question 

S152 …if I think it’s important for people to have role model…yes…this is 

because…[long pause] 

A Okay, why do you think it’s important to have a good role model? 

S152 [Long pause; places his left hand on his head and shakes his head] 

  

 In the speaking post-test, based on Table 12, S152 was able to talk about what he did 

during the school holidays without prompts. S152 addressed all the points required in Part 2 

of the speaking test. However, it was evident that S152 committed grammatical errors in 

terms of his tenses (e.g., I spend my..; I go out..;) whereby he used the present tense to 

indicate past actions (Murphy, 2019).  
 

Table 12 

Transcript of Speaking Post-test (S152) 

Test (Part) Speaker Transcript 

Post-test 

(Speaking 

Part 2) 

 

Appendix 

B 

S152 

(Lower-

intermediate) 

I am going to talk about what I did during the school holidays. Where 

did I spend my holidays, I spend my holidays at home but sometime I 

go out with my brother, my friend or brother to spend more time and 

go eat some- somewhere. What I did there. At home I always playing 

game Mobile Legend such as Mobile Legend or maybe sometime go 

to Bataras to play some game and buy something or food that we 

Test (Part) Speaker Transcription 

Post-test 

(Speaking Part 

2) 

 

Appendix B 

S31 

(Intermediate

) 

I have a teacher that I admire. I met this teacher during my Add 

Maths class on Form 4. She is teacher Y. She’s uh- she have been 

teaching me for a year and one month now and she’s- I personally 

think she’s an admirable teacher because she has a bold 

personality it always convince me that I can be confident even 

though I- I don’t really master Additional Math subject at all and 

she always give us motivation…encourage us to make sure we 

study properly, to uh think of our future and I think it’s a good 

thing for us to have a teacher that give us reminder. 
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 want. If I enjoy myself, yes cause- because I can spend more time 

with my brother and friend and I’m not only stay at home a lot. 

 

 

 S47, who was also a lower-intermediate student, produced more utterances in her 

speaking post-test (see Table 14) if compared to her speaking pre-test (see Table 13). When 

asked to describe a person that she admired, S47 only addressed three out of the four points 

required (i.e., ‘Who the person is’, ‘What this person looks like’, ‘Why you admire this 

person’, and ‘If you think it is important for people to have good role models - why / why 

not?’) (see Appendix A) suggesting limited vocabulary to express her ideas. A few 

grammatical errors were also present as underlined. In regards to word choice, S47 

incorrectly used the word ‘beauty’ (noun) instead of ‘beautiful’ (adjective) to describe the 

person that she admired (Murphy, 2019). 
 

Table 13 

Transcript of Speaking Pre-test (S47) 

Test (Part) Speaker Transcript 

Pre-test 

(Speaking 

Part 2) 

 

Appendix 

A 

 

S47 

(Lower-

intermediate) 

My…my person is uh SX because she person is looks like beauty and 

be nice. She um…very clever and uh that’s all lah. 

  

 For the speaking post-test (see Table 14), S47 managed to address all the points as 

mentioned prior including point number four which is ‘If you think it is important for people 

to have good role models (why/why not?)’ (see Appendix B). S47 understood the task and 

were able to convey her ideas even with limited vocabulary as there were no supporting 

details and elaboration to her answers given.  
 

Table 14 

Transcript of Speaking Post-test (S47) 

Test (Part) Speaker Transcript 

Post-test 

(Speaking 

Part 2) 

 

Appendix 

B 

 

S47  

(Lower-

intermediate) 

Uh who the teacher is T1 because T1 looks like uh pretty girl and 

quite nice. Um I admire the teacher because uh she uh she…she 

clever  

A Mm-hmm… 

S47 Uh…I think it’s important for teacher to be good role models uh ya 

(yes) because she can improv- improve me to speak uh English. Yes, 

that’s all lah. 

 

Communicative Competence  

In terms of communicate competence, changes were evident in Part 3 of the speaking test 

whereby students were more engaging towards each other in discussing the points given 

without the need for prompts from the assessor. This was less evident with students in the 

lower-intermediate group and more conspicuous with students in the intermediate and upper-

intermediate groups. For instance, based on Table 16, in the speaking pre-test Part 3 whereby 

the students had to discuss about the usage of mobile phones with each other (see Appendix 

A), the assessor had to intervene and mediate the discussion between S31 and S32 to keep the 

conversation flowing. 
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Table 16 

Transcript of Speaking Pre-test (S31 and S32) 

Test 

(Part) 

Speaker Transcription  

Pre-test 

(Speaking 

Part 3) 

 

Appendix 

A 

 

S31 

(Intermediate) 

On the other hand, using mobile phones can be- can make students 

most of the time at disadvantage because they tend to spend more day 

time on phones rather than in real life or to study or maybe to even 

help their parents at home because they think- because they make 

phones as their essential of life like the main priority of their life. 

[nods in silence] 

A How about you? 

S32 

(Intermediate) 

Well, for me the advantage of using mobile phones is definitely to 

study…however the disadvantage is people tends to use it for cyber-

bullying, harassing people online and that’s not a very good thing and 

people use mobile phone. Ya (yes)…[nods in silence] 

A Anything else to add? 

 

 In contrast, in the speaking post-test, it was apparent that there were turn-taking 

occurrences between S31 and S32 in their discussion of why people use social media (see 

Appendix B part 3). From Table 17, it could be seen that after elaborating on her points, S31 

asked S32 if she had anything to add to the discussion. S32, in reply, agreed with the points 

given by S31 and added further justification to support her point, which showed her synthetic 

knowledge (Harding et al., 2023) of the topic discussed. It could be postulated that both S31 

and S32 showed the capacity to sustain the conversation which is one of the factors assessed 

under the criterion of communicative competence (MOE, 2021). 

 
Table 17 

Transcript of Speaking Post-test (S31 and S32) 

Test (Part) Speaker Transcript 

Post-test 

(Speaking 

Part 3) 

 

Appendix 

B 

 

S31 For me, I also use social media to connect with people because I’ve 

experienced um pen pals and online friends through my social media like 

recently uh I just found a friend from Germany and also from United 

Kingdom. They have been very good to me. It's like we feel connected as 

we have similar interests….it proves that people around the world can 

connect from just one simple application. Do you have anything else? 

S32 Yes um I also agree with you have said before because you know 

recently after Covid 19 people has been really disconnected to each other 

so um…  

 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of the SSAI as a learning tool on Malaysian 

upper secondary school students’ speaking performance, specifically on their linguistic 

output which encompassed grammar, vocabulary and communicative competence. The 

results indicate a significant positive effect on the usage of the SSAI on overall speaking 

performance across students from different levels of proficiency, rejecting the null 

hypothesis, particularly significant for lower-intermediate students and intermediate students.  
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In relation to grammar, basic connectors such as ‘and’ which is also referred to as 

additive conjunction (Halliday & Hasan, 1976) and ‘because’, a causal conjunction, were 

found in the students’ utterances more in their post-test speaking test. This suggests that the 

students were able to show their ability to link, relate and reinforce their ideas, produce 

longer discourse and require less prompting by the assessor. An intermediate student, for 

instance, was also able to use the relative clause, complementiser, and cohesive devices 

accurately in her utterances in the post-test. However, there were also grammatical 

inaccuracies evident in the students’ utterances – SVA error (e.g., the usage of ‘have’ to 

indicate a singular entity), auxiliary verb misuse (e.g., ‘have’ instead of ‘to-infinitive’) and 

incorrect noun form (e.g., ‘holiday’ instead of ‘holidays’). These findings corroborate with 

Hung (2019) and Huang and Gui’s (2015) studies wherein self-assessment resulted in the 

enhancement of the EFL learners' discourse length and organisation but did not improve 

grammatical accuracy. 

 

In regards to vocabulary, the students demonstrated the ability to use sufficient 

vocabulary to discuss familiar topics more effectively in the post-test. This is significantly 

evident among students in the lower-intermediate group. For example, a lower-intermediate 

student who struggled with a topic in the pre-test (i.e., to talk about a role model) and could 

not answer questions without prompts, was able to speak about school holidays in the post-

test, addressing all points, despite some grammatical errors in tenses (e.g., using present tense 

for past actions). This is also shown by another lower-intermediate student who managed to 

address all the discussion points albeit with limited vocabulary and word choice error (e.g., 

‘beauty’ instead of ‘beautiful’). This suggests that the students  were able to understand the 

topic that they were given and showed ability to reason their claims, supporting the claim that 

vocabulary size and depth are determinants of the students’ speaking ability (Enayat & 

Derakhshan, 2019). Both students also showed better fluency whereby there was an evident 

increase of word utterances and less hesitations, although with grammatical errors, which 

aligns with Santos and Ramirez-Avila’s (2022) study suggesting that self-assessment helps in 

enhancing the students’ speaking fluency.  

 

Analysis of post-test speaking data also revealed the students’ improvement in 

communicative competence, particularly among intermediate and upper-intermediate 

students. In the pre-test, for Part 3 of the speaking test, majority of the students needed 

intervention by the assessor to mediate their discussion. For instance, when talking about the 

advantages and disadvantages of mobile phones, students tend to merely state their points 

individually without asking opinions from their respective partners. Additionally, the students 

did not comment on their partner’s suggestions resulting in more prompting by the assessor. 

In contrast, the students exhibited improved turn-taking and a more sustained conversation in 

their post-test. S32, for instance, exhibited synthetic knowledge (Harding et al., 2023) 

wherein she not only agreed to S31’s statement, but she was also able to add information to 

the conversation. The use of the SSAI is believed to have supported the students in task 

performance due to its explicit descriptor such as ‘I can work well and negotiate towards an 

outcome with my partner’ (i.e., Bandscore/level 5) which indicates the need for negotiation 

from both candidates and with the support of the exemplar videos demonstrating how to 

achieve such level with reference to real students’ speaking performance at this level. This is 

in line with Smyth and Carless (2020) wherein they suggested that combining exemplars with 

rubrics enhance students’ understanding of academic standards which in turn leads to 

improvement in academic performance (Panadero et al., 2023).  
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The primary limitation of the study is the lack of control groups. The students included in the 

study were drawn from the classes of participating teachers as designated by the school 

administration. It was not possible for the students to be classified into control and 

experimental groups due to an uneven distribution of proficiency levels among them. In 

addition, the student enrolment in each class varied. In the absence of control groups in this 

study, repeated measures Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was utilised (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018) to eliminate variability attributed to individual differences. The presence of control 

groups would provide further evidence of the effectiveness of the SSAI in enhancing 

students’ speaking performance. Moreover, a delayed post-test to assess any significant 

improvement in students' speaking performance was not conducted due to time constraints. 

Findings from Hung (2019) and Su's (2020) study indicate that both the learners' assessment 

skills and speaking performance improved with time. An extended study period could be 

taken into consideration for future research in this area of study. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

This study presented empirical data that demonstrate the effectiveness of self-assessment in 

the improving speaking performance of Malaysian ESL upper secondary school students. The 

post-test speaking test results showed enhanced linguistic features such as the usage of 

connectors, cohesive devices and more topic-related vocabulary with the most pronounced 

effect observed in lower-intermediate and intermediate students. Enhancement in 

communicative competence is prominently exhibited by the upper-intermediate students who 

showed improvement, although with modest increase, in turn-takings and engagement in 

discussions with less prompts by the assessor. The overall findings of this study suggest that 

the employment of self-assessment is directly linked to the tangible improvements in 

students’ linguistic output. This study implies that self-assessment can be employed in the 

secondary school ESL classrooms to help students take agency of their learning, specifically 

in speaking by helping them to self-regulate their learning via the use of SSAI (i.e., 

descriptors in the rubric) to bridge the gap between their current speaking performance and 

their targeted goals.  
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