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ABSTRACT 

 

Recent years have witnessed a surge in the use of group work in the language classrooms 

worldwide. While this development is exciting for proponents of communicative language 

teaching, not much literature is available for practitioners to deliberate on, or guide the processes 

of implementing the group oral format, much less the group oral assessment. Primarily, concerns 

regarding the effectiveness and fairness of this assessment mode are often articulated. 

Challenges related to working in teams often compound this phenomenon and further 

complicate the implementation of such assessments in the second language testing context. 

Nevertheless, although sporadic, previous studies have indicated much potential in this 

assessment mode, specifically in the assessment of the interactional competence of second 

language learners. This study, undertaken in the context of an English for Occupational Purposes 

(EOP) course offered by a university in Malaysia, proposes a framework for effective group oral 

assessment in an English for Specific Purposes (ESP) context which draws on both theoretical 

and empirical evidence. Adopting a qualitative approach, data was obtained through audio 

recording and observation of real-time classroom assessment sessions, in-depth pre- and post-

interviews, and focus group discussions with students and instructors of the EOP course. 

Through investigation of the interactional dynamics of students participating in a classroom 

discussion assessment, this study aims to uncover interactional practices and strategies that 

facilitate a successful group assessment. Findings indicated that there were strategies that could 

be employed by the students to enable them to present their communicative skills more 

effectively while allowing the instructors the means of assessing these interactions more 

accurately through strategic task design, diligent administration, and with the aid of an efficient 

marking scheme. Drawing on the analysis of the qualitative datasets, the study presents a 

suggested framework for effective group oral assessment that is applicable to similar language 

assessment settings.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

 

This chapter introduces the background of the study, the use of group work in higher education 

and language learning, the group oral assessment format, the context of the current study, and 

the task-based group project framework (TBGP) adopted by the English for Occupational 

Purposes (EOP) course of a public university in Malaysia. Then, the rationale and significance 

of the study are put forth. The chapter ends with an overview of the structure of the thesis.  

1.1 Group work in higher education  

Group work has enjoyed a long history of being one of the most effective means to promote 

teaching and learning, especially in higher education settings. As Kovács (2011) described it, 

“cooperation with other people is a central feature of all facets of everyday life: we live in 

families, form work communities, and very often learn in groups” (p. 172). In a broader sense, 

an individual is a member of different social groups. Part of the roles of being in a social group 

entails sharing common grounds and beliefs with the other group members (Jaques & Salmon, 

2007). According to Rothwell (2016), “a group is a human communication system composed of 

three or more individuals, interacting for the achievement of some common goal(s), who 

influence and are influenced by each other” (p. 32). When individuals come together to work on 

a mutual goal or achieve a task, they form a group and partake in what is termed as group work.  

Maiden and Perry (2011) suggests that “most academics view group work as vital to effective 

student integration, the development of interpersonal life skills and learning generally” (p. 451). 

Previous studies on the use of group work have indicated promising results for the incorporation 

of collaborative group work methods in teaching and learning. In a study by Ford and Morice 

(2003), questionnaires were administered to collect data from students and academic staff of 

Griffith University, Australia, to obtain their views on the use of group work. They reported that 

both students and staff members agreed that learning in groups is valuable as it reflects “real 

industry” (p. 371). In addition, both groups of respondents reflected that group work allowed 

students to achieve better quality work. Kottler and Englar-Carlson (2015) posited that group 

work “requires a whole different set of perceptual filters by which to make sense of what is 

going on. Rather than focusing on one person, you must be aware of multiple people, various 

interactions, and all the process events happening in-between…” (p. 57). By stating this, Kottler 

and Englar-Carlson have effectively illustrated the complexity and intricacies of a group setting. 
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Whether due to the different learning experiences or other reasons of their own, group work 

receives mixed reaction from students. This issue will be further explored in section 2.4.1. 

1.2 Group work in language learning 

To ensure workplace readiness, university graduates are not only equipped with essential 

language skills but also trained to develop the necessary interpersonal skills germane to 

occupational needs. To accomplish these, group work is being increasingly employed in the 

English for Occupational Purposes (EOP) classroom. Davies (2009) listed among the pragmatic 

advantages of group work that it is one of “the most expedient ways-along with work 

placements-of ensuring that students develop transferable skills for lifelong learning (teamwork, 

leadership, project management skills, communication skills). This has largely been in response 

to industry demand for more flexible workers” (p. 564). Because of this, language instructors 

who are devoted to communicative classroom practices routinely included group work in their 

classroom repertoire.  

Ehrman and Dörnyei (1998, p.72) determined that a ‘group’ should have the following 

characteristics: 

• There is some interaction among group members. 

• Group members perceive themselves as a distinct unit and demonstrate a level of 

commitment to it. 

• Group members share some purpose or goal for being together. 

• The group endures for a reasonable period of time (i.e. not only for minutes). 

• The group has developed some sort of a salient ‘internal structure’, which includes: 

• The regulation of entry and departure into/from the group;  

• rules and standards of behaviour for members;  

• relative stable interpersonal relationship patterns and an established status 

hierarchy;  

• some division of group roles. 

• Finally, as a direct consequence of the above points, the group is held accountable for 

its members’ actions. 

In defining groups in the second language classroom, the characteristics specified by Ehrman 

and Dörnyei (1998) are useful and should serve as basic considerations in group work designs.  

Through close observation of teacher-student interaction in the language classroom, Chappell 

(2014, p. 49) presented the five basic pedagogical functions of group work as featured in Table 

1.1.  
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Table 1.1 The pedagogic functions of group work 

The main pedagogic functions of group work in the 
interactive second language classroom 
Build interpersonal relations between students 

Develop and extend knowledge of the topic or theme under focus 

Develop oral fluency 

Emphasise language form and function 

Focus on the semantic properties of texts 

 
Firstly, group work helps students to establish good relationship with one another. Secondly, the 

use of group work increases understanding of the topic under discussion. Thirdly, group work 

helps to improve students’ oral proficiency. In addition, when students participate in group 

interaction, they utilise a range of language forms and function in their transactions. Finally, 

group work places emphasis on meaning-making in understanding texts. Groupwork, therefore, 

is beneficial for the students as it enhances interpersonal skills, increases oral fluency, and 

improves cognitive and linguistic skills. 

1.2.1 Group oral assessment 

One of the strengths of the group oral assessment format is that it enables a tester to measure 

the interactional competence of a second language (L2) learner in an ESP context (Ockey, 2014). 

Though proponents of group oral assessment have been encouraging its use in language 

classrooms, the practice is still often challenged as not being a fair assessment of students’ 

ability as the assessment often depends on the success of the group as a whole. Often, when not 

properly planned and executed, ineffectively managed group assessment can be a major hiccup 

in undertaking a fair assessment for all members in the group. Studies have shown that due to 

numerous reasons, ranging from psychological, behavioural, group size and even technical 

issues, marks awarded in a group assessment may be unfair, and therefore not reflective of the 

students’ individual abilities, leading to assertions of ineffectiveness in such assessments. A 

review of recent research yields limited suggestions regarding task design and assessment 

planning on how effective group assessments can be implemented in the English classroom. 

Often, in spite of the most meticulous planning, there are still areas that require greater 

deliberation, monitoring and even intervention by the classroom instructors to ensure that group 

work works.  

Although there is considerably more research on oral testing in the language education field of 

late, there still exists a gap in the study of group oral testing. Csepes (2009) attributed this to the 
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reason that group “test formats are much less typical or widely used to measure oral proficiency. 

They do not have such a long history as the oral proficiency interview” (p. 49). In her review of 

previous literature, Csepes indicated that studies on the use of large-scale group oral proficiency 

tests only started in the 1980s, and slowly gained momentum when they had shown promising 

results. Oral group assessment is distinct from other modes of assessment in that the 

performance of an individual is often dependent on his or her interaction with other individuals 

within the group, and to some extent, each person’s performance is influenced by the others. 

Ockey (2014, p. 25) referred to this phenomenon as “mutual contingency”.   

Hughes (2004) noted that spoken communication is co-created by the speakers and listeners. 

She highlighted the following three distinguishing features of speech communication and argued 

for a more systematic assessment of oral performance: 

• The speech signal is inherently ambiguous and needs to be interpreted and re-

interpreted by listeners in a dynamic, non-linear fashion. 

• The speech signal carries a range of non-linguistic information that is available for 

interpretation by listeners and is linked to interpersonal evaluations of speaker by 

listener which go beyond functional or semantic meanings. 

• The speech signal is constrained by the processing and production limitations of 

hearers and speakers and this needs to be considered in oral task design more fully (p. 

298). 

It is the ambiguous nature of speech that makes it a difficult skill to test. The dynamic nature of 

the spoken communication that results from a speaking activity is often multifaceted, and 

involves various simultaneous cognitive and affective processes taking place at once, making 

oral assessment a challenging task. 

O’Sullivan (2012b) expressed the opinion that a spoken language ability test is generally viewed 

as one of “the most difficult to develop and administer” (p. 234). He highlighted among the 

difficulties to include the effect of test-taker characteristics on their performance, the 

unpredictability of the test takers’ responses, and the reliability of the scoring mechanism. Of 

much resonance to this study on group assessment is O’Sullivan’s take on the need for 

investigation into the areas of test-taker performance and responses.  

1.2.2 What makes group assessment effective? 

Despite the increasing number of studies advocating the use of group work and assessments, it 

is difficult to pin down any individual study that has clearly and succinctly defined what 
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constitutes ‘effective’ group assessment. Instead, the term is often used loosely according to its 

dictionary meaning “producing a decided, decisive or desired effect” (“Effective”, n.d).  Perhaps 

this is not surprising as the effectiveness of an assessment potentially varies over time, under 

different language learning conditions and contexts. Considering this lack of succinct definition, 

this study takes on the fundamental perspectives that an effective group oral assessment should 

be; i) fair, affording equal opportunity for each group member to demonstrate their speaking 

abilities without disadvantaging some members over others, ii) characterized by interactional 

features that support language learning, and iii) successful in meeting the objective(s) of the 

assessment.  

One of the most repeatedly cited benefits of group work is the ability of group endeavor to 

support language learning behavior (Dörnyei & Murphey, 2003; Ehrman & Dörnyei, 1998; 

Chang, 2010). Group assessments, if done effectively, will bring about multiple benefits. They 

enable realistic interaction to take place, allow for extended language practice through group 

discussions, encourage cooperative behaviour, promote development of interpersonal skills, and 

in some cases, help students to improve their grades (Burdette, 2003; Davies, 2009; Ford & 

Morice, 2003; Gajendran, Brewer, Mackee & Williams, 2004; Oakley, Felder, Brent & Elhaji, 

2004; Shak, 2010, 2014). These alone are important reasons why ensuring effective group 

assessments in the language classroom is vital. Traditionally, language testing is seen as serving 

the more summative role of checking learners’ understanding or drawing conclusions about 

what learners have learned. Moving forward, it is important to extend the use of assessment 

beyond making judgements about what learners can do and focus on using the assessment itself 

as a catalyst to generate interactions that would further enhance language learning. 

1.3 Context of the study 

This study was set within the Universiti Malaysia Sabah’s EOP course. The EOP course was 

characterized by the use of a task-based group project (TBGP) that runs throughout its 14-week 

long semester. The course was offered by the Centre for the Promotion of Knowledge and 

Language Learning (CPKLL) to second year students in their third or fourth semester of study. 

Typically, students were made up of different ethnic groups (the majority being Malay, Chinese 

Indian, and Kadazandusun) and in some cases were international students. Students taking the 

course were required to pass the course as part of their English language component in order to 

graduate. Hence, it is high stakes in this respect.  The primary objectives of the course were to 

enhance students’ language skills to help them secure future employment, as well as to equip 

them with essential workplace communication skills. The EOP course’s TBGP framework 

adapted from Shak (2010) is detailed in Figure 1.1. 



6 
  

 

Figure 1.1 The Task-based Group Project Framework (adapted from Shak, 2010, p.136) 

Working in groups of four or five, students began by proposing a business format and setting up 

a company. This company served as a simulated workplace where the members of the group 

were each assigned a different position or role. As the course progressed, the students moved 

from one task to another and practised the language skills required for each task including: 

applying for a job and attending a job interview; participating in meetings; and presenting 

business proposals. All the language tasks that the students performed in the TBGP revolved 

around the company they created.  

During phase one (project setup), the students were required to propose a group project and 

discuss it with their instructor. Once the instructor’s approval was obtained on the proposed 

project, the students moved on to phase two (interview), where each of the students prepared 

their respective curriculum vitaes and application letters for their roles within the project. They 

then attended an interview for the post they have each applied for. Once they have completed 

their individual interviews, they proceeded to phase three (meeting), where each of the groups 

prepared a meeting agenda, conducted a meeting and prepared the meeting minutes. Finally, 

during phase four (presentation) of their project, the students presented their final project and 

submitted a group project port-folio at the end of the course. The four basic skills of listening, 

speaking, reading and writing were integrated, and all course assessments were classroom-

based. An earlier study conducted to gauge students’ perception of the use of the TBGP 

indicated that students were in favour of the inclusion of the TBGP work in the EOP course as 

it fostered communication, enhanced collaborative skills, promoted creativity, and improved 

students’ language skills (Shak, 2010). 

Phase 1 Project setup Establishing a 
company/business/organisation

Phase 2 Interview
Writing CV & application letter

Attending interview

Phase 3 Meeting
Preparing meeting agenda

Meeting discussion
Writing minutes of meeting

Phase 4 Presentation
Presentation of final project

Group project portfolio
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Typically, the student groups were formed sometime in Week 3 of the semester and they worked 

together throughout the course to complete various tasks necessary for the completion of the 

project. Once they had completed their interview assessment, the group members were assigned 

specific roles and from then on, each of them were required to perform the duties associated 

with their respective positions.  

The use of the TBGP was to simulate a workplace-like environment to challenge the students’ 

communicative abilities in completing the task, and train them to be more competent users of 

the English language. The formats of assessments for the EOP course included both formative 

and summative types. The current study focused on the formal group meeting assessment which 

was part of the oral test battery of the EOP course. This particular assessment was chosen due 

to the reason that: i) it provided a platform for observing group interactional dynamics; ii) it was 

the most interactive component of the TBGP; and iii) the interaction involved only the group 

members of the team without being influenced by a tester or moderator. A more detailed 

description of the meeting assessment is provided in Chapter Three.  

1.4 Rationale for the study  

This study was largely motivated by previous studies conducted by the researcher on the use of 

group work in the ESP classroom (Shak 2010, 2013, 2014, 2016). The purpose of the current 

study is to gather empirical evidence from real-time group assessment events by careful 

documentation of the co-construction of conversation between the group participants, and 

investigate whether the resulting interaction enabled the students to demonstrate the language 

skills tested and allowed for an effective assessment of their communicative abilities.  

Taking into consideration the intricacies involved in implementing and assessing oral group 

assessments, this study has the overarching aims of exploring the interactional dynamics in 

actual group assessment settings, and from the collection of empirical data, addressing how 

group assessment tasks can be implemented to ensure fair evaluation of each learner’s language 

abilities without advantaging or disadvantaging one group member over another. The data 

collected would also inform the test validation process and contribute towards the development 

of a framework for effective group oral assessment in the ESP classroom. 

1.5 Significance and contribution of the study 

The significance of this study lies in its exploration of actual classroom assessment practices to 

investigate issues in a group assessment setting. While some of these issues have been discussed 

briefly in previous studies, deeper inquiry into the interactional dynamics that take place in 
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group assessment settings in the second language classroom are crucial in order to understand 

how it affects the students’ language production and performance. Therefore, this study 

contributes to the discussion of theoretical and methodological issues of group assessment in 

the second language classroom.  

Additionally, this work makes a unique contribution in the form of authentic empirical data that 

contributes to the collective corpus of data on group assessment practices. Through in-depth 

investigation of a case study, it takes a critical look into the interactional practices (IP) of 

language learners and illuminates strategies that promotes effective assessment of 

communicative skills that is relevant to similar settings internationally.  

Apart from that, this study endeavours to provide practical recommendations for the 

development of a framework for effective group oral assessment in the ESP classroom, which 

is essential for syllabus designers and language practitioners planning to incorporate group 

assessment into their classroom repertoire. The framework developed can serve as a guide and 

recommend constructive measures that could help English language practitioners in further 

enhancing the effectiveness of their assessment practices. Ultimately, it aspires to heighten 

understanding of the group assessment mode in language testing and prompt more practitioners 

to embrace group assessment as a testing method. 

1.6 Structure of the thesis  

This thesis consists of eight chapters. This chapter has introduced the background and general 

research aims of the study. Chapter Two contains relevant literature pertaining to the study and 

discusses previous studies and research on group work, related theories and methodologies, and 

challenges in the implementation of group assessments. It also highlights the gaps in the 

literature regarding the use of group assessment in the ESP context and ends with the specific 

research questions of this study. Chapter Three details the research design of the study and 

illustrates how the different data collection methods were conducted to achieve the research 

aims within a qualitative case study research design. The results of the study are presented in 

Chapter Four, Five and Six. Chapter Four is further divided into two parts: part 1 focuses on the 

results from the conversation analysis (CA), while part 2 discusses the results of the language 

function analysis (LFA) performed on the data obtained during the assessment. At the end of 

this chapter, the Group Meeting Checklist (GMC) is presented based on the LFA findings. 

Chapter Five discusses the findings from the instructors’ pre- and post-interviews and focus 

group discussions, and Chapter Six focuses on the findings from the students’ focus group 

discussions (FGD). Subsequently, Chapter Seven discusses some of the key findings and 

recurring themes from the previous three chapters, and integrates the overall findings of the 
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study and presents some suggested revisions for the language component of the meeting 

assessment and a recommended framework for group oral assessment. Finally, Chapter Eight 

concludes with a summary of the study’s major findings and indicates its significance. It also 

unveils some limitations and provides recommendations on related areas for further 

investigation. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Literature Review 

 

This chapter begins with a review of recent trends in language assessments. It will then move 

on to discuss the nature of group assessments and although previous studies are somewhat 

limited, investigations of the group dynamics of group oral discussions are presented. Apart 

from that, challenges involved in group assessments are raised and issues of fairness, validity 

and reliability of oral group assessments are addressed. In addition, recent studies relevant to 

this study are discussed. At the end, this chapter presents the research questions that guide the 

direction of this study. 

2.1. Communicative Language Testing  

One of the key features of communicative language testing (CLT) is the use of the pair and 

group formats to assess language learners’ communicative abilities. Canale and Swain (1980) 

suggested that to be communicatively competent, a speaker should: i) have linguistic ability; ii) 

understand the socio-cultural aspects of the communication; and iii) be able to use 

communication strategies appropriate for the context of communication. Canale (1983) later 

expanded these to include a fourth component, discourse competence, which “concerns mastery 

of how to combine grammatical forms and meanings to achieve a unified spoken or written text 

in different genres” (p.9). These four components are a vital part of ESP testing. To illustrate, 

in the context of English for the workplace, it is important for a speaker to be able to use 

language accurately to communicate in a socially acceptable way to ensure there is no 

miscommunication at the workplace. Bailey and Curtis (2015) believed that the theory of 

communicative competence had made a huge impact on pedagogical practices which in turn 

affected curricula and subsequently language assessment. This is particularly true in the 

development of ESP testing. 

Although much of the development of modern communicative language teaching and testing 

today is credited to Canale and Swain’s (1980) influential work, Morrow’s (1979) position paper 

“Communicative language testing: revolution or evolution?” contained “one of the first detailed 

outlines of CLT” (Harding, 2014, p. 188). Harding (2014) presented Morrow’s four criteria for 

a communicative test which stipulated that the test: a) be criterion-referenced (and linked to 

authentic tasks); b) be validated against the abilities it claims to measure; c) not emphasize too 

heavily quantitative/numerical scores; and d) embrace face validity, possibly at the expense of 
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reliability (p. 188). More recently, Morrow (2012) himself explained that the objective of a 

communicative test is to identify what a learner can “do” with the language and not “how much” 

linguistic resources the learner has. Hence, the focus on “use” rather than “usage”. He further 

elaborated that “a communicative test is thus a direct test of the learner’s ability to use the 

language. It consists of a set of purposeful tasks, designed to be relevant and appropriate to the 

test taker” (p. 140).  

Hughes (2004) argued that many of the currently available international tests of spoken English 

are “embedded in a static, text-oriented view of language which does not do justice to the spoken 

form and the dynamic interactional features which make it the most sophisticated means of 

human communication” (p. 296). In her review of large scale contemporary oral assessments, 

she identified what she termed as “literate bias” (p. 295). Literate bias occurs when oral test 

criteria capture features of written performance as opposed to spoken performance, favouring 

features of written instead of spoken mode. For example, the focus on grammar and lexical 

range in oral tests may put weaker speakers at a disadvantage. This biased view of assessing 

linguistic features as opposed to interactional dynamics in prevailing high status examinations 

needs to be addressed so that more effective means of assessment of the spoken form can be 

developed. 

Designing communicative tests is fraught with challenges, especially “in terms of mapping out 

the precise nature of the constructs of communicative competence that underlie test 

performance, and in generating validity evidence that these constructs are being operationalised 

through a particular set of test tasks” (Harding, 2014, p. 189). As asserted by Fulcher (2000):  

Language tests by their very nature are not mirrors of real life, but instruments 

constructed on the basis of a theory of the nature of language, of language use, and 

of language learning… In other words, the relationship between the learner and the 

task, how the learner deals with the task, and what we can learn about the learner as 

a result of doing the task, is what makes a task communicative. (p. 492) 

Ehrman and Dörnyei (1998) observed that in the hope of encouraging communicative skills 

development, much classroom teaching and learning revolves around interaction in “lifelike” 

communicative tasks (p. 251). This has partly contributed to the widespread use of the task-

based approach in language classroom. 
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2.2. Task-based language teaching and assessment  

As ESP classroom pedagogy geared towards communicative practices, the revolution of task-

based language teaching (TBLT) and task-based language assessment (TBLA) followed. 

Nevertheless, Shehadeh (2017) pointed out: 

In spite of the striking similarities between the underlying principles of ESP and 

TBLT (e.g., both put the learner at the centre of the learning-teaching process, both 

use authentic language, both use an abundance of tasks and activities, and both are 

guided by specific learning goals and objectives), surprisingly only very few studies 

to date have investigated ways of utilizing and implementing TBLT in ESP 

contexts. (p. xiv) 

As Shehadeh (2017) noted, TBLT and ESP shares several similar basic principles. In TBLT 

syllabus, the focus is on language activities and tasks that are “goal-oriented”, “has a real 

outcome” and “reflects real-life language use and language need” (Shehadeh, 2018, p. 1; 

Shehadeh, 2005). Similarly, these are often the required features of activities in the ESP 

classroom. 

Task-based language assessment (TBLA) “is based on the same underlying principles as TLBT, 

but extends these from the learning-and-teaching domain into the testing domain” (Shehadeh, 

2018, p. 1). Van Gorp and Deygers (2013) described TBLA as “an approach to language 

assessment that focusses on what learners are able to do with language as opposed to what they 

know about language. Central to TBLA is the notion of task” (p. 578). They further defined a 

task as “a functional activity in a particular setting in which an individual uses language to attain 

an objective” (p. 579). To perform a task, learners are required to use a repertoire of linguistic 

skills to help them fulfil the task requirements. In addition, these skills are to be utilised 

following the specific goals in the target context. Nunan (1989) defined a task as “a piece of 

meaning-focused work involving learners in comprehending, producing and/or interacting in 

the target language, and that tasks are analysed or categorised according to their goals, input 

data, activities, settings and roles” (p. 11).  

Nevertheless, there is some disagreement as to whether a task should have all these 

characteristics. Littlewood (2004) argued that a task can  

range along a continuum according to the extent to which the task insists on 

communicative purpose as an essential criterion… For some writers, communicative 

purpose is not an essential criterion at all…. Moving along the continuum, some 

writers do not go so far as to define tasks only in communicative terms but clearly 

think of them primarily as involving communication…. Moving still further along 
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the continuum, many writers see the category of task as comprising only activities 

that involve communication. (p. 320) 

Task-oriented activities facilitate language learning and allow learners to operate “in extended, 

realistic discourse in the target language” and “to learn not only appropriate language use, but 

real communicative processes as well” (Taylor, 1987, p. 45). By creating a genuine need for the 

target language, learners will be driven to interact with one another to perform a task. This in 

turn creates opportunities for language learning. Bruton (2002) attributed the strength of task-

based instruction to the natural need for collaboration. This promotes intensive meaningful 

interactions that subsequently increase target language practice among learners. As aptly 

expressed by a respondent in a previous study conducted by the researcher on the use of task-

based group work in the EOP classroom, “in the real world, nobody works alone” (Shak, 2014, 

p. 91).  

When a task is utilised in the language classroom, the underlying assumption is that “transacting 

tasks in this way will engage naturalistic acquisitional mechanism, cause the underlying 

interlanguage system to be stretched, and drive development forward” (Skehan, 1998, p. 95). 

Messick (1996) stated that when an assessment task is authentic, it should ideally consist of a 

“worthy task… parallel those in the real world” (p. 3). This would entail that the assessment 

tasks simulate as closely as possible the target context. For any test task to be useful, it should 

take into consideration the specific language use domain outside of the classroom (Bachman & 

Palmer, 1996). Ellis (2003) explained that task-based assessment refers to “assessment that 

utilizes holistic tasks involving either real-world behaviour (or as close as it is possible to get to 

this) or the kinds of language processing found in real-world activities” (p. 285). He further 

specified that a task-based test is made up of: “(1) a task; (2) an implementation procedure; and 

(3) a performance measure” (p. 286).   

In their seminal text, Bachman and Palmer (1996) discussed the notions of ‘authenticity’ and 

‘interactiveness’ and described authenticity as when the test task characteristics resemble the 

target language use (TLU) task. They characterised interactiveness as the match between the 

abilities engaged by the test task and those that learners require in the TLU situation. As such, 

a test task should mirror as closely as possible the TLU situation to achieve greater authenticity 

and interactiveness. Bachman and Palmer (2010, p.62) illustrated the relationship between TLU 

domains and TLU tasks in Figure 2.1. 
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Figure 2.1 TLU domain and TLU tasks (Bachman & Palmer, 2010, p.62) 

Using an example from the domain of English for Business Communication (EBC), Bachman 

and Palmer illustrated two language use settings, i.e. the office domain and the field domain. 

Following Bachman’s and Palmer’s visual representation of the TLU domain, in the context of 

the present study, the meeting component of the EOP’s domain is presented in Figure 2.2. As 

illustrated, the EOP meeting TLU domain task requires the test takers to make decisions, 

negotiate meaning and present ideas. These skills are among those that are tested in the EOP 

meeting assessment.   

 

Figure 2.2 English for Occupational Purposes TLU domain and TLU tasks  
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Bachman (2002) recommends a task-based and construct-based integrated approach for task-

based language performance assessment (TBLPA) as it “makes it possible for test-users to make 

a variety [of] inferences about the capacity for language use that test takers have, or about what 

they can or cannot do” (p. 471). While a task-based approach focuses on the desired 

performance, a construct approach emphasises on the ability of interest (Bachman, 2002).  

2.3 Group discussions and group oral test 

Discussions are important in the language classroom as they serve various purposes from 

brainstorming for ideas to making final decisions. McCullough (2010) described discussion as 

a communicative activity that “proceeds in time sequence beyond a brief conversational 

exchange and which has a concentrated focus on one topic, rather than moving rapidly from 

topic to topic… small-group discussion involves a definite number of people conversing in a 

unified location” (p. 91). As classroom discussions can be used to serve various purposes, the 

format of discussion in the classroom varies. Similarly, a discussion can be affected by 

numerous factors ranging from its goals, participants, topics, and context.  

While discussing a topic, students need to tap into their knowledge of the linguistic and non-

linguistic aspects of interaction as well as their understanding of culture and social norms in 

order to contribute and exchange ideas as they interact (McCullough, 2010). This requires 

students not only to master the target language, but also have a clear understanding of the 

behaviour of the people and situation they are interacting with. McCullough stated that during 

a discussion, the participants involved are actively processing various elements at the same time. 

They have to activate both linguistic knowledge and cognitive frameworks to meet the challenge 

of achieving a meaningful interaction. In addition,  

the full range of communicative resources, including gaze, posture and gesture, are 

applied in order to supplement and support their linguistic interventions. Crucially, 

group members shape and reshape the contributions of other speakers through the 

ways in which they listen, respond and offer support. Individuals take responsibility 

at various times for collaboratively maintaining group direction and task orientation. 

Linguistic resources are both consciously and unconsciously shared. (McCullough, 

2010, p. 90) 

When students are actively engaged in collaborative talk, they are given the opportunities to 

produce and understand exchanges within their group discussion. This interaction often requires 

students to check their understanding and negotiate with other speakers to come to an agreement. 

These activities will thus encourage and prompt them to use, adjust, and modify their utterances 
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to achieve successful communication with their group members. As a result, they experience 

improvement in overall language proficiency (McCullough, 2010). According to McCullough, 

in an L2 discussion “scaffolding takes place between peers who have somewhat differing 

linguistic, strategic and foundational knowledge bases” (p. 104). These may include scaffolding 

activities like asking for clarification, negotiating meaning, and recasting to attain mutual 

understanding.  

When learners are involved in group work, more often than not they will be required to engage 

in group discussions by interacting with other members (Ockey, 2014; O’Sullivan, 2012b; 

McCullough, 2010). Jaques and Salmon (2007) posited that the interaction in group discussions 

allows students to negotiate meanings, to express themselves in the language of 

the subject…. It also develops the more instrumental skills of listening, careful 

reading, presenting ideas (both in speech or in writing), persuading, and 

teamwork, all qualities attractive to employers with their greater expectations of 

the graduates’ ability to communicate. (p. 1) 

In most instances, group discussions involve integrated skills where students have to engage 

multiple skill sets to perform the group tasks assigned to them. For instance, in the case of the 

present study, the meeting task entailed that the students read materials related to their roles as 

preparation for the discussion, take notes of the agenda items to be discussed, present their ideas 

to other group members, and negotiate to come to a consensus at the end of the meeting. Thus, 

through their interaction they demonstrated not just their language skills but also a range of other 

cognitive and interpersonal skills as well. 

Balagiu, Maruntelu, Patesan, and Zechia (2014) undertook a group project in an English for 

Business course in a university in Romania to study students’ willingness to participate in group 

work. Findings from their observation of the group work indicated that the planning and 

discussions that took place while students were involved in making decisions in their group 

project work improved their speaking abilities. In addition, the students enjoyed working 

towards their group’s goal and acquired useful skills like researching for content and planning 

skills. These are positive reinforcements that promote language learning and which learners 

stand to benefit from overall academically. In a recent study of a group oral test conducted 

among first year students in a Japanese university, Leaper and Riazi (2014) credited a group oral 

test as “a convenient way of testing that puts the focus on interaction among peers, giving it the 

potential to create positive backwash on teaching and learning” (p. 200). This potential for a 

group oral test to positively affect learning further promoted the use of group oral in second 

language teaching and learning. 
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The use of group discussion is also found to encourage oral academic discourse socialization 

which is “a process though which students learn about the conventions and practices of their 

field while carrying out academic-related oral tasks” (Ho, 2011, p. 438). Adopting the discourse 

analysis approach, Ho (2011) investigated the use of small group discussion in a TESOL 

postgraduate course in a state university in the United States. Data were collected from three 

groups involving four native English speakers (NESs) and six non-native English speakers 

(NNESs). Nine sets of group discussions were analysed for discourse patterns, and Ho identified 

three features of small group discussion as a socialization process: (1) participants’ construction 

of expert-novice identities; (2) engagement in critical thinking and reason; and (3) making 

intertextual connections. The observation of these features indicated that the use of group 

discussion can act as a platform for TESOL students to establish the persona of competent 

TESOL professionals which helped them to express their ideas as experts in their field. 

Furthermore, they were able to present justifiable solutions to solve difficult teaching moments 

through their discussion of the teaching problems, to make intertextual connection by 

connecting theories that they had learnt with their own experiences, and to discuss these 

concepts with group members. Ho concluded that the use of small group discussions promoted 

the discourse socialization of NESs and NNESs alike through collaborative learning.   

Tuan and Storch (2007) investigated the use of group planning by first and second year EFL 

college students in Vietnam to prepare them for their subsequent oral presentations. Four groups 

of students participated in the study, with three groups consisting of four members and one 

group of five members. Groups 1, 2 and 3 were generally homogenous in their proficiency level 

while Group 4 was a mixed ability group. These groups of students were given 20 minutes to 

prepare for their oral presentations by discussing the topics assigned to them. For each topic, 

only two of the students from each group were randomly chosen to give a brief oral presentation 

as part of the class’s language practice. Both group planning and subsequent individual 

presentations were audio-recorded throughout a 12-week period. In total, four group planning 

sessions and eight oral presentations were recorded and transcribed. The data was then coded 

and segmented according to Storch’s (2002) ‘episodes’, “defined as a group of oral utterances 

(a word, a sentence, a turn or several turns) that were semantically related in topic or purpose” 

and ‘idea unit’, “composed of an utterance or a group of utterances in which one single idea/topic 

is expressed (or related in its purpose)” (Tuan & Storch, 2007, p. 109).  

Results from Tuan and Storch’s (2007) analysis of all the group discussions and oral 

presentations indicated that during group planning discussion, the students concentrated their 

attention on content planning rather than focusing on the language for their subsequent oral 

presentations. The researchers also found that over 50% of the idea units identified in the 
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individual presentations came from the group planning discussions. Although focus on language 

learning episodes was lacking, there was also evidence of language learning where learners 

discussed meaning, vocabulary and language during their group planning time. Data from Tuan 

and Storch’s study revealed that the mixed proficiency group generated the highest number of 

idea units (that were used in subsequent oral presentations), and a high level of interactivity. 

They concluded that individuals benefit from group planning time, especially when placed in a 

mixed ability group.  

Tuan and Storch’s (2007) study had shown that group planning and discussion tasks were 

beneficial for students as they were able to expand their ideas, as well as improve their language 

skills. Their study had also pointed out the need for careful consideration when grouping 

students as certain group compositions seem to lead to more desirable outcomes than others. 

Since all the participants of a group discussion could in one way or another affect those around 

them, the group dynamic would ultimately affect the final output of the interaction.  

Folland and Robertson (1976) were credited as among the pioneers in recommending the use of 

the group oral format in language testing (He & Dai, 2006). As such, the “group oral format is 

not entirely new to the L2 testing research literature, though empirical findings are few” (Bonk 

& Ockey, 2003, p. 91). Though interest in this form of assessment has gradually increased in 

recent years with work by Bonk and Ockey (2003), Fulcher (1996a, 1996b), Galaczi (2013), 

Gan (2008), He and Dai (2006), Nakatsuhara (2009, 2013), Ockey (2014), and Van Moere 

(2006, 2007, 2013), the use of the group oral format is still largely unexplored compared to other 

methods of oral testing. 

In Fulcher’s (1996b) investigation of the use of a group oral test for Greek-speaking EFL 

students preparing for entry into English-medium tertiary institutions, three different task types 

were used to compare students’ responses on the use of group discussion versus one-to-one 

interview formats. The first test task was an oral interview where test takers were given a 

pictorial prompt and discussed a related topic with the tester. The second task also adopted the 

interview format where an individual test taker was asked to discuss an article previously read. 

The final and third task was a group oral discussion where test takers were given 10 minutes to 

prepare for a topic of discussion. In this task, each test taker was given a task card containing 

points of the contents that he or she could use for the discussion. Surveyed through 

questionnaires and interviews, half of Fulcher’s 45 respondents “clearly expressed the view that, 

for them, a group oral task is a much more natural situation in which to engage in conversation 

than in a one-to-one oral interview” (p. 29). The respondents also felt that they were able to 

engage in discussion more confidently when speaking to partners compared to when responding 

to an examiner, as well as feeling less anxious and less stressed. Overall, 43 out of his 45 
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respondents perceived the group discussion task as a valid test task as it “allows them to 

adequately demonstrate their oral ability in a way which would allow a valid score to be 

awarded” (p. 33). As described in this section, the dynamics of discussions warrants deeper 

understanding of the multifaceted aspects of group interaction. As many language instructors 

are aware, the outcome of any group discussion is not always determined solely by the students’ 

language abilities.  

2.4 Group Dynamics as applied to language teaching 

As interest in the use of groups in the language classroom increased, interest in the study of 

group dynamics in the second language classroom ensued. Historically, the study of group 

dynamics was spearheaded by Kurt Lewis in the 1940s in the field of social psychology. The 

term group dynamics was formally defined by Cartwright and Zander (1968) as a “field of 

enquiry dedicated to advancing knowledge about the nature of groups, the laws of their 

development, and their interrelations with individuals, other groups, and larger institutions” (p 

7). The group dynamic theory eventually found its way to the field of language education in the 

early 1990s, pioneered by Jill Hadfield (Dörnyei & Murphey, 2003). In L2 pedagogy, group 

dynamics study is primarily concerned with the behavioural and psychological processes that 

arise out of social interaction between members of a group. Research in this area has focused on 

systematic study of the language learners’ behaviour to identify processes that may exert 

positive or negative effects on language learning (Ehrman & Dörnyei, 1998).  

The dynamics of group interaction are partly determined by its participants. Matsumoto (2009) 

stated that “groups are composed of people with different demographic characteristics such as 

age, gender, race, abilities, attitudes, belief and personalities; inevitably, these elements affect 

the group dynamics” (p. 552). These dynamics will in turn affect the outcome of their 

interaction, be it positively or negatively. Unsurprisingly, this complexity can be unsettling for 

some second language (L2) learners. 

Group membership can also affect group interaction and L2 learning processes. Dörnyei and 

Murphey (2003) asserted that “the class group can have a significant impact on the effectiveness 

of learning” (p. 3). They rationalised that a ‘good’ group will create a conducive L2 learning 

environment while a ‘bad’ group will make classroom experience unpleasant and may impede 

learning. Chang (2010) investigated motivation in group work in a Taiwan university. Utilizing 

a two-phase, mixed methods study where she first administered a questionnaire to 152 

participants and later selected 12 interview participants from her pool of respondents, she 

obtained the students’ opinions on how their group members affected their motivation to learn 

in class. 11 out of her 12 interview participants agreed that their learning was facilitated when 
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in a good group while being in a bad group decreased their motivation in learning. Therefore, it 

is conceivable that an in-depth study of the group dynamics and good group processes will reveal 

useful strategies on how L2 learning can be enhanced.  

Unfortunately, despite the heightened interest in group dynamics research globally, Chang 

(2010) bemoaned the fact that there are scant studies investigating group dynamics in the Asian 

context. Clearly, this is an area of enquiry that is largely unexplored in this continent; hence, the 

relevance of the present study. 

2.4.1 Potential conflicts in groups 

As with any other classroom pedagogy, group work comes with certain risks. Kottler and 

Englar-Carlson (2015) warned that  

rather than functioning as a cohesive team, working together for common goals, 

group members sometimes become competitive towards one another. They vie 

for attention, compete for leader approval, sabotage one another – as if each is 

trying to win a race. This dynamic can begin easily enough, apparently as a form 

of linear causality in which one person’s behaviour appears to trigger someone 

else to respond. Yet each member’s behaviour becomes both a cause and effect, 

sparking a form of circular causality in which things can spin out of control. (p. 

63) 

The potential of group work to lead to conflicts poses great risk to the success of this assessment 

method. As highlighted earlier, not all group work activities are successful. When group 

assessment is involved, many things can go wrong if the group members are in disagreement 

with one another. When there is discord within a group, students’ relationships with each other 

will be affected, and this in turn can affect group cohesiveness and motivation, which is 

unconducive for language learning. Kottler and Englar-Carlson (2015) further observed that 

when instructors asked students to work in small groups, “some students look annoyed, and 

other seems bored. Others eagerly agree, excited that they do not have to sit quietly for the 

period and hear a lecture” (p. 58). Clearly, while group work appeals to some students, it repels 

others at the same time.   

Whether due to the different learning experiences or other reasons of their own, group work has 

received mixed reactions from students. Studies on the use of group work globally and locally 

have attributed various reasons as to why some students are not particularly fond of group work. 

In a study conducted by Maiden and Perry (2001) in a university in the United Kingdom, some 

students viewed group work as an unnecessary source of stress. Balagiu et al. (2014) found that 
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some university students in Romania were reluctant to work in groups as a result of poor 

relationships among them. In addition, students felt that those who are more proficient in the 

target language may not benefit as much as those who are weaker. The authors propose that for 

group work, both the process and the product of the instruction should be assessed. 

In research conducted by Burdett (2003) in a university in Australia, not all good students were 

particularly fond of group assessments as they felt that they could do the work faster and better 

by working alone. In a New Zealand based study, Asian students, it seems, were “disheartened 

and helpless at having to complete a mandatory group assignment” (Li & Campbell, 2008, p. 

203).  

Fujishin (2013) aptly expressed the idea that   

working in groups is part of life…. At first glance, this activity may seem easy. 

All you do is sit around a table, talk, and accomplish things. What could be easier? 

But rather than experiencing unselfish cooperation, responsible preparation, and 

open communication in our problem-solving efforts, we are often shocked by the 

lack of cooperation, the inadequacy of preparation, and the poor communication 

skills of group members. (p. 2) 

There are many factors that could potentially affect the success or failure of group work. 

Therefore, much consideration needs to be put into employing group work in the language 

classroom. Group work activities should not be assigned simply for the sake of extending the 

classroom repertoire as doing so can be counter-productive. Results of studies such as the ones 

presented in this section bring to the fore the issue of fairness in group assessment. This will be 

discussed further in 2.9. 

2.5 Defining the construct of oral interaction 

A construct is "an attribute, proficiency, ability, or skill defined in psychological theories" 

(Brown, 2005, p. 226) and is a crucial element in test setting. Douglas (2000) pointed out that 

in language for specific purposes (LSP) testing, ‘the construct must be carefully and explicitly 

stated, derived from an analysis of language use in the TLU situation, but also reflecting our 

best understanding of what it means to know and use a language in specific purpose contexts” 

(p. 69). Defining the construct is, therefore, important as it is provides a method of 

operationalizing the criteria for assessment (Douglas, 2000). In a LSP assessment context, “the 

target language domain should be reflected across all of the different aspects…. It should be 

reflected in every decision made in the development process” (O’Sullivan, 2012b, p. 80). 
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In defining the construct of oral interaction, this study adopts a social perspective on second 

language speaking interaction. Building upon the notion of interaction as a co-construction of 

communication between interlocutors, the social perspective of interactional competence 

encompasses and goes beyond the cognitive and psycholinguistic dimensions of individual 

attributes when involved in interaction. In what follows, the theories underlying reciprocal 

language in interaction are presented, and the Interactional Competence Theory (ICT) is 

discussed in greater detail.  

Bachman and Palmer (2010, p. 38) provided a visual representation (Figure 2.3) of the 

interaction between a customer and a waiter, which they described as an example of “reciprocal 

language use”. Reciprocal language use is interactive both internally (engages attributes within 

the speaker) and externally (engages with the context of interaction). Internally, it is 

characterised by the interdependence of the customer’s and waiter’s input and output and how 

the input and output are cognitively processed. These cognitive processes are impacted by 

strategic competence, which includes topical and language knowledge, as well as the personal 

attributes of both participants. Simultaneously, the speakers’ affective schemata are activated to 

help them deal with the interaction event. Externally, characteristics of the language use task 

(ordering a meal) and the context of the speaking event (Thai restaurant) regulate the input and 

output of both speakers. Hence, each speaker’s output is dependent on the input they have 

received from one another. 

McNamara (1997) stated that the vital roles of interlocutors in supporting each other in co-

constructed communication have been neglected in much of the earlier studies on oral 

performance tasks. He articulated the need to consider the effect of interlocutors on one another 

in oral performance. McNamara argued that even Bachman’s (1990) earlier extensive discussion 

of communicative language ability in his ‘interaction model’ is rooted in a cognitive and 

psycholinguistic perspective where “Bachman treats the social dimension of performance as an 

individual cognitive issue” (p. 455). He then proposed a reorientation from a psychological 

perspective to a social perspective in the study of the nature of interactions.  

The focus on the ability of the candidate in conventional approaches within 

second language assessment views the candidate in a strangely isolated light, it is 

he or she who is held to bear the brunt of the responsibility for the performance, 

in this sense the inevitable gap between a test and real life appears unusually stark. 

A danger of too exclusive a focus on defining the nature of candidate ability in 

cognitive terms is that the performance is seen as in some way a simple projection 

of the candidate's ability. It is as if the candidate is exclusively responsible for the 

performance, and can be held accountable accordingly. But clearly a performance 
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is not a simple projection of what is in the head of the candidate, even if that 

display is mediated by the candidate's strategies for dealing with the interactional 

context in which it is to be achieved. (McNamara, 1997, p. 452) 

 

Figure 2.3 Bachman & Palmer’s (2010) reciprocal language use (p. 38) 

The issue that McNamara (1997) is concerned with is when individuals are assessed based on 

their performance without taking into consideration the impact of the other interlocutors on that 

performance.  
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In a group assessment setting, members of a group are generally interdependent on one another 

for not only language and content ideas, but also emotional and psychological support. Forsyth 

(2014) defined interdependence as “mutual dependence, as when one’s outcomes, actions, 

thoughts, feelings, and experiences are influenced, to some degree, by other people” (p. 8). He 

presented four patterns of interdependence as illustrated in Figure 2.4.   

 

Figure 2.4 Forsyth’s (2014) patterns of interdependence (p. 9) 

Forsyth’s (2014) patterns of interdependence illustrated that interdependence can be with or 

without reciprocity.  

The individuals within these groups can reach their goals on their own without 

making certain their actions mesh closely with the action of those who are nearby. 

Other groups... create far higher levels of interdependency since members reliably 

and substantially influence one another’s outcomes over a long period of time and 

in a variety of situations. (p. 9) 

As is expected, interdependence plays an important role in the co-construction of meaningful 

discourse. This trait of mutual dependence may well be the main distinctive feature of the group 

oral format compared to the individual assessment format. 

2.6 Interactional Competence Theory 

The investigation of a co-constructed talk entails the understanding of the competences 

underlying the interaction. It also necessitates the comprehension of how these competences are 

employed to accomplish the interaction. Fulcher (2003) explained that the co-construction of 

talk is encapsulated within interactional competence theory (ICT). “Interactional competence 
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(IC) is most often defined in terms of how speakers structure speech, its sequential organisation 

and turn-taking rules, sometimes including strategies” (Fulcher, 2003, p. 44). Interactional 

competence is, therefore, closely associated with the co-construction of discourse among 

participants, and an individual’s interactional competence cannot be effectively tested without 

having the individual speaker participate in an interaction with others. Kramsch (1986), credited 

as the pioneer of ICT explained:  

Whether it is a face-to-face interaction between two or several speakers, or the 

interaction between a reader and a written text, successful interaction presupposes 

not only a shared knowledge of the world, the reference to a common external 

context of communication, but also the construction of a shared internal context 

or “sphere of inter-subjectivity” that is built through the collaborative efforts of 

the interactional partners. (p. 367) 

According to Kramsch (1986), the speakers’ efforts to deal with this inter-subjectivity 

necessitate the use of interactional strategies in anticipating, negotiating, and clarifying their 

thoughts and ideas to the listeners. To do this, the speaker will need to adjust his or her speech, 

anticipate the listener’s response and reactions, mitigate potential misunderstanding, and 

ultimately, manoeuvre the interaction to reach a consensus or a shared objective with the 

listener. Therefore, the on-going interaction is actively and jointly shaped by the participants as 

they come to mutual understanding. Elaborating her ideas further, Kramsch (1987) explained 

that the natural conversation that arises from interaction is not formulaic. “The conditions of 

verbal exchange impose rules other than those found in the written dialogues of the textbook” 

(p. 246). In addition to linguistic resources, speakers are required to utilise various social and 

cognitive strategies in order to maintain a conversation. 

Although IC is derived from previous competence theories, it has certain features that 

distinguish it from the theory of communicative competence. Young (2008) stated that in 

addition to embracing the fundamental components of the communicative competence theory, 

IC included seven additional participants’ interactional resources that characterise a particular 

discursive practice: (1) participation framework; (2) register; (3) modes of meaning; (4) speech 

acts; (5) turn-taking; (6) repair; and (7) boundaries (p. 71). Young further clarified that the main 

difference between IC and communicative competence is that the seven resources are employed 

in accordance to the interactional behaviour of other participants whereby “IC is distributed 

across participants and varies in different interactional practices. And the most fundamental 

difference between interactional and communicative competence is that IC is not what a person 

knows, it is what a person does together with others” (Young, 2011, p. 430). Oral discourse is, 
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therefore, co-constructed by participants within the context in which they interact using their 

interactional competence. 

Young (2000) defined the construct of interactional competence according to Messick’s (1989, 

1996) and Chapelle’s (1998) third definition of construct, “as some combination of trait and 

behaviour” (p. 2), which they refer to as the “interactionalist approach” (Chapelle, 1998, p. 43) 

of construct definition. According to Young, the validation of a test according to the 

interactionalist view considers a test taker’s performance as an indication of the trait 

characteristics that he or she possesses while taking into account the influence of the context on 

the performance. This means that, from the interactionalist definition, a construct is concerned 

with both the trait and the context, and how they influence, or are influenced by, one another.  

Operationalizing the construct of interactional competence is a complex process. Up until today, 

researchers and language practitioners worldwide have been trying to configure the best 

construct for the assessment of co-constructed oral language production. Chalhoub-Deville and 

Deville (2005) expressed the idea that “the manner in which testers define the L2 construct often 

leads to the way they operationalise that construct” (p. 502). The testers have to take into 

consideration not only linguistic features, but also paralinguistic features as well as the 

cognitive, affective, and social factors that influence the test. Chalhoub-Deville (2003) argued 

that “variation is inevitable if we view ability within context as the construct” (p. 379). Based 

on her previous investigations on oral assessment, she believes that there are some language 

ability features that can be observed across tasks. At the same time, there are some features that 

are more prominent in one task rather than in another. Additionally, the manifestation of these 

abilities cannot be easily attributed to any individual speaker but instead is a result of the synergy 

between the speaker and the dynamic context of the interaction. In order to advance investigation 

into the constructs of L2 interactions, Chalhoub-Deville calls for the adoption of the social 

interactional perspective in investigating the complex nature of interaction. 

Attan, Halim, Raof, Mohammed Yusof, Mohammed Omar, and Hamzah (2015) conducted a 

pilot study to identify the construct of oral communicative ability for the development of an exit 

test to measure new graduates’ oral communicative abilities in a Malaysian university. They 

recruited three groups of participants: five experienced language instructors, nine professional 

recruitment personnel from technical and technology related industries, and a group of four final 

year university students. In order to compare the evaluation criteria of the instructors and 

employers, Attan et al. recorded a 20-minute group discussion of the four student participants 

centering on the topic of ‘the most important quality in a worker’. Both groups of experienced 

respondents (the language practitioners and recruitment personnel) were asked to rank the 

students’ performance based on their group interaction without referring to any particular 
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assessment scale. Results from their data indicated that while the language practitioners 

unanimously ranked student D as having the best performance, a majority of the recruitment 

personnel ranked Student C as the best performer of the task. Attan et al. attributed this 

discrepancy to the tendency of language practitioners to focus on language proficiency, whereas 

recruitment personnel use different criteria in their selection of the best performer. Through 

individual interviews with the recruitment personnel, the researchers were able to propose a 

construct of workplace oral language and communication competence as presented in Table 2.1. 

Table 2.1 Attan et al.’s (2015) proposed construct of workplace oral language and 
communication competence 

Criterion Description 
Contribution to task Able to analyse 

Shows creativity of ideas 
Shows maturity of ideas 

Interactive ability Able to express opinion 
Able to convince 

Language Accuracy 
Fluency 
Vocabulary 
Sentence variety 

Personality Professional image 
Confidence 
Enthusiasm 

 

As can be established from Attan et al.’s (2015) findings, the group discussion assessment is a 

suitable form of assessment to gauge students’ interactional competence. However, ample 

attention needs to be given to the evaluation criteria of the oral test in order for the assessment 

to be able to effectively assess communicative skills that are relevant and valued by prospective 

employers. Consideration on how test takers can be assessed fairly so that their scores represent 

their potential for greater communicative competence should be emphasized.  

The co-constructed discourse in the group discussion test format was also explored to ascertain 

its merit in affording equal speaking opportunities for the test takers. Ockey (2014) investigated 

the suitability of the group oral format in the ESP classroom in a Japanese university and sought 

to identify discourse features that indicated mutual contingency in group discussions. In Ockey’s 

study, video recordings of four groups of international MBA degree students were analysed and 

data that displayed patterns of mutual-contingency were extracted. Each of his groups of 

participants was made up of three heterogeneous members and the members were scored based 

on comprehensibility, fluency, grammar, vocabulary, content and interactional competence. He 

discovered that the co-constructed discourse subscribed to a mutual contingency pattern, that is, 

“in addition to being affected by an individual group member’s preinteractional plans, 
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communication was affected by the conversational behavior of all members of the group” (p. 

25). Ockey (2014) subsequently concluded in his study that a group oral assessment format “can 

elicit discourse with a mutual contingency pattern, and can generally afford test takers equal 

speaking rights and duties in ESP contexts” (p. 26).  

Galaczi (2014) too called for the need to investigate more in-depth the interaction co-constructed 

by participants and stressed the importance of such empirical findings in informing testers of 

the interactional competence engaged when participants interact. She stated: 

A systematic empirical investigation of these questions holds implications for 

test/scale development and rater training, as it contributes to a more accurate 

understanding of the paired test and the IC construct and the design of appropriate 

and meaningful assessment scale. Test takers are also learners, and a more precise 

delineation of IC is important for L2 teachers and learners, as it provides guidance 

for the development of interactional skills in a communicative classroom. (p. 555) 

Galaczi (2008) conducted a discourse study on the interactional features of the two-way 

collaborative task in Part 3 of the First Certificate in English (FCE) of 30 paired dyads and 

identified three patterns of interaction: a) collaborative, b) parallel, and c) asymmetric. The 

collaborative pattern was characterised by high mutuality and equality interaction. The parallel 

pattern was exemplified by low mutuality and high equality interaction. Meanwhile, the 

asymmetrical pattern depicted moderate mutuality and low equality interaction. The detailed 

characteristics of the interaction patterns are summarized in Table 2.2. 

In Galaczi’s comparison of the interactional patterns and interactive communication scores, she 

found that collaborative interaction led to higher interactive communication scores. This is 

likely due to the use of supportive conversational features in collaborative interactions, such as 

expansion of own and another speaker’s topic, and the more balance quantity of talk. In contrast, 

test takers in parallel and asymmetric dyads scored lower due to the lower mutuality and equality 

in their interaction.  

In another study set in an English for Second Language classroom in a university in Australia, 

Storch (2002) analysed the patterns of interaction of 10 dyads. Based on her findings, she 

identified four distinct patterns of interaction: “collaborative, dominant/dominant, 

dominant/passive, and expert/novice” (p. 127), and proposed a model of dyadic interaction as 

presented in Figure 2.5 
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Table 2.2 Summary of Galaczi’s (2008) characteristics of interactional patterns 

Interactional 
characteristics 

Collaborative  
Interaction 

Parallel  
interaction 

Asymmetric 
interaction 

M
ut

ua
lit

y 

High 
• Expansion of self- and 

other-initiated topic 
• Uptake and expansion of 

prior speaker’s 
interactional 
contributions 

• Multi-turn topics 
• Less reliant on visual 

prompts 
• Cohesion and coherence 

between turns 

Low 
• Frequent initiation 

moves and expansion 
of self-initiated topic 

• Limited expansion of 
other-initiated topic 

• Pro-forma topic 
ratification 

• Fast topic decay 
• Lack listener support 
• Few cohesive link 

Moderate 
• “Solo” 

development of 
topic by one 
participant 

• Rare expansion of 
other-initiated 
topic 

E
qu

al
ity

 

High 
• Balance quantity of talk. 
• Balance topic initiation 

and topic expansion 
moves 

High 
• Balance quantity of 

talk. 
• Balance topic 

initiation and topic 
expansion moves 

Low 
• Unbalance quantity 

of talk 
• Lack balance in 

topic initiation and 
expansion 

C
on

ve
rs

at
io

na
l D

om
in

an
ce

 

Low conversation 
dominance dyads 
• Listener support 
• Listener involvement 

Low conversation 
dominance dyads 
• Extensive use of 

hesitation 
• Frequent gaps between 

turns 
 

Low conversation 
dominance dyads 
• Gaps between 

turns 
• Questions by one 

dyad member 
inviting 
participation 

High conversation 
dominance dyads 
• Frequent use of follow-

up questions 
• Frequent instances of 

overlaps and latches 
• Participants 

collaborated/assisted 
each other 

High conversation 
dominance dyads 
• Frequent competitive 

overlap and 
interruptions 

High conversation 
dominance dyads 
• Competitive 

overlap and 
interruptions 

 

Deriving from Damon & Phelps’ (1989) work, Storch defined “equality” as “the degree of 

control or authority over the task” and “mutuality” as “the level of engagement with each other’s 

contribution” (p. 127). She concluded in her study that language learning is more likely to occur 

in collaborative and expert/novice dyads as there was more transfer of knowledge through 

scaffolding and negotiating. In comparison, there was less negotiation in the dominant/dominant 

pairs, and fewer requests clarification in the dominant/passive pairs.  
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Figure 2.5 Storch’s (2002) model of dyadic interaction 

A key finding to emerge from both Storch’s (2002) and Galaczi’s (2008) studies, therefore, was 

that the greater dynamics in collaborative interaction promotes language learning. Such findings 

indicated that a test task, if designed to promote collaborative interaction, could stimulate a 

wider range of communicative behavior which would enable the assessment of these 

interactional skills.  

2.7 Weir’s (2005) socio-cognitive framework for test validation 

Messick (1989) argued that “the essence of unified validity is that the appropriateness, 

meaningfulness, and usefulness of score-based inferences are inseparable and that the unifying 

force behind this integration is the trustworthiness of empirically grounded score interpretation, 

that is, construct validity” (p. 5). Drawing on Messick’s unified concept of validity, which 

language testers have come to embrace over the years, Weir (2005) proposed a socio-cognitive 

framework for test validation. In this perspective, instead of being construed as a purely 

linguistic phenomenon, language use in performance tasks is viewed as social operations. In his 

framework, Weir listed six elements for validity evidence: test-takers characteristics, context 

validity, cognitive validity, scoring validity, consequential validity and criterion-related validity. 

Weir’s framework is the one from which O’Sullivan’s (2012b) speaking test model is derived 

and this will be presented in Section 2.8. 

Both Messick and Weir view the different components of validity evidence as complementary 

(Messick 1996; Weir, 2005), and that validity is a matter of degree (Messick, 1989) and 

consequence (Messick, 1998). It is often the case that complementary validity evidence cannot 

be provided all at once (Nakatsuhara, 2013). At this juncture it has to be pointed out that the 
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empirical part of this study is only a partial validity argument. It addresses validity evidence 

relating to test-takers characteristics, context validity, and to a lesser extent scoring validity, and 

consequential validity.  

2.8 O’Sullivan’s speaking test model 

The individual most affected by a test is the test taker. For this reason, the test taker’s abilities, 

needs and interests will have to be taken into consideration in language test designs (O’Sullivan, 

2012b; O’Sullivan & Green, 2011). Figure 2.6 presents O’Sullivan’s (2012b, p. 235) elements 

of the speaking test and their relationship with the test takers and the testing system.  

 

Figure 2.6 The speaking test (O’Sullivan’s, 2012b, p. 235)  

From the figure presented, it can be seen that both the test task and the test takers exert influence 

on how the test task is performed. Once a test performance is obtained, it is measured against 

the scoring system and a final score or grade is determined. This seems to be quite a 

straightforward progression if the test task or assessment involves just one test taker. In a group 

assessment setting, the relationship is much more complex. It would include taking into account 

the individual characteristics of the different group members as well as their different cognition 

and skill sets. Additionally, how a test task affects one member of the group may not be the 

same as how it affects another, or the group as a whole.  

When referring to the test takers, O’ Sullivan (2012b, p. 237) described two main elements: 1) 

individual characteristics, and 2) cognition. Figure 2.7 summarizes the sub-elements presented 
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by O’Sullivan. From this summary, the complexity and intricacies involved in assessing groups 

of students emerge clearer than ever. The interplay of the individual characteristics and cognitive 

processes between a group of test candidates is unpredictable, and hence warrants effort on the 

part of a tester to investigate the relationship much further.  

 

Figure 2.7. Summary of test-taker characteristics and cognition 

O’Sullivan (2012b) explained that the setup of the test format will naturally be guided by the 

task types. One of the examples he included was the use of small group interaction where test 

takers participate in group discussions on certain topics or issues and present a collective 

resolution or conclusion. Taking into consideration the test-taker characteristics and cognition, 

it can be expected that the group format multiplies the complexity of group interaction. For this 

reason, the study of intra-group discussion dynamics in context, in assessment settings, is of 

importance as such study will shed light on group processes, and reveal interaction patterns that 

contribute positively to the completion of group assessment tasks. It has to be noted in advance 

that the present study does not seek to focus on test-takers characteristics and cognition as the 

design of the study did not allow further exploration of these issues. Nevertheless, the influence 

of these aspects on the meeting assessment task will be addressed in Section 2.9.2. 

2.9 Challenges involved in group assessments 

Despite the increased use of group assessments, there are substantial concerns among language 

testers and test takers when group interaction is involved. From the point of view of the testers, 
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the test task implementation is one of the major issues to consider. Meanwhile, the test takers 

may be concerned with issues of anxiety, shyness, group conflict, and intra-group competition 

among others. Davies (2009) listed various problems in group assessments, among them are 

“types of task, complexity of task, recognition of effort, the size of the group and the effects of 

incentives and penalty” (p. 569). The range of possible issues from group work is immense and 

it is beyond the scope of this study to address every single one of them. Nevertheless, this study 

would discuss the appropriacy of the meeting assessment task in meeting the objectives of the 

EOP course as well as establish ways in which the meeting could be improved. In addition, a 

few recurrent issues highlighted in previous research will be discussed. 

2.9.1 Authenticity versus variability  

The expanding empirical literature on the group and pair formats has illustrated the wider 

construct underlying these test formats when compared to the more traditional examiner-student 

interview format. Unlike the characteristically asymmetric interaction in the individual language 

proficiency interviews, the interactions in group and pair formats are lauded as more 

symmetrical (Galaczi, 2008; Iwashita, 1998; Lazaraton, 2003; Ockey, 2014), and present the 

test takers with more opportunities to demonstrate their IC by performing a greater range of 

speech functions (Brooks, 2009; Galaczi & ffrench, 2011; Gan, Davison, & Hamp-Lyons, 2008; 

O’Sullivan, Weir, & Saville, 2002).  

In response to the emphasis on empowering learners, “test tasks, such as the group oral 

discussion test, have been designed with a primary aim of affording test takers control over the 

direction and content of the language on which they will be scored” (Ockey, Koyama & 

Setoguchi, 2013, p. 292). The number of empirical studies reporting such group oral tests has 

also gradually increased in recent years (Bonk & Ockey, 2003; Gan, 2010; Lam, 2018; 

Nakatsuhara, 2013; Ockey, 2014; Roever & Kasper, 2018; van Batenburg, Oostdam, van 

Gelderen & de Jong, 2018; Van Moere, 2006). As observed in these studies, the examiners often 

did not take part in the interaction and the interaction was primarily co-constructed by the test 

takers. Due to this, the resulting interaction in a group test can be somewhat unconstrained, and 

varies from group to group.  It is this variability that threatens the reliability of such tests.  

Despite allowing a more authentic interaction to take place, the variability inherent in paired or 

group oral tests potentially leads to unpredictable interaction. This tug of war between 

authenticity and variability in oral testing is a contentious one. “Test variability quickly became 

a controversial issue in interactional speaking tests, largely because of the tension between 

authenticity (a validity asset) and reliability (a validity threat)” (Galaczi & Taylor, 2018, p. 223). 



34 
 

Empirical findings in the literature have also shed light on some of the main sources of 

variability in interactional tests, and most pertinent to this study is the interlocutor effect.  

2.9.2 The interlocutor effect 

One of the main concerns in employing group assessment is the susceptibility of the test results 

to be affected by the personal characteristics of its group members. As illustrated earlier in 

Section 2.8, there are various elements that affect a test taker’s performance. Berry (2004) 

conducted a study in a university in Hong Kong to examine whether the group oral test format 

is a fair test of oral ability, and whether the test takers’ extraversion or introversion will lead to 

a biased result for them. She hypothesised that “extreme extraverts and extreme introverts will 

perform differently on a group oral test depending on the degree of extraversion present in the 

group in relation to the degree of extraversion present in the individual” (p. 97). After 

completing a personality questionnaire, the participants were grouped into three personality 

categories: extreme extravert, extreme introvert or ambivert. They then took part in a group 

discussion replicating an academic seminar format. Working in groups of five, students were 

asked to read a research-based text and later given a series of questions and five minutes to 

prepare. The group discussions were recorded and students were assessed individually by two 

teachers who had to agree to a final grade for each student on the spot.  

Results of Berry’s (2004) study revealed that the degree of extraversion within the groups 

significantly affected the group oral test results. When introverts were placed in a group with a 

relatively high degree of extraversion, they interacted more actively, and therefore scored better 

than when placed in a group with a lower level of extraversion. On the other hand, extraverts 

received higher scores when placed in a group with a lower mean of extraversion. Berry 

concluded her study by confirming her hypothesis and stating that the potential for bias exists 

in a group oral test for both extraverts and introverts depending on the degree of extraversion of 

the group. Berry’s findings exemplified another cause for concern on the part of language testers 

and test takers alike. Due to the diverse individual personalities of the members of the group, 

the direction that a group oral discussion may take can be unpredictable. Even if the best strategy 

for group formation is in place, the resulting dynamic of the group interaction is often beyond 

the control of the test administrators and the test takers. 

Ockey (2009) conducted a study similar to Berry’s (2004) to investigate the effects of test takers’ 

personalities in group oral discussion test scores. He focussed his study on the assertiveness of 

test takers and its effect on test takers’ group oral test scores. He defined assertiveness as “having 

the characteristic of speaking without hesitation and enjoying being a group leader” (p. 168). In 

Ockey’s study, 225 first year Japanese university test takers took the Revised NEO Personality 
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Inventory (NEOP-PI-R) questionnaire and were equally divided into three levels of 

assertiveness. Only the test takers with high and low assertiveness were taken to make up the 

extreme group study. The selected test takers then took the group oral test under four grouping 

types: 1) all assertive members, 2) three assertive and one non-assertive, 3) one assertive and 

three non-assertive, 4) all non-assertive members. For the group oral assessment, groups of four 

test takers were instructed to conduct an eight-minute discussion based on a topic prompt given 

to them. They were then scored based on five oral communication subscales: pronunciation, 

fluency, grammar, vocabulary, and communication strategies. Ockey discovered that assertive 

test takers received higher scores when assessed with non-assertive test takers. On the other 

hand, they received lower scores when assessed with similarly assertive test takers. In addition, 

Ockey’s findings indicated that such a difference was not observable in non-assertive test takers, 

whereby their scores were not affected by the groups they were assigned to. Ockey attributed 

his findings to the possible reasons that  

the raters might have compared a test taker’s performance with the performances 

of other group members and assigned different scores for similar performances. 

Raters may have awarded assertive test takers when they were leaders of non-

assertive groups and penalized assertive test takers when they tried to lead groups 

in which all members competed to be leaders. Assertiveness may have been 

viewed positively when other members of the group were non-assertive, while it 

may have been viewed negatively when all members of the group were assertive. 

(p. 179)  

Ockey concluded that although his findings were quite different from Berry’s (2004), who found 

that both extroverts’ and introverts’ scores were higher when they took the test in a group with 

a high mean of extroversion, the results of their studies highlighted the need for examiners to 

take into account the possible effects of test takers’ personalities on the test takers’ individual 

test scores. He also advised against the practice of comparing the performances of test takers 

with their group members as such an act might lead to unfair scores being awarded to the test 

takers.  

In another study in Hong Kong, Gan (2011) investigated the effects of personality on L2 oral 

performance of a school-based oral English assessment introduced by the Hong Kong 

Examinations and Assessment Authority (HKEAA). All of the 39 female participants selected 

their own group members to form groups of four. After five minutes of preparation, they were 

asked to promote a book they recently read in a group discussion, which lasted for approximately 

eight minutes. The students were assessed by a teacher-assessor based on an analytic scoring 

system and discourse measures of accuracy, fluency and complexity. Gan found that there was 
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no significant correlations between the degree of extroversion and oral performance in both 

scoring methods. He postulated that “the students’ personality traits under investigation might 

not be strong enough to compete with other learner characteristics such as language aptitude, 

target language proficiency level, or information processing strategies” (p. 1265). The 

interlocutor effect was also investigated in various CA studies and will be discussed further in 

Section 2.10. 

2.9.3 Assigning student marks 

Another challenge in implementing group assessments is assigning student marks and there are 

numerous discussion of this issue in the general literature on educational assessment. Kennedy 

(2005) noted that among the students’ complaints regarding group assessment is that “awarding 

the same mark to all members of a group is unfair” (p. 59). He explained that the two marking 

methods commonly used in group assessment are to assign marks to either the ‘product’, or the 

‘process’. While the product refers to the end result, the process takes into account the 

management of the group including allocation of task, cooperative behaviour, and collaborative 

interactions. Due to the more abstract nature of these processes, it is therefore not surprising that 

most difficulties lie in assessing the group work ‘process’. 

In addition to the ‘product’ and ‘process’ distinction in awarding marks, there are also two other 

general methods of allocating marks for group work. One way is by assigning a mark that is the 

same for all members of the group. The other method is by allocating individual marks based 

on each student’s individual contribution to the group work (Kennedy, 2005). Both methods 

have their advantages and disadvantages. Assigning a mutual group mark reduces the amount 

of time spent on the assessment for the examiner but makes it impossible to differentiate one 

candidate’s level of performance from another. On the other hand, allocation of individual marks 

encourages learners to be more responsible for their own contribution to the test task, even 

though it is more time-consuming for examiners.  

In a more elaborate classification, Exley and Dennick (2004, p. 182) detailed four basic 

assessment approaches in awarding marks for students: (1) individual assessment; (2) same 

mark allocation; (3) divided marks allocation; and (4) self-assessment of teamworking skills. 

Table 2.3 provides the descriptions of these different assessment approaches. Each of the 

assessment approaches has its own merits and demerits. Most crucially, both the examiners and 

test candidates need to know the purpose, method, and rationale for the application of the 

selected assessment approach (Exley & Dennick, 2004). 
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Table 2.3. The four basic assessment approaches 

Assessment approach Description 

Individual assessment Students work in a group but produce own individual work 

to be assessed. 

Same mark allocation Students work collectively to complete a group product 

which will be graded and assigned a group mark. 

Divided marks allocation Students are given a joint group mark which will be 

distributed among the group members according to each 

individual’s effort in completing the work.  

Self-assessment of 

teamworking skills 

Each student self-assesses his/her performance based on 

participation, contribution, and skills development in the 

group work.  

 

Lejk, Wyvill, and Farrow (1996) have recommended differentiating individual marks from 

group marks when group work was used. In their study, they discovered that there were 

discrepancies between the group marks attained by typically ‘good’ or ‘weak’ students. Lejk et 

al. (1996) had also surveyed several methods of deriving individual grades from group 

assessment, and documented not less than nine different methods for examiners to consider. 

Balagiu et al., (2014) supported the differentiation of marks and stated that “the group 

performance must be translated/transformed into individual grades and assess the students’ 

progress. In other words, you should assess the process (how students work) as well as the 

product (the work they produce)” (p. 989). In a related study investigating the instructors’ role 

in addressing free-riding (see also Section 2.9.4) in the group work assessment of an EOP course 

(Shak, 2013), the instructors interviewed recommended that a combination of group and 

individual marks are allocated for different aspects of the group work to curb free-riding. One 

of the benefits of such provision was it would hold students accountable for their respective 

contribution to the group work (Shak, 2013). 

Language learners too seem to have their own preferences on how they are awarded marks when 

participating in group work. In a study involving the final year cohort of tourism and hospitality 

undergraduate students in the UK, Hassanien (2006) found that students preferred individual 

marks as opposed to group marks. He recommended that instructors explore this option “to 

increase the effectiveness of this [group work] experience and explore an area for further 

development. That is because giving the same mark for each group individual is inequitable” (p. 

34). On the other hand, Orr (2010), who conducted a focus group with undergraduate students 
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from the creative arts department of a UK university, discovered that students have conflicting 

views concerning marking methods. In her study, most of the students “reported that they liked 

individual marks that recognised and rewarded individual contribution (leading to a spread of 

marks in one group). However, conversely they expressed feelings of injustice when marks in 

one group were different” (p. 308).  

Almond (2009) conducted a small scale study to compare group and individual marks of 

students working in groups in a university in the United Kingdom. He discovered the 

disconcerting results that students who obtained high individual marks scored lower marks in 

group summative assessment while for students with lower individual scores it was the reverse. 

This points to the risk that higher achieving students may be short-changed when they participate 

in group assessments. Such findings would further challenge the fairness of group assessment.  

Wilcoxson (2006) stated that “there is a widespread agreement among researchers that when 

teamwork is used, it is desirable to gather data about relative contribution and differentiate 

individual marks accordingly” (p. 801). To cater to this, Wilcoxson recommended self- and 

peer-assessment strategies in group-based assessment which he claimed to be effective for 

presenting a fairer assessment of the students’ contribution. In attempts to make group 

assessment fairer for students, some researchers suggested the use of peer assessment. However, 

Kennedy (2005), in his study of peer assessment in group work, concluded that "the evidence 

suggest that the approach is of dubious worth in this connection and introduces a whole new set 

of inequities and problems" (p. 64). This is especially so when the students themselves doubted 

the fairness, consistency, and effectiveness of this mode of assigning marks. In the language 

assessment literature, although the problem of assigning student marks for a group interaction 

has been a subject frequently raised, not many language testers have explicitly addressed this 

issue. 

2.9.4 Free-riding 

Ensuring fairness in group assessment is a complex and delicate process. This process is made 

more difficult by the occurrence of free-riding (a problem mentioned in the previous section). 

The problem of free-riding has been documented in both social and educational research 

literature (Mello, 1993; Morris & Hayes, 1997; Sheppard, 1993; Watkins, 2005). Börjesson, 

Hamidian, Kubilinskas, Richter, Weyns, and Ödling (2013) explained that free-riding “occurs 

when one or several members of a group contribute so little to a group project that if the same 

grade is given to all members, the grade would be misleading and unfair” (p. 1). Mello (1993) 

stated that free-riding is one of the major problems in group work as the free-riders “do not do 

their share of the work but reap the benefits of their more productive group members”, and hence 
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have been labelled with “names not fit to print by their fellow group members” (p. 254). It is 

quite clear from both Börjesson et al.’s and Mello’s point of view that free-riding instances will 

have detrimental effects on group work. The question, therefore, is how effective group 

assessments can be designed to ensure fair and reliable evaluation of each student’s language 

ability?  

Davies (2009) reviewed previous literature on the use of group assessment in tertiary education 

and found free-riding to be a prevailing problem in group work. He perceived free-riding as a 

social dilemma and that when free-riding occurs, “students face conflicting demands between 

altruism and self-interest” (p. 563). In a study investigating students’ coping strategies for free-

riding in an EOP classroom in Malaysia (Shak, 2016), it was found that 11 out of the 16 students 

interviewed acknowledged free-riding as a common occurrence in group work. In addition, a 

small number of the students admitted to helping their weaker fellow group mates to complete 

the group assessment task as they took pity on their counterparts and wanted to help them. This 

further perpetuates the notion that the marks awarded for group work are unfair as it is not 

indicative of an individual student’s effort, nor his or her ability.  

Previous studies have made recommendations on how free-riding can be reduced. They include 

recognizing each individual’s contribution in assessment scores (Davies, 2009: Shak, 2013), 

restricting group size (Burdette, 2003; Jones, 2007; Nakatsuhara, 2013; Shak, 2013), progress 

monitoring (Ford & Morice, 2003; Oakley et al., 2004; Ruël, Bastiaans & Nauta, 2003; Shak, 

2013, 2016), teaching teamwork skills (De Vita, 2001; Ockey et al., 2004) and incorporating 

peer-assessment (Gajendran et al., 2004). Although the context of each assessment varies 

according to its purpose, these general recommendations should be considered in the design and 

implementation of group assessments to ensure that the students participate equally and are 

treated as fairly as possible. 

2.9.5 Generalizability of test scores 

Another problem linked to the use of group assessment is the issue of interpreting test scores, 

specifically the generalizability of the scores. To what extent is the interpretation of a score 

obtained from one test task generalizable to other settings? It was discussed earlier that test tasks 

that replicate real-world tasks as closely as possible are advantageous as they are considered 

valid tests to gauge a test candidate’s competences in those settings. However, the more specific 

these tests are, the more likely they are to be limited in scope, and scores generated from them 

are likely to be interpretable for the targeted context and not generalizable to all other situations. 

Messick (1994) has warned that “the task-centered approach is in danger of tailoring scoring 

criteria and rubrics to properties of the task and of representing the constructs in task-dependent 
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ways that limit generalizability” (p. 19). When task-dependent constructs are used to score 

students’ performances, the scores represent what these students are able to do under the same 

condition. This presents a problem for language testers as the main objective of language testing 

is to be able to test what a language learner knows and can do with the language, and if the test 

is not generalizable, the test cannot be relied upon to test what students are capable of outside 

of the test context, whether across different test tasks or in real world language use.  

To test generalizability of oral test scores, Fulcher (1996b) compared the results of three 

different types of oral task using a Rasch partial credit analysis and G-study. His data analysis 

indicated that despite the differences in task difficulty as perceived by the students, they were 

minor and did not affect the generalizability of scores between tasks. He maintained that “while 

task does have a significant effect upon scores, this effect is so small that it does not seriously 

reduce the ability to generalize from one task to another” (p. 36). Fulcher further postulated that 

“the problem of generalizability from one task to another is thus one which should be tackled 

through the development of the scoring system and not necessarily the design of the task” (p. 

37). His conclusion suggests the idea that the abilities of the students can be better gauged if the 

scoring criteria are matched with the targeted skills.  

2.10 CA applied to group oral assessment 

The current study relies on CA as an investigation method to identify interactional practices of 

students involved in group discussions. Rooted in sociology, CA is fundamentally concerned 

with the interactional behavior of conversation participants. Essentially, CA researchers analyse 

talk-in-interaction, paying special attention to the conversational practices such as turn-taking, 

sequencing, structuring, and repair (Schegloff, 2007; Stokoe, 2000; Wong & Waring, 2010). In 

recent years, the application of CA to investigate the use of group discussion in the L2 classroom 

has indicated the method’s effectiveness in revealing the interaction patterns and group 

dynamics of group interaction. In what follows, several recent empirical studies that are relevant 

to this one are presented. 

Nakatsuhara (2013) conducted a study on the effect of extraversion and oral proficiency level 

on conversational style in groups by studying the conversation patterns of Japanese upper-

secondary school students participating in group discussion test tasks. Using multiple regression 

analysis, she found that the two different test-taker characteristics (extraversion and oral 

proficiency level) influenced the conversational styles adopted by the test takers during the tests. 

Table 2.4 summarizes Nakatsuhara’s (2013, p. 237) order of degree of impact from the six 

factors. 
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Table 2.4 Summary of Nakatsuhara’s (2013) order of degree of impact from the six factors  

The impact The factors related to two test-taker 
characteristics 

The measurement of 
conversation style influence 

The 
greatest 

How proficient a test-taker is topic initiation, the amount 
of talk 

 How proficient his/her group members are topic initiation, the amount 
of talk 

How extraverted a test-taker is topic initiation, the amount 
of talk 

How extraverted his/her group members are topic initiation, the amount 
of talk 

How varied his/her group members’ 
extraversion levels are 

the amount of talk 

No impact How varied his/her group members’ 
proficiency levels are 

None 

 

Although there was a slight impact on topic initiation and amount of talk in groups with varied 

extraversion levels, Nakatsuhara found that there was no impact from varied proficiency levels. 

This finding indicated that discrepancies between group member’s proficiency levels do not 

affect their conversation patterns, suggesting that grouping test takers of different proficiency 

levels has very little impact on topic initiation or amount of talk.  

Nakatsuhara (2013) pointed out the need to investigate intra-group test-taker characteristics in 

group oral test and stated that based on her knowledge, 

no discourse research into group oral tests has been carried out that takes intra-

group test-taker characteristics variation into consideration. Given that the group 

oral formal is now widely used in both high- and low-stakes tests, especially as a 

stand-alone format, close examination of group oral discourse is urgently needed 

to understand how test-taker characteristics affect group oral discourse, and how 

group members co-construct interactions in this format…. Such close 

examination of the discourse of group oral tests would allow us to rethink what 

exactly group oral tests are measuring, and it would take our understanding of the 

group oral test construct one step forward. (p. 14) 

In agreement with Nakatsuhara, the present study was undertaken to add to the limited existing 

literature and reveal more about group discussion discourse patterns and the dynamics of 

interaction in group oral assessments. 

The use of CA in analysing group interactions also revealed much information on how 

participants negotiated meanings and manoeuvred their conversation. Gan (2008) set out to 

study how meanings were negotiated in a small group oral assessment in the second language 
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classroom. Utilizing the conversational analytic conventions, he analysed video recordings of 

the interaction of students who underwent group oral assessment in Hong Kong and found four 

types of negotiation sequence (see Table 2.5) which he identified as i) the expansion sequence; 

ii) the disagreeing sequence; iii) the helping sequence, and iv) the clarifying sequence (p. 8). 

Table 2.5 Summary of Gan’s (2008) four types of negotiation sequence 

Sequence type Characteristics 

Expansion sequence Initiation + response + agreement + expansion 

Disagreeing sequence Initiation + response + disagreement + argument + defence 

Helping sequence Initiation + response + helping act + acknowledgement 

Clarifying sequence Initiation + clarifying request + clarifying response + acknowledgement 

 

The sequences identified by Gan (2008) indicated that each of these required the execution of 

multiple speech acts on the part of the students. The ensuing meaning negotiation, therefore, 

allowed the students to demonstrate these abilities. Gan concluded that “peer group discussion 

tasks seems to have the advantage and/or potential of generating interactional and discourse 

features representative of natural spontaneous communicative situations” (p. 12). This indeed is 

a very desirable trait as it contributes to the construct validity of the task.  

A corpus-based study on the use of the CET-SET group discussion in China was conducted by 

He and Dai (2006) to investigate whether test takers’ interaction produced the interactional 

language functions (ILFs) of the CET-SET syllabus. The CET-SET test is considered a high-

stakes test as many China universities have set the CET4 certificate as a graduation pre-requisite 

for their Bachelor’s degree students who are not English majors. The CET-SET speaking test is 

divided into three parts and is intended to assess the test takers’ communicative language ability 

(CLA). He and Dai focused on the second part of the test, which required candidates to carry 

out a group discussion based on a topic (out of eight topics available) and the visual prompt 

assigned to them. Each group discussion lasted for four to five minutes and candidates were 

expected to engage with other speakers actively within the timeframe. Forty-eight group 

discussion recordings were transcribed for the data analysis (six groups for each of the topic). 

He and Dai focused their analysis on the eight ILFs specified in the CET-SET syllabus: (1) 

(Dis)agreeing; (2) asking for opinions or information; (3) challenging; (4) supporting; (5) 

modifying; (6) persuading; (7) developing; and (8) negotiating meaning. From the analysis of 

the 48 group discussions, they found that the most frequently elicited ILF is (dis)agreeing 

(49.5%), followed by asking for opinions or information (24%), challenging (7.4%), supporting 

(4.9%), persuading (4.4%), developing (4.4%), negotiating meaning (3.4%) and modifying 
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(2.0%). When they focused on the analysis of the ILFs across group discussions, it was found 

that (dis)agreeing occurred in 45 out of the 48 group discussions, asking for opinion or 

information occurred in 27 group discussions, while the remaining six ILFs occurred minimally. 

Similarly, when comparing the elicited ILFs across candidates, He and Dai found that 

approximately one third of the candidates (47 out of 144) performed the functions of 

(dis)agreeing and asking for opinions or information, but failed to perform the remaining six 

ILFs of challenging, supporting, modifying, persuading, developing, and negotiating meaning.  

Based on their findings, He and Dai (2006) pointed out that there was little evidence of 

candidates’ engagement in communicative interaction as gathered from the low frequency of 

most of the ILFs. They maintained that the goal of using the group discussion was to encourage 

communicative interaction between speakers, and to do this, speakers ideally should react to one 

another to challenge, support, modify, persuade, develop and negotiate meaning. He and Dai 

concluded that there was a “discrepancy between the elicited performance and the test designers’ 

intentions regarding the elicitation of ILFs…. Thus, the inadequate elicitation of ILFs from the 

candidates may well pose a problem for measuring their speaking ability in terms of the ability 

to engage in communicative interaction” (p. 392).  

In addition to the audio data, He and Dai (2006) obtained 196 candidates’ responses for their 

questionnaire survey aimed to elicit the candidates’ opinions and how they handled the group 

discussion test of the CET-SET. Using the survey data to complement their audio data, He and 

Dai were able to present a few possible reasons why there was insufficient communicative 

interaction observed from the group discussion test. Firstly, there was the interpretation of the 

task as an assessment event on the part of the candidates, where they approached the task with 

the aim of showcasing their best performance through test-taking strategies. This meant that the 

candidates were more concerned with displaying their language abilities rather than responding 

and contributing to the development of the group discussion topic. Secondly, candidates felt that 

they were not able to tackle the group discussion task confidently, and that they lacked the skills 

to respond spontaneously under pressure. Thirdly, more than half of the students felt that the 

topics for the group discussions were not interesting (46.4%) or dull (13.8%). Finally, the 

candidates tended to produce long turns, mistakenly believing that their contribution to the group 

task would be judged based on the quantity or amount of talk, rather than the quality of their 

talk. 

Luk (2010) detailed a study conducted in Hong Kong that yielded similar findings to He and 

Dai (2006). She conducted a school-based group discussion assessment (based on the Hong 

Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority guideline) in an English medium girls’ school. 

Forty three students were involved in the audio-recording of the group discussion assessment as 
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well as a questionnaire survey.  Six out of the students then participated in an interview after the 

assessment. The girls’ English teacher was also recruited as an interview participant in the study. 

Prior to the group assessment, each student was given a fiction text to read. They were then 

assigned to a random group of four to conduct a six-minute discussion based on prompts given 

to them. Luk focussed her investigation on students’ structure of talk and discourse strategies 

for impression management, and analysed recorded data based on a CA of the macrostructures 

and microfeatures of the interactions. She discovered a few features of talk which she felt 

characterised the students’ discourse strategies for impression management: 

1. ritualized opening and closing 

2. orderly turn-taking practices 

3. heavier-weighting and front-loading content delivery frames 

4. frequent surface converging responses 

5. avoidance of negotiation 

6. self-initiating a response to avoid dead air 

7. role-playing critical respondents 

Luk’s findings indicated that the test candidates have the tendency to orient their talk towards 

creating an impression of being the competent and critical interactants as required by the testing 

context in order to score better grades. She concluded that her study has revealed  

students’ collective attempt to present a best impression of themselves as well as 

the whole group through ritualized, institutionalized, and colluded talk. Their 

conscious or unconscious recruitment of these features of talk seemed to be a 

result of their high-level awareness of the interaction task as a context for oral 

assessment of language proficiency and communication strategies rather than 

genuine communication of ideas. (p. 46) 

As presented by He and Dai (2006), and Luk (2010), test takers were conscious of the need to 

perform in a certain way that was congruent to the testing situations. As a result, they oriented 

their talk towards achieving a better performance to obtain higher scores for themselves. 

Discussion with other participants in the group seemed to be merely an avenue for them to 

exhibit their language skills and abilities to handle group talk; hence, suggesting the inability of 

group discussion to promote a genuine need for interactions. Such findings undermine the 

importance of the use of group discussion in the ESL classroom.  

He and Dai (2006) discovered that despite the inability of the CET-SET test to effectively 

measure the communicative interaction skills of the test takers, the use of group discussion could 

lead to the use of the ILFs to challenge, support, modify, persuade, develop and negotiate 
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meaning between speakers. These are ILFs that can be more effectively elicited from group 

discussion assessment settings rather than from traditional individual test settings. Most 

importantly, a deeper understanding of the ways to elicit these ILFs from all test takers within 

the group should be identified and incorporated into the test. In this way, the test would be better 

able to generate the desired ILFs through the planned interaction. 

Although Luk (2010) had identified speech acts she perceived as test-taking strategies in nature, 

the identification of these speech acts, be it for the purpose of impression management or 

otherwise, indicated that the students were sensitized to the need of having these language skills 

in their communicative repertoire. The ability to employ these strategies as and when required 

depends not only on cognitive knowledge but also on the ability to exploit them in social 

settings. Though at times the employment of these acts by test takers is considered not 

appropriate for certain reasons, the inappropriateness can be highlighted in subsequent feedback 

to raise awareness of these mistakes.  

Ying (2009) explored the impact of familiarity on test takers’ performance in the group oral test 

in the CET-SET in China, the same group oral test format as investigated in He and Dai’s (2006) 

study described earlier.  In groups of three, each test taker attended two spoken English tests 

under different administration conditions: 1) an all strangers group, and 2) two members 

acquainted and one stranger group (mixed group). After completing both tests, the test takers 

were also asked to fill in a questionnaire aimed at gathering their perceptions of the familiarity 

effect on their group oral tests. Applying the five-faceted model of data analysis of the FACETS 

computer program, Ying discovered that there was a small but significant effect of familiarity 

on test takers, where they were more challenged in discussions with peers in an all strangers 

group compared to in a mixed group. However, conflicting results were obtained from the 

questionnaire survey, which indicated a different perspective from the test takers. Out of 30 

respondents, 20% (n = 6) preferred to be grouped with acquaintances, 47% (n = 14) did not mind 

being placed in either group, and 33% (n = 10) preferred to be grouped with strangers. 

Interestingly, those who preferred to be grouped with strangers believed that: they were more 

likely to learn new things from strangers; they were more relaxed when talking to strangers; and 

it was more challenging when talking to strangers. 

Results from Ying’s (2009) study suggested that, despite the higher number of test takers who 

preferred to work with strangers, they were more likely to benefit, albeit slightly, from working 

with groups of test takers who they were familiar with instead. Such findings complicate the 

group oral test processes further as test validation requires that test takers, as stakeholders, be 

given the opportunity to provide input to improve the testing process (Brown, 1996; Fulcher, 

1996b; Ockey et al., 2013). Nevertheless, such provisions may not necessarily be feasible and 
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there may be situations in which there are good reasons to go against the preference of the test 

takers, especially since there are usually various other aspects that need to be considered in 

validating an assessment procedure.  

In a related study, Ockey et al., (2013) underlined the need to take into consideration 

stakeholders’ input in test design and conducted a case study to investigate the effect of 

interlocutor on the scores of group oral discussion test on first year EFL students in a Japanese 

university. They began their study with a one-item survey to find out test takers’ preference for 

taking the group speaking test with either familiar classmates, students from other classes, or no 

preference to any of the two previous options. Out of the 190 responses they received, 55% (n 

= 103) indicated that they preferred to work with familiar classmates, 11% (n = 21) with non-

classmates, and 34% (n = 64) indicated no preference for either condition. Based on their survey 

findings, Ockey et al., (2013) implemented the group speaking test under two conditions: 1) 

class-familiar groups (n = 146), and 2) class-unfamiliar groups (n = 159). The test takers were 

given one minute to discuss a prompt and eight minutes to conduct their group speaking test. 

Two raters scored the test takers based on four subscales; pronunciation, fluency, lexis and 

grammar, and conversation skills. 

Results from a series of independent-sample t tests indicated that there was no significant 

difference in performance on any of the four subscales of the test between those who were tested 

with class-familiar groups, and those with class-unfamiliar groups. Additionally, a simple 

agreement coefficient and Cronbach’s alpha showed that both test conditions achieved an 

acceptable level of reliability. Ockey et al., (2013) concluded that as no statistically significant 

differences were found, “overall population scores do not seem to differ between groups that 

test with classmates and those that do not” (p. 304). This finding is unlike those found by Ying 

(2009) and O’Sullivan (2002), where familiarity with group members affected test takers’ 

results positively. The different findings from these studies highlighted the context-bound nature 

of group oral testing. Despite their findings, Ockey et al. (2013) continued with the 

implementation of using familiar groups in the group oral speaking test for the first year ESL 

students as it did not pose any detrimental effects, and also as part of the desire of the testing 

committee to incorporate stakeholders’ views to increase the validity of the group oral test.  

In the Malaysian context, Attan (2014) investigated the group interactions of first year diploma 

students taking part in the Group Discussion Test of Oral English (GDTOE) implemented in a 

private polytechnic. The aim of her study was to explore the effect of group members’ language 

ability on group oral test results. The student participants were in their first semester in 

Corporate Communication and Civil Engineering studies. Attan divided the student participants 

into three groups according to high language ability (HLA), intermediate language ability (ILA) 
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and mixed language ability (MLA).  For the GDTOE, students were required to work in groups 

of four (according to the language ability groupings of HLA, ILA and MLA) and assigned to 

discuss the topic of ‘how best to encourage a friend to learn to speak better English’. As they 

argued for their individual suggestions, test candidates were expected to persuade and convince 

other candidates to agree on the best suggestion to learn English. After five minutes of 

preparation, students were given ten minutes to engage in the group discussion. Having audio-

recorded and transcribed the discussions, Attan analysed her data according to Sacks, Schegloff 

and Jefferson’s (1974) turn-taking model and Galaczi’s (2008) criteria of equality and mutuality. 

The results of Attan’s (2014) study revealed that students from the same language ability groups 

(HLA and ILA) produced interaction patterns that were of high mutuality and high/moderate 

equality. On the other hand, the students from the mixed ability group (MLA) demonstrated low 

mutuality and low equality interactions. Attan attributed this to the sense of camaraderie that 

students felt among group members, where students from HLA and ILA were more at ease when 

grouped with their ‘equals’, and therefore were able to contribute more equally towards their 

mutual goal. In view of her findings, she cautioned that “threats as perceived by the members 

by the presence of ‘unequals’ within the group may jeopardize any attempt by members of the 

group to present an idea” (p. 254), and called for fairness to be exercised when grouping 

candidates. 

As exemplified by the studies reviewed in this section, there are generally mixed, and in some 

cases, conflicting results between studies focusing on the use of group assessment in the 

language classroom. While some studies indicated that the format allowed test takers to be tested 

in a setting that emulates natural language contexts (Fulcher, 1996b; Gan, 2008; Nakatsuhara, 

2013), others produced contrary findings (He and Dai, 2006; Luk, 2010). Similarly, while some 

studies concluded that familiarity among group members has positive effects on test takers 

(O’Sullivan, 2002; Ying, 2009), others have shown that group members’ familiarity does not 

affect test scores (Ockey et al., 2013). 

All the findings of the previous studies have only strengthened the notion that differences in test 

design, and context, as well as individual test-taker characteristics like personality, proficiency, 

and familiarity with others, have a certain influence on the test scores of group oral test takers. 

Nevertheless, many language test developers and testers would agree that, even after taking all 

the precautionary measures and preventative steps, the perfect group oral test design could still 

be unattainable due to the various elements at play within a testing situation. Therefore, there is 

a further need to investigate the interaction of test takers participating in group oral assessment 

events to identify group dynamics and interaction patterns that characterize effective group oral 

assessment. Through this means, more insights can be gained to help test developers, and 
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examiners to design and implement group oral tests that would be able to afford a fair evaluation 

of test takers’ language skills without advantaging or disadvantaging one group member over 

another. Additionally, such knowledge, when disseminated to test takers, will help them to 

improve their test taking experiences and help them to better prepare themselves for group oral 

assessments. 

In attempting to develop a framework for effective group oral, the present study raises the 

following research questions: 

1. How can ESP course developers and instructors design group discussion tasks that 

enable an effective assessment of the students’ communicative abilities? 

2. Which strategies employed by English language learners may contribute to or detract 

from an effective assessment of their communicative abilities?  

3. What are the group interactional dynamics among students participating in a group 

discussion used for assessment? 

2.11 Summary 

This chapter has presented a review of the recent development in language assessment, and in 

the use of the group oral format in particular. It has also discussed the theoretical framework 

underpinning this study and pertinent CA studies relevant to this one. Finally, the research 

questions guiding this study are listed. In the next chapter, the research design of the study is 

presented. 

 



49 
 

CHAPTER 3 

Research Design 

 

This chapter presents the research design and methodology used in this study. It first reveals the 

nature of the study, which is followed by the rationale for the qualitative research method 

adopted. It then discusses in detail the different data collection methods involved in the three 

different stages of the main study, and elaborates on the data analysis procedures for each of the 

methods chosen. Finally, it concludes with a brief illustration of how the data obtained were 

triangulated to inform the development of a proposed framework for effective group oral 

assessment. 

3.1 Qualitative case study  

As can be gathered from the introduction, the current study takes the form of a qualitative case 

study. This research approach was largely determined by its main objective, which was to 

investigate a classroom group oral assessment and the interactional practices (IP) within its 

context. Hence, a qualitative case study was adopted as the phenomena could be better explored 

through such a design.  

Yin (2018) provided a two-fold definition of a case study which covers both its scope and 

features.  

1. A case study is an empirical method that 

• investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the “case”) in depth and within 

its real-world context, especially when 

• the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly 

evident. 

2. A case study 

• copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will be many 

more variables of interest than data points, and as a result 

• benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions to guide 

design, data collection, and analysis, and as another result 

• relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a 

triangular fashion (p. 15). 
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Yin (2018) elaborated that the expanded definition describes case study research as “an all-

encompassing mode of inquiry, with its own logic of design, data collection techniques, and 

specific approaches to data analysis” (p. 16).  

One of the reasons researchers have a special interest in studying a case is to understand the 

uniqueness within its context. “Case study is the study of the particularity and complexity of a 

single case, coming to understand its activity within important circumstances” (Stake, 1995, p. 

xi). In education, case study has typically involved the study of programs and the stakeholders. 

This group of people make interesting subjects as they shared common interest in spite of 

perceptible differences in opinions (Stake, 1995). Hesse-Biber (2017) expressed the view that a 

case study approach makes possible “a holistic understanding of a problem, issue, or 

phenomenon within its social context” through the “multidimentional data” availed to the 

researcher (p. 221).  

According to Schwandt and Gates (2018), the most commonly used form of the case study is 

the descriptive case study (also known as intrinsic case study in Stake, 1995). Such studies draw 

on the qualitative methods of data collection such as interviews and observations to understand 

the individual perceptions of the participants of the world around them. To obtain a distinct 

understanding of the interactions during the EOP meeting assessment, it was necessary that the 

participants were audio recorded, observed, and interviewed. Such methods allowed empirical 

data to be collected for later interpretation. As Yin (2018) has pointed out in his two-fold 

definition of case study, the various evidences from the study need to be triangulated. This will 

be further discussed in Section 3.5 of this chapter.  

3.2 Design of the study 

The research was carried out in Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS) located at Kota Kinabalu, 

Sabah, Malaysia, where the researcher is a member of staff. Motivated by her previous studies, 

the researcher was interested to further enhance the assessment practices of an EOP course 

offered in her institution. As Costley, Elliot and Gibbs (2010) explained, “a compelling rationale 

for insider-researchers is to make a difference in a work based situation in which they have a 

range of investments” (p. 4). The merits to being an insider researcher are that the researcher 

would be better able to understand the issue concerned (Costley et al., 2010; Saidin & Yaacob, 

2016; Unluer, 2012); save time as he or she already has the knowledge of the general issue 

(Costley et al., 2010; Greene, 2014; Smyth & Holian, 2008; Unluer, 2012); and have easier 

access to research participants (Costley et al., 2010; Greene, 2014; Saidin & Yaacob, 2016; 

Unluer, 2012). Despite these advantages, one of the main issues in insider research is biasness, 

especially in interpreting the data (Drake, 2010; Greene, 2014; Unluer, 2012; Workman, 2007). 
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To guard against bias on the part of the researcher, a few steps were taken including; a strong 

focus on the emic perspective in the CA analysis, the use of multiple coders in coding data, and 

a triangulation of the qualitative data sets. 

The study was conducted within the semester period between Week 7 to Week 12 of the 14-

week EOP course. Data was collected in three stages during of the main study: stage 1 – pre-

assessment, prior to the beginning of the group meeting assessment within a two-week period 

between Week 7 and 8; stage 2 – during assessment, during the meeting assessment sessions in 

Week 10; and stage 3 – post-assessment, after the completion the meeting assessment of the 

course between Week 10 and 12. To obtain data required for the present study, there were in-

depth one-to-one pre- and post-interviews, audio recording and observation of the real-time 

formal meeting assessment sessions, and focus group discussions. Figure 3.1 illustrates the 

different stages, participants, and methods of data collection. 

 

Figure 3.1 Design of the study 

This study was approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee 

(UAHPEC) (see Appendix A). 
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3.2.1 The EOP meeting assessment 

As introduced earlier in Chapter 1, the EOP course of this study adopted the task-based group 

project (TBGP) framework (Figure 1.1) throughout the course’s 14-week duration. Student 

groups were formed at the beginning of the semester and each group was made up of four or 

five members who took on different roles within the group project. The focus of this study, the 

meeting assessment, was conducted in Week 10 of the semester, in the form of a formal meeting 

between the members of the group. Prior to the students’ assessments, the instructors provided 

some basic instructions and specified a few necessary conditions. Firstly, the groups were 

required to prepare an agenda for their meeting. The agenda items had to be discussed and agreed 

upon prior to the meeting assessment.  Additionally, taking on their respective roles, each 

member of the group was responsible for at least one agenda item to ensure that all of the group 

members participated in the discussion. This also provided the information gap properties of the 

task as each of the members had information not available to the others (see Section 4.2.1). As 

an agenda was required for the assessment, it was expected that each group of students would 

conduct informal discussion session(s) to help them to plan for the formal meeting assessment. 

As per formal meeting conventions, a chairperson for the meeting was nominated from among 

the group members. The aim of the meeting was to discuss issues related to the group’s project 

(as specified in the meeting agenda), and the participants were expected to resolve the agenda 

items by the end of the meeting. Each of the groups was given between 20 to 25 minutes to 

complete their meeting. Throughout the meeting, the members were instructed to maintain eye 

contact with only the members of the group and not the examiner (see 3.4.2). Although the 

members of the groups worked collaboratively to conduct the meeting, each student was 

awarded individual marks based on his or her performance. For this purpose, an A4 score sheet 

was utilized (see 5.2). 

3.3 Participants 

The two groups of respondents recruited were direct stakeholders in the group assessment. The 

first group was made up of three EOP instructors, one of whom was also the course chairperson 

in charge of the EOP course of the university. The instructors were recruited as they were able 

to provide information on how the meeting assessment was conducted as well as the challenges 

they faced in implementing it. The second group of respondents were second year 

undergraduates taking the EOP course in their third or fourth semester of study. They were from 

different faculties of the university. The condition for recruitment of this group of students was 

that they had to be students taught by the three instructors. This group of students were vital to 
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the study as they were the individuals taking the meeting assessment and were able to provide 

useful information about their experiences and perceptions regarding the use of the meeting 

assessment task. 

3.3.1 Procedures for recruiting participants 

Prior to any data being collected, permission was obtained from the Dean of the Centre for the 

Promotion of Knowledge and Language Learning (CPKLL) of UMS to conduct the research. 

(see Appendices B and C).  

EOP Course Chairperson 

As the EOP course chairperson was fully in charge of the running of the course, she was an 

essential participant in this study. The chairperson was recruited through the Head of the English 

Unit using a Participant Information Sheet (PIS) (see Appendix D). The chairperson then 

contacted the researcher directly through the details provided in the PIS and completed a 

Chairperson Consent Form (see Appendix E). The course chairperson participated as a 

respondent to the study in a one-to-one in-depth interview with the researcher. It should be 

pointed out that as the course chairperson was also involved in the teaching of the EOP course, 

she also participated as an instructor participant. 

EOP Instructors 

Three full-time EOP instructors agreed to participate in the study. Typically, instructors for the 

EOP course were made up of full-time lecturers and language teachers who were employed on 

a part-time basis to teach one of the classes once the course was offered. In this study, they are 

referred to as instructors for easy reference. Routinely, the selection of the instructors to teach 

the course was done by the course chairperson. At the beginning of the semester, a compulsory 

course briefing was called by the course chairperson to brief all the instructors involved on the 

time-table, scheme of work and assessment components. The instructors who participated in this 

study were recruited during this compulsory briefing session. Copies of the PIS for instructor 

participants (see Appendix F) containing details of this study were made available and 

instructors who were willing to participate contacted the researcher through the details provided 

in the information sheet. Each instructor filled in an Instructor Consent Form (see Appendix G) 

to indicate their agreement to participate in the study. Among the criteria necessary for the 

instructor participants were that they had to have previous experience in teaching the EOP 

course and were familiar with the TBGP format adopted in the course. 
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EOP Students 

In total, nine intact groups of students (42 students) agreed to participate in the study. 

Recruitment of the student participants for the study was done through the instructor 

participants. Therefore, students who participated were from the classes taught by the 

participating EOP instructors. At the beginning of the semester, an EOP course briefing for 

students was conducted by the course instructors in their respective classes. At this briefing, 

students were given a set of handouts containing information about the course, the weekly 

scheme of work and the course assessment details. The PIS for student participants (see 

Appendix H) containing details of this study was made available to the students during this time. 

A prerequisite was that the students had to participate in their intact groups, where all members 

of the groups agreed collectively to participate in the study. This was critical as the group 

assessment was recorded, and therefore required the agreement of all members of the group. 

Furthermore, it was not possible to edit out any individual speaker as it would affect the 

discussion flow and quality of data. Student groups that were willing to participate then 

contacted the researcher directly through the details provided in the PIS. Each student then 

completed a Student Consent Form (see appendix I) to indicate their agreement to participate in 

the study.  

3.4 Data collection 

As detailed earlier, the data collected in this study are primarily qualitative in nature. The 

following sections describe the different data collection methods as well as the procedures for 

data analysis. They also describe how the different datasets were utilized in combination to 

address the research questions.  

3.4.1 In-depth interviews 

An in-depth interview is a method of eliciting information based on a one-to-one conversation 

between an interviewer and an interviewee (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Hennink, Hutter & 

Bailey, 2011; Hesse-Biber, 2017; Seidman, 2013). Hennink et al. (2011) described it as a 

“conversation with a purpose” (p. 109). In much the same way, Seidman (2013) stated that in-

depth phenomenological interviewing allows each interviewee to “reconstruct his or her 

experience within the topic under study” (p. 14) through mainly open-ended questions to elicit 

participants’ responses. 

The use of in-depth interviewing is customary in qualitative studies as it acknowledges the 

importance of recognizing the unique contributions of individual voices and experiences 
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regarding the real world (Brinkmann, 2018; Hennink et al., 2011; Hesse-Biber, 2017; Seidman, 

2013). According to Brinkmann (2018),  

in a postmodern age, many disciplines have witnessed a boom in qualitative 

interviewing to the extent that it is sometimes no longer needed to justify why exactly 

this approach is the best way of going about a specific research project. In this way, 

we can say that the interview has been naturalized. (p. 577) 

Hesse-Biber (2017) views in-depth interviews as “a meaning making endeavor partnership 

between interviewers and their participants…. Qualitative interviews are thus a special kind of 

knowledge-producing conversation that occurs between two parties” (p. 116). While 

acknowledging that there are criticisms to the use of in-depth interview as a research method, 

Yeo et al. (2014) assert that “interview data remains an important way in which to better 

understand other people’s lives and holds value beyond the context of the immediate research 

interaction…, it includes the participants’ explicit interpretations and understanding of events” 

(p. 180).  

The use of in-depth interviews allows a researcher to gain insights into the emic perspective of 

the interviewees from the insider’s point of view (Hennink et al., 2011). They characterize in-

depth interviews as involving the following properties: 

1. using a semi-structured interview guide to prompt the data collection; 

2. establishing rapport (a trust relationship) between the interviewer and the 

interviewee; 

3. asking questions in an open, empathic way; 

4. motivating the interviewee to tell their story by probing. (p. 109) 

Zacharias (2012) credits semi-structured interview for its flexibility that allows the re-ordering 

of questions as well as the opportunity to present follow up questions not listed in the interview 

script. Brinkmann (2018) explained that this format of interviewing capitalizes on the 

“knowledge-producing potentials of dialogue by allowing much more leeway for following up 

on whatever angles are deemed important by the interviewee” while allowing the interviewer to 

focus “on issues that he or she deems important in relation to the research project” (p. 579). The 

same was pointed out by Hesse-Biber (2017), who maintained that “semistructured interviews 

also allow individuals some latitude and freedom to talk about what is of interest or importance 

to them…. [and it] allows the conversation to flow more naturally, making room for the 

conversation to go in unexpected directions” (pp. 112-113). This method of interviewing, 

therefore, allows the researcher to pursue more in-depth different issues that concern each 

individual participant by exploring emergent topics relevant to the study. In addition, obtaining 
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stakeholders’ views is crucial in the investigation of the effectiveness of a task. As test 

administrators, the instructors can provide critical input for task design and validation (East, 

2015, 2016; Ryan, 2002; Shak, 2014; Winke, 2011). 

During Stage 1 (Pre-assessment) of the study, two different types of interviews were conducted: 

1) An in-depth interview with the course chairperson, and 2) in-depth pre-interviews with the 

EOP course instructor. Another round of interviews was conducted during Stage 3 (post-

assessment) where all three instructors participated in the post-interviews with the researcher. 

All interview sessions were audio recorded, yielding data in the form of MP3 audio files (.MP3). 

3.4.1.1 The instrument for the interview with the course chairperson 

A set of semi-structured interview questions were used for the in-depth interview with the course 

chairperson (see Appendix J). In this study’s context, the course chairperson was the person in 

charge of the planning and development of the course. As such, the interview questions for the 

chairperson asked for information on what were the aspects taken into consideration when the 

chairperson planned for the group assessments. During the interview session, the course 

chairperson was asked to explain the course’s objectives, meeting assessment scoring criteria, 

and her views regarding the use of group discussion in the EOP course.  

3.4.1.2 The instrument for the pre-interview with instructors 

Another set of semi-structured interview questions were used for the pre-interview with the 

course instructors. These questions focused on the preparations and instructions given to the 

students to prepare them for the formal meeting assessment session. They included questions 

relating to the planning, practice and preparation sessions, as well as strategies through which 

the instructors ensured fair participation of each of the group members. The pre-interview guide 

was trialed in a pilot study conducted on an earlier cohort one semester prior to the main study. 

During the pilot study, two EOP course instructors from UMS were recruited for the trial of the 

interview guides. A few minor changes in the form of addition and omission of some of the 

interview questions were made based on the results obtained. Appendix K shows the final 

version of this instrument.  

3.4.1.3 The instrument for the post-interview with the instructors 

A set of semi-structured questions were used in the post-interviews. The questions were 

designed to obtain the instructors’ feedback regarding students’ performance after the 

assessment sessions. Apart from that, they also helped to reveal the instructors’ strategies to 
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overcome difficulties in assigning marks to their students, and further implementation strategies 

they thought were effective in mitigating assessment problems. As per the pre-interview guide, 

the post-interview guide was also trialed in the pilot study. Appendix L shows the final version 

of this instruments.  

3.4.1.4 Analysis of interviews 

All the audio files from the chairperson’s and instructors’ interview sessions were downloaded 

into the NVivo (version 11.1.4) software for processing. They were first transcribed verbatim 

orthographically and the transcripts were produced in corresponding Word document file format 

(.docx). These document files were then uploaded to NVivo and used alongside the audio files 

for coding. To ensure confidentiality, any mention of names of persons were replaced with 

alphanumeric substitutes in the respective transcripts. The interview transcripts were then 

subjected to thematic analysis. 

Thematic analysis focusses on the themes of the contents highlighted by interview participants 

(Zacharias, 2012). “It is a form of pattern recognition within the data, where emerging themes 

become the categories for analysis” (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006, p. 82). On the contrary, 

Braun and Clarke (2006) are skeptical of this view of ‘themes emerging’ as it “is a passive 

account of the process of analysis, and it denies the active role the researcher always plays in 

identifying patterns/themes” (p. 80). 

According to Gray (2014), a theme “captures something important about the data in relation to 

the research questions, and represents a level of patterned response or meaning within the data” 

(p. 607). In the current study, the researcher utilized an inductive data-driven approach to 

examining the transcripts to code instances that warranted further investigation and closer 

scrutiny. This included coding information relevant to the objectives and research questions of 

the study, as well as discrepancies and unexpected responses encountered. The coded 

information then formed a list of common themes which are discussed later during the 

interpretation of data of this study. 

In the inductive approach to thematic analysis, themes are closely embedded within the data. 

Hence, when performing such analysis, the researcher should not be driven by any established 

analytical notions or coding frame (Braun & Clark, 2006; see also Boyatzis, 1998; Fereday & 

Muir-Cochrane, 2006). A theme should be identifiable across a range of instances in the dataset. 

However, Gray (2014) and Braun and Clark (2006) cautioned that the frequency of a theme’s 

manifestation does not indicate its importance over the others. Gray (2014) further stressed that 

a theme is only significant “when it captures something important in relation to the overall 
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research questions” (p. 609). Boyatzis (1998) referred to this as “the codable moment” (p. 1), 

and explained that the encoding of this information has to be explicit.  

In analyzing the in-depth interview data of the present study, the procedures as illustrated in 

Figure 3.2 (informed by Braun & Clarke, 2006; Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Fereday & Muir-

Cochrane, 2006; and Zacharias, 2012) were observed. During the segmenting process, the 

categorisation of themes was performed based on meaning condensation. According to 

Brinkmann and Kvale (2015), meaning condensation  

normally builds on coding and entails an abridgement of the meaning expressed by 

the interviewees into shorter formulations. Long statements are compressed into 

briefer statements in which the main sense of what is said is rephrased in a few 

words. (p. 233) 

One caveat of meaning condensation is the need to ensure correct meaning interpretation. In 

instances where the researcher was in doubt as to whether the interviewee’s meaning was 

interpreted correctly, she sought verification from the interviewees during the close reading 

stage, prior to segmenting themes. Additionally, the semi-structured interview guides also 

provided a frame for data analysis and coding. 

 

Figure 3.2 Data analysis procedures 

Both the pre- and post-interviews data provided information on the measures that the language 

instructors adopted in conducting group assessment in their EOP classrooms, as well as the 
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strategies that they employed while dealing with group assessment problems. They were used 

to answer the first research question (RQ1) of this study: How can ESP course developers and 

instructors design group discussion tasks that enable an effective assessment of the students’ 

communicative abilities? 

3.4.2 Observation  

Observation of the actual meeting assessment sessions was conducted during Stage 2 of the 

study. The method of observation is widely used in the social science and educational research 

to supplement data obtained through other research methods (Hennink et al., 2011). The 

observation of the meeting assessment sessions enabled the researcher to record field notes on 

the participants’ behavior, physical settings, movements and gestures, as well as level of 

participation. Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest and Namey (2005) elaborated on the ways 

in which observation data could be used to supplement other qualitative data collection methods. 

They asserted that participant observation “is an integral part of the iterative research process – 

that is, the back-and-forth revising and refining – in several ways” (p. 16).  

As highlighted earlier, non-participant observation was utilized in the present study. Non-

participant observation, also referred to as ‘naturalistic observation’ in White and McBurney 

(2013), places a distance between the researcher and the researched while allowing active 

observation. The researcher is able to maintain physical and emotional detachment from the 

subject so as not to disturb nor influence the people, process, or situation under study (Gray, 

2014; Hennink et al., 2011; and White & McBurney, 2013).  

While the formal group assessment was in session, the researcher conducted a non-participant 

observation to gather data to complement the audio recording of the group discussion. In order 

to be as unobtrusive as possible while being in the same room with the students and the 

examiner, the researcher was seated at another table slightly off the left a few feet behind the 

examiner. As the students were instructed to maintain eye contact with only their group 

members, and not the examiner when interacting, the students did not appear to be affected by 

the presence of the researcher or the audio recorders. Both descriptive and reflective notes were 

taken with special interest on the following three aspects: role, group dynamics, and IP. In lieu 

of video recording, the observation notes provided records of any significant observable non-

verbal behaviors of the participants of the group discussions for analysis. Rather than being 

analysed on their own, the observation data obtained were used alongside the audio recording 

data to record the insights gained during the observation for a more comprehensive 

understanding of the assessment event.  
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When conducting the observations, the researcher was guided by a set of structured observation 

guides and recorded observation notes of the interaction that took place during the meeting 

assessment sessions. The observation guide was put in place to help ease the field notes 

recording process and ensure that the observation was conducted systematically so that all 

relevant data were recorded in situ. “Observation involves the systematic viewing of people’s 

actions and the recording, analysis and interpretation of their behavior” (Gray, 2014, p. 413).  

The structured observation guide used in this study is adapted from Nicholls, Mills and 

Kotecha’s (2014) Example Observation Guide. As with the other research instruments of this 

study, the observation guide was first trialed on three formal assessment observation sessions 

during the pilot study as previously described in Section 3.4.1.2. Revisions to the instrument 

were made based on the researcher’s experience of using the observation form during the pilot 

study. As the trial of the instrument resulted in no significant revision, the observation guide as 

in Appendix M was used for the main study. The observation schedule recorded information 

regarding the setting, location, duration, as well as the members present during the meeting 

assessment. A sketch of the physical layout according to the seating arrangement and placement 

of audio recorded devices was made for each of the groups. Notes regarding the activities that 

took place during the assessment and post-observation notes were also taken. Where relevant, 

comments and notes made by the researcher in the observation sheets were incorporated into the 

results of the study. 

3.4.3 Audio recording of meeting assessment 

In addition to the observation, audio recording of the meeting assessment sessions was also 

conducted during Stage 2 of the study. Audio recording was selected as it is a less intrusive 

recording method and allows for greater anonymity than video recording. Apart from providing 

the anonymity assured, this was deemed more suitable as it was an assessment event, and audio 

recording devices were not too obvious, and therefore created less of a distraction for the 

participants compared to video recording devices. Most importantly, it helped reduce students’ 

self-consciousness, which could potentially affect their performance during the assessment. 

For all audio recording sessions, two audio recording devices were used. This was done to ensure 

better coverage of the voices of the participants during the discussion, and to make sure that the 

voices of all the participants were recorded. Additionally, should one of the devices has failed 

to record or malfunctioned, the audio recorded data from the other working device could be used 

for analysis. Transcription was done based on the best recorded audio quality obtained from 

these devices. In cases where there were unclear sections of recorded speech in the selected 

audio file, the second audio file was used as an alternative source for transcription, and 



61 
 

confirmation. In lieu of visual data, apart from identifying each speaker by his or her voice, one 

additional step taken to identify the speaker was by comparing the amplitude of the audio sound 

wave from the two audio files to identify which direction the voice was from and cross reference 

with the sketch of the seating arrangements on the observation guide to identify the speaker. All 

the audio files were downloaded into the NVivo (version 11.1.4) software for processing. They 

were then transcribed verbatim orthographically using the transcribe features of the NVivo 

software. This was done as the transcribe feature of the software could sync the audio file to the 

transcript and provide more accurate timing details (e.g., start and end time, overlaps, and 

pauses) for later analysis. 

Audio files collected from the recording sessions were analysed using two different analytic 

procedures. The first was according to the conversation analysis (CA) conventions, while the 

second followed the language function analysis (LFA) procedures. These are further elaborated 

in the following sub-sections. 

3.4.4 Conversation Analysis (CA) 

Stokoe (2000) acknowledged Sacks (1992) as the “founder of CA, who was in turn influenced 

by Garfinkel’s (1967) ethnomethodology (EM)” (p.185). Ethnomethodology is derived from a 

project undertaken by Garfinkel, who is interested in the investigation of how individuals “make 

shared sense” of their mundane daily interaction, and the notion that human interaction is based 

on “shared methods of practical reasoning”, or “ethno-methods” (Heritage & Clayman, 2010, p. 

9). Garfinkle believes that the analysis of social actions should be accompanied by the analysis 

of how the interactants utilize their shared common knowledge in performing those actions. 

Stokoe compared the use of EM and CA study of talk in educational settings and expressed the 

opinion that EM and CA shared two basic principles: 1) Both are non-prescriptive in nature, and 

2) both are interested in talk-in-interaction sequences and how participants “mutually orient to 

and achieve orderly conversation” (p. 185). In essence, CA is fundamentally concerned with 

“what do people do in order to have a conversation” (Wong & Waring, 2010, p. 4). 

ten Have (2007) pointed out that one of the major differences between CA and other approaches 

in social and human sciences is that  

CA favours naturally occurring data rather than ‘experimental’ or ‘researcher-

provoked’ ones, because it considers talk-in-interaction as a ‘situated’ achievement 

rather than as a product of personal intentions, to be studied in interviews, or external 

forces, that can be manipulated in a laboratory; it is therefore less ‘artificial’. (p. 9) 
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The application of the CA in the current study is encapsulated within ten Have’s view of applied 

CA; where pure CA is concerned with “procedures of talk-in-interaction abstracted from any 

institutional context”, applied CA “focuses on the practices typical of setting- and institution-

specific (inter)actions” (ten Have, 2007, p. 12). While classic CA, as practiced by Sacks et al. 

(1974), focused on the study of ordinary conversation in social settings, proponents of applied 

CA such as Drew and Heritage (1992), Heritage and Clayman (2010) and ten Have (2007) 

concentrated on interaction situated within specific institutional domains. This demarcation may 

not necessarily be distinct, especially when the institutional interaction is taken out of its 

physical context, for example, when an e-marketing consultant works from home and engages 

in a Skype meeting with a client. As pointed out by Drew and Heritage (1992), “the 

institutionality of an interaction is not determined by its setting. Rather, interaction is 

institutional isofar as participants’ institutional identity or professional identities are somehow 

made relevant to the work activities in which they are engaged” (p. 3). When applied in the 

language classroom, CA is mainly concerned with the talk-in-interaction between instructor and 

students, or student peers, and within this context, there is a specific speech-exchange system 

which dictates how the participants interacted with one another.  

The analysis of discourse is an interesting technique to obtain understanding of language use in 

communication. It provides insights into the how, what and when certain words or expressions 

were used in the situations being studied (Lazaraton, 2009). The unearthing of these discourse 

behaviors could provide insights on what are the interaction practices and conventions that are 

essential for the students to effectively manoeuvre their oral discussions.  

In her study of on-task discourse of group discussions of undergraduate and postgraduate 

students from a UK university college, Stokoe (2000) applied CA to study the video-recordings 

of small group discussions to analyse how members of the group interpreted their own group 

interactions by focusing on how topicality was established and shifted. She advocated the use 

of CA in educational investigation and concluded that such an approach values the perspectives 

and concerns of the people engaged in the interaction. 

Previous studies on pair and group interactions have pointed towards distinguishable differences 

in the patterns of interaction between the interactants (Galaczi, 2008; Gan, 2010; May, 2009; 

Nakatsuhara, 2013; Stokoe, 2000; Storch, 2002). Building upon this notion, the current study 

extends its investigation into how different interaction patterns affect the dynamics of a group 

discussion and explores how they aid or hinder the discussion process. The current study 

analysed group interactions at the micro level; as such, the use of CA procedures was adopted 

to enable analysis of the group interactional features in-depth.  
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Of late, there has been a sharp increase in the use of the CA approach in language assessment 

research and many significant studies in this area have also proven the value of CA in the study 

of group interactions within the language assessment domain (Galaczi, 2008; Gan, 2008, 2010; 

Gan & Davison, 2011; Gan et al., 2008; Lazaraton, 2002; May, 2009; Nakatsuhara, 2009). Gan 

(2010) expressed the view that the analysis of conversation in group interaction allows 

researchers to look at the contribution of each of the participating members to the 

communication. “In the context of a group speaking test, CA can thus help us to illustrate how 

peer candidates understand and respond to each other in their turns at talk” (Gan, 2010, p. 589). 

One of the aims of the discussion session recordings was to identify ways in which members of 

the group co-constructed their oral interaction. This included identifying interactional practices 

(IP) that were constructive to formal discussion in assessment settings. Wong and Waring (2010) 

explained that IP “are the systemic verbal and nonverbal methods participants use to engage in 

social interaction” (p. 8). For this reason, a CA of the transcribed recordings was undertaken to 

identify the IP that emerge from the data. At the same time, as CA is primarily concerned with 

how the individuals in the group interact with one another, it could provide valuable insights as 

to how the interactants of a group discussion assessment were able to achieve their interactional 

goals through their talk-in-interaction.  

Wong and Waring (2010) advocated adopting an emic perspective to analyse data.  They defined 

it as “a way of looking at language and social interaction from the “insider’s” perspective, i.e., 

stepping inside the shoes of the participants to understand their talk and actions” (p. 6) and listed 

five CA emic procedures:  

(1) unmotivated looking;  

(2) repeated listening and viewing; 

(3) answering “why that now?”; 

(4) case-by-case analysis; 

(5) deviant case analysis. 

In other words, from the CA perspective, “the insider’s perspective is not obtained by 

interviewing the speakers, but by uncovering how the participants treat each other’s talk in the 

details of interaction” (Wong & Waring, 2010, p. 6). 

For the CA analysis, each of the transcribed files of the assessment session in NVivo was 

exported to a Word document file (.docx) and further transcribed according to a set of 

transcription notation system, informed by the conversation-analytic transcription system 

abridged from Atkinson and Heritage (1984) (see Appendix N). Following the CA conventions, 

the audio data was subjected to repeated listening for transcript production and qualitative 



64 
 

analysis. The transcription conventions adopted were restricted to the ones that represent vocal 

activities relevant to the objectives of this study. A purist CA transcription of the data was not 

adopted as certain subtleties in speech deliveries like vocal variations, pace, and non-verbal 

expression were not indicated. This was because close analysis of these specific features was 

not necessary to identify the IP that is of interest to this study, and the incapacity of the audio 

recording devices to record non-vocal expressions. 

Findings from the CA serve to provide discourse data to tackle two of the study’s research 

questions which are: 

RQ2. Which strategies employed by the English learners may contribute to or detract from an 

effective presentation of their communicative abilities? 

RQ3. What are the group interactional dynamics among students participating in a group 

discussion assessment? 

3.4.5 Language Function Analysis (LFA) 

For the purpose of identifying the language functions (LFs) elicited from the meeting discussion, 

both the verbatim transcripts and the audio recordings from NVivo were utilised. The analysis 

of the data entailed repeated listening of the audio recordings and detailed examination of the 

transcripts through extensive reading and re-reading. Throughout the analysis, simultaneous use 

of both the audio recording and the transcript was essential. To ensure that a systematic coding 

of the LFs was done, O’Sullivan et al.’s (2002) Observation Checklist was used as the initial 

operational coding guide for the language functions (see Appendix O). Where necessitated, 

additional language functions were created to code language functions not listed in the 

Observation Checklist. Table 3.1 shows the LFs listed in O’Sullivan et al.’s checklist. 

The checklist was originally devised for ‘real time’ use in the evaluation of the paired speaking 

test of the Cambridge Main Suite examinations. The checklist was useful as it provided a 

framework of reference in the coding of language functions elicited for the data of this study. It 

has also been applied with success in other studies such as on the International English Language 

Testing System (IELTS) (Brooks, 2003) and in Nakatsuhara’s (2013) study of group oral tests.  

In the investigation of the LFs elicited in the meeting discussion assessment, the main focus of 

the analysis was on the range of the LF produced by the test takers. As such, the frequency of 

the occurrence of each of the LFs as produced by each test taker was not counted. Instead, each 

function was counted on a dichotomous basis as elicited or not-elicited. This followed the 

method of O’Sullivan et al. (2002), Brooks (2003), and Nakatsuhara, Inoue, Berry & Galaczi 

(2016, 2017). As is expected, the boundaries between the LF categories are not always 
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straightforward nor distinct. In situations where one utterance could be ascribed to more than 

one possible function, the utterance was coded under the possible corresponding functions (see 

also 8.4). Nevertheless, based on the co-text, the main purpose of an utterance could usually be 

identified. On the other hand, when an utterance was found to be unsuitable for any of the 

original LF categories, it was categorized under a new category based on its perceived function. 

This new LF would later be confirmed in the second round of coding which involved a second 

coder.  

Table 3.1 O’Sullivan et al.’s (2002) observation checklist items 

Informational functions Interactional functions Managing interactions 
Providing personal information Agreeing Initiating 
 Present 

Past  
Future 

Disagreeing 
Modifying 
Asking for opinions 

Changing 
Reciprocating 
Deciding 

Expressing opinions 
Elaborating 
Justifying opinions 
Comparing 

Persuading 
Asking for information 
Conversational repair 
Negotiating meaning 

 

Speculating 
Staging 
Describing 

 Check meaning 
Understanding 
Common ground 

 

 Sequence of events 
Scene 

 Ask clarification 
Correct utterance 

 

Summarizing 
Suggesting 
Expressing preferences 

 Respond to required clarification  

 

After the initial coding was done based on the Observation Checklist, the codes were refined 

before the second round of coding could be performed. This included renaming one of the 

coding categories from the initial coding, and confirming the additional language functions 

identified to form a new customised checklist for this study.  

Customising the coding checklist 

As mentioned earlier, the initial coding was based on the Observation Checklist by O’Sullivan 

et al. (2002). To extend the use of this checklist to the EOP group meeting assessment setting, a 

few modifications to the checklist items were required to form a customised LFs checklist for 

the second round of data coding. First of all, one of the modifications thought necessary for the 

Observation Checklist was under the informational functions where the providing personal 

information function was changed to the providing information function. This was done as 

providing information related to the test taker’s role and duties (rather than their personal 

information) was more relevant to the analysis of the LFs in this study’s meeting setting. As the 

meeting required the test takers to discuss work or project related information, the use of the 
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more general providing information function was deemed more appropriate. Apart from that, 

additional language functions identified through the analysis of the meeting discussion 

assessment were also created and added to the list of LFs to form a customised Group Meeting 

Checklist (GMC) for the final coding of the study’s data. The GMC is further discussed in the 

next chapter (Section 4.2.3).  

The second round of coding was performed based on the customized GMC. In this round, double 

coding was performed on all nine groups to ensure accurate classification of the LFs. At the 

same time, double coding also helped to confirm the new LF categories added to the GMC as 

the second coder could substantiate the necessity and appropriacy of the new LFs. For this 

purpose, a doctoral degree holder specializing in English language testing familiar with the 

NVivo software was recruited as a co-coder. Subsequently, a comparison of the coded 

transcripts by both coders was done to confirm the LFs coded. In cases where there was coding 

disagreement, the items were further examined and discussed until final agreement was 

achieved. All LFs produced by the participants are presented in the results table in Chapter Four 

(Table 4.2). Silverman (2017) explained that “inconsistency among inter-coders may have 

reflected some ambiguity in the data, some overlap between the coding categories, or simple 

coding errors” (p. 399). Lyn (2009) argued that it is not possible nor was it always desirable that 

qualitative coding be consistent across time or between multiple coders. As different analysts 

are likely to interpret things differently, inconsistencies are likely. Nevertheless, taking into 

account that corroborated data was necessary to ensure accurate representation of the LFs 

identified, and to confirm the list of LFs in the GMC, the co-coders discussed the irregularities 

identified until final agreement was achieved. Figure 3.3 shows the LFA procedures for the 

recorded data obtained. 

 

Figure 3.3 Language function analysis procedures 

The LFA provided details about how the students used the language resources available to them 

to perform the interaction as required by the assessment task. It also provided insights into how 

the students utilised the different LFs in managing the interaction with their peers.  Results from 

the LFA complemented the CA in answering the second research question (RQ2) of the study: 
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Which strategies employed by the English learners may contribute to or detract from an effective 

presentation of their communicative abilities?  

3.4.6 The focus group discussions (FGD) 

Gray (2014) defined a focus group as “an organized discussion among a selected group of 

individuals with the aim of eliciting information about their views. The purpose is to gain a 

range of perspectives about subjects and situations” (p. 468). One of the main advantages of a 

focus group discussion is that it allows for the expression of multiple viewpoints on the same 

topic. The presence of the moderator to facilitate the discussion helps to incite different 

viewpoints from all the persons involved in the discussion (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, Gray, 

2014; and Krueger & Casey, 2015). A focus group discussion could “range from being highly 

scripted to being wildly dialogic” (Kamberelis, Dimitriadis & Welker, 2018, p. 692). Thus, it is 

important for the moderator to be able to steer the direction of the discussion towards uncovering 

issues pertaining to the objectives of the study. 

Focus groups are also a common method of data collection in evaluation research in 

academia and other organizations. They are used when a program of some kind needs 

to be evaluated in order to help measure its success, strengths, and weaknesses and 

also to help qualitatively explain the nature of what is and is not working…. Focus 

groups are also useful in developing the content of new programs. (Hesse-Biber, 

2017, p. 151) 

Hennink et al. (2011) specified that there should be homogeneity and familiarity among 

participants of a focus group. Having similar backgrounds and experiences enable participants 

to share their views among peers. At the same time, familiarity allows them to be more open 

and less anxious about sharing their opinions (Finch, Lewis & Turley, 2014; Hennink et al., 

2011; Stewart & Shamdasani, 2015). These are important considerations as the outcome of a 

focus group can be dictated by the event and the people involved in the discussion (Stewart & 

Shamdasani, 2015).  

According to Krueger and Casey (2015), a focus group is not just a randomly assembled group 

of people. They are participants carefully identified and selected to share a range of experiences 

and perceptions regarding the issue under investigation. They characterized the following five 

features of a focus group:  

1. a small group of people, who  

2. possess certain characteristics,  

3. provide qualitative data  



68 
 

4. in a focused discussion  

5. to help understand the topic of interest” (p. 6).  

They further added that the focus group offers a more “natural environment than that of an 

individual interview because participants are influencing and influenced by others-just as they 

are in life” (p. 7).  

The focus group interview can take on a directive or nondirective approach. Where the directive 

approach enables the researcher to cover a wider and more in-depth discussion of the topic, the 

non-directive approach has the advantage of discovery of participants’ views through the 

dynamics of group interaction (Stewart & Shamdasani, 2015). Taking into consideration the 

aims of this study, the focus group interviews therefore involved a mix of both interviewing 

styles. It was also essential for the researcher to provide an open, relaxed and non-judgemental 

environment for the participants to discuss issues related to the topic investigated (Gray, 2014; 

and Krueger & Casey, 2015). As recommended by Hennink et al. (2011), all the focus group 

sessions were conducted in an informal, conversational manner to encourage open and free 

discussion. During the post-assessment stage, FGD sessions were held with: 1) the student 

groups, and 2) with the instructors (as illustrated in Figure 3.1). 

3.4.6.1 The students’ FGD 

After completing their group meeting assessment, all of the EOP student participants were 

invited to participate in a FGD for their respective groups. The objective of the FGD session 

was to provide a platform for the participants to discuss their experience regarding the meeting 

assessment task to obtain their perceptions on its use. While the use of the FGD may restrain 

some students from expressing their genuine opinions (see 8.1), it was chosen instead of 

individual interviews due to practical constraints. As there were nine intact groups participating 

in the FGD sessions, the data obtained included feedback from all of the 42 student participants. 

Furthermore, as the students were familiar with one another, they were relatively open to sharing 

their opinions with the group. The FGD sessions were conducted on the same day of the 

students’ meeting assessment and were used to obtain students’ perceptions regarding the 

meeting assessment sessions. At the same time, it allowed the students to share the problems 

that they faced while performing the task. All FGD sessions were conducted in the language 

classrooms of the centre and as per previous practice, audio recorded on two digital recording 

devices. 

At the beginning of the FGD sessions, a Basic Information Form was utilised to obtain the 

student participants’ background information. The form was piloted on twelve EOP students 



69 
 

who participated in a pilot study as described earlier in Section 3.4.1.2 for wording and clarity. 

The trial resulted in no significant revision and Appendix P shows the final version of the form 

used in the study. The FGD with the student participants was guided by a set of discussion 

questions that were developed to obtain data regarding the students’ overall experience in 

completing the group discussion assessments, the appropriacy of the meeting discussion task 

and its marking format, the problems encountered and the strategies employed to overcome 

these, as well as the preparations done prior to the assessment. The FGD guide was also trialed 

during the pilot study for wording and clarity. As the trial indicated no difficulties on the part of 

the students to understand the English questions, they were not translated into Bahasa Malaysia. 

Except for a few omission and addition to the interview questions, there were no significant 

changes. Appendix Q shows the final version of the instrument.  

The information gathered from the FGD with the students was used to address the second 

research question (RQ2) which is, which strategies employed by English language learners may 

contribute to or detract from a valid assessment of their communicative abilities? 

3.4.6.2 The instructors’ FGD 

The choice of having a FGD for the EOP instructors was made after the pilot study, and after 

recognizing the need to obtain collective input from instructors to identify common issues and 

discuss possible solutions to overcome the problems. As a follow up to their individual post-

interviews, all three of the EOP instructors participated in a FGD session with the researcher. 

This focus group was conducted the week after all the instructors had completed their individual 

post-interviews with the researcher. The objective of the FGD session was to provide a platform 

for all the EOP instructors to address the issues they faced when assessing their students. It also 

provided an opportunity for the instructor participants to share the steps they have taken to 

ensure successful implementation and assessment of the students, and discuss possible ways in 

which these group assessment problems could be prevented in the future. The FGD with the 

instructors followed another set of discussion questions (see Appendix R). The questions were 

developed to obtain data regarding the EOP instructors’ overall experiences in conducting the 

group discussion assessments, the problems they encountered, as well as the methods they 

employed to handle the difficulties faced while assessing their students. The instructors’ FGD 

session was conducted in the postgraduate meeting room of the centre and audio recorded on 

two digital recording devices. 
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3.4.6.3 Analysis of the FGDs 

All the students’ and instructors’ FGD audio files were individually transcribed verbatim onto 

separate Microsoft Word documents files. Again, to ensure confidentiality, any mention of 

names of person were substituted with alphanumeric codes. In the present study, a transcript-

based analysis was performed. For the purpose of data analysis, all FGD transcripts were 

imported into the NVivo (version 11.1.4) software where they were coded according to themes 

using the same data analysis procedures as explained earlier in Section 3.4.1.4 (Figure 3.2). The 

FGD data were pertinent to all three research questions of the study.  

3.5 Triangulation and development of a framework for group oral assessment 

Data derived from this study provided crucial information for the development of a proposed 

framework for effective group assessment through the triangulation of the multiple datasets. 

Mackey & Gass (2005) provided the most basic definition of triangulation as “the use of 

multiple, independent methods of obtaining data in a single investigation in order to arrive at 

the same research findings” (p. 181). This may involve theoretical, investigator and 

methodological triangulation of different data sets.  

As can be attested by many researchers, there is not one method of data collection that is perfect 

(Croker, 2009; Hennink et al., 2011; Stake, 1995; and Zacharias, 2012). Hence, triangulation is 

routinely used in qualitative research to represent the multiple perspectives of the topic 

investigated. Stake (2014) expressed the opinion that “with multiple approaches within a single 

study, we are likely to illuminate or nullify some extraneous influences” (p. 114).  The richer 

the data, the more informed the researcher would be albeit the more complex and time 

consuming data collection and analyzing procedures. On the other hand, Silverman (2017) 

expressed the view that some qualitative researchers might have been misguided into thinking 

that the triangulation process could increase the reliability of their research design. Instead, in 

their attempt to collect a wider range of data, they failed to consider the possibility of 

underanalysing these resources. Additionally, the different data sources obtained might not be 

comparable as they might have been generated for different purposes. 

As this study is qualitative in nature, triangulation between the multiple datasets gathered from 

the different stages of the study was performed to identify recurring patterns and prominent 

themes pertaining to the meeting assessment. Figure 3.4 illustrates how the multiple datasets of 

this study were triangulated.  
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Figure 3.4 Triangulation model 

As illustrated, data from the pre- and post-interviews, focus group discussions, and audio 

recording and observation sesisons were triangulated. Through this, the convergent themes were 

identified. These themes then governed the formation of the proposed framework for effective 

group oral assessment in the ESP classroom. 

3.6 Summary 

This chapter has presented the study design and methodology adopted. It has also presented the 

rationale for the selection of the research methods and exemplified how the different sets of data 

were gathered and their analysis procedures. In the next three chapters, the results of the data 

collected from the three stages of the study are reported. 

 

 

 

Converging	
Themes

In-depth	
pre- and	
post-

interviews

Focus	group	
discussions

Audio	
recording&	
observation	

of	
assessment



72 
 

CHAPTER FOUR 

Conversation Analysis and Language Function Analysis  

 

This chapter presents the results of the two methods of data analysis performed on the audio 

data obtained from the meeting assessment sessions; the Conversation Analysis (CA) and the 

Language Function Analysis (LFA). While the results of the CA provided information regarding 

the details of the interactional features of the groups participating in the meeting assessment, the 

results of the LFA revealed the language functions (LFs) that were elicited from the students 

through the meeting assessment. The chapter concludes with some insights on how the findings 

from the CA and LFA converged to reveal some of the common strategies employed by the 

students in the assessment task.  

4.1 Conversation Analysis  

This CA section discusses the interactional features of all of the nine EOP discussion groups 

involved. Data from the audio recording of the EOP meeting assessment sessions was utilised 

in this part of the data analysis. It begins with a description of the interaction of the test takers 

under a specific assessment condition and covers aspects including the orientation of the 

assessment task, topic organisation and development, turn-taking, interruptions and overlaps, 

and conversational dominance. These are discussed in relation to how they affected the group’s 

interactions and the participants’ behaviour. For this purpose, Group A’s meeting assessment is 

first used to provide an overview of the interactional dynamics of the group. The chapter then 

moves on to describe the interaction of the test takers in Group B and compare these to those of 

group A. After that, it narrows its focus and concentrates on the salient interactional features of 

the group assessment. For this, illustrative examples of the conversational strategies utilized in 

Group C to Group I are presented. Table 1 shows the details of the groups and the assessment 

duration of their meeting discussions. In total, approximately 160 minutes of audio data was 

analysed. As can be seen in Table 1, there is a relatively huge variation in the test duration 

between the groups. This will be discussed in Section 4.1.3. 

Results from this CA section are used to address two of the study’s research questions which 

are: 

RQ2. Which strategies employed by the English learners may contribute to or detract from an 

effective presentation of their communicative abilities? 



73 
 

RQ3. What are the group interactional dynamics among students participating in a group 

discussion assessment? 

Table 4.1 Meeting assessment groups’ membership and duration 

Group No. of members Student IDs 	 Duration Instructor 

A 5 S1 – S5	 26:09.6 1 

B 5 S6 – S10	 11:14.4 3 

C 4 S11 – S14	 16:09.2 2 

D 4 S15 – S18	 14:45.5 3 

E 5 S19 – S23	 13:28.1 3 

F 4 S24 – S27	 23:20.5 2 

G 5 S28 – S32	 28:33.4 2 

H 5 S33 – S37	 15:54.5 1 

I 5 S38 – S42	 7:36.6 1 

 

4.1.1 The interactional features of Group A  

The analysis of the group interactions begins with Group A. Group A consists of five group 

members, one male and four females. The discussion duration for the group is 26 mins 9 sec. 

The agenda items of Group A included their restaurant’s menu, promotions and operations. The 

members performed the roles of general manager (S1), sous chef (S2), promotions manager 

(S3), accountant (S4), and decorator (S5). Group A’s discussion begins with the chairperson of 

the meeting (S1) greeting, welcoming and thanking the members for attending the meeting. He 

initiates these opening moves by saying ‘Good morning and welcome everyone. [Thank you 

for] coming today and sorry (0.6) for a short notice’ (Extract 1, lines 1-4). He then moves on to 

inform the group of the agenda of the meeting. For this purpose, he begins with the topic initial 

utterance ‘if you not- all know (.) today we will discuss abou:t our agenda (0.6) is: about on how 

the- (.) can we make a variety food (.) and how do we:: (.) make a:: (0.4) market our food how 

(.) how will our uh increase our earning in our restaurant and we'll make a variety in our food’ 

(lines 4-9). This initial topic utterance also serves to clarify the task demand of the meeting 

assessment. Clarifying the task demand is important especially at the beginning of the meeting 

as it clearly outlines the tasks the members of the group are expected to do during the 

assessment. Additionally, it helps to support the organisation of the talk.  

Extract 1 

1 S1 → Good morning and welcome everyone. [Thank you for]= 
2 S3                                                                 [(Good) morning.] 
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3 
4 
5 
6 

S1  
→ 

                                                                                             =coming today and sorry (0.6) 
for a short notice. (0.7) If you not- all know (.) today we will discuss abou:t our agenda 
(0.6) is: about on how the- (.) can we make a variety food (.) and how do we:: (.) make a:: 
(0.4) market our food how (.) how will our=  

7 S3                                                                        =Increase. 
8 
9 
10 

S1  
 → 

                                                                                       =Uh increase our earning in our 
restaurant and we'll make a variety in our food. (0.4) So, (0.3) first questions (0.8) and 
first (.) I would like to hear from S2? 

11 S2  Yes, I am. 
12 
13 
14 

S1 → Okay (.) What will:: (.) what you:r (0.4) idea and what will you bring idea in this agenda? 
(0.4) And my question is (.) what type of food (.) will you prepare in our menu (0.4) 
restaurant? 

15 
16 

S2 → Okay: (0.8) for the type of foods we provide different food specialist (1.0) specialties for 
each day. For example, of mine dishes= 

17 S1 →                                                                  =Mhmm= 
18 
19 

S2                                                                                   =Firstly, nasi lemak with rendang 
special= 

20 S1 →               =Mhmm= 
21 S2                                =((clears throat)) nas- asam laksa double flavour=   
22 S1 →                                                                                                               =Mhmm= 
23 
24 
25 

S2  
 

                                                                                                                              =and char 
kuey teow fresh fried. (1.2) However, (.) customer can order the- the foods (.) hot here. 
(0.9) I want to as:k (0.7) you all= 

26 S1 →                                                      =Mhmm?= 
27 S2                                                                          =do you have any idea for the foods? 
28 
29 

S1 → Oh, I think if you can put some: Sabahan food in our menu and our type of (.) kind of 
food it's more interest and good I think. [If you put that in.]  

30 S3 →                                                                 [Yeah, I agree with you]= 
31 
32 
33 
34 

S1                                                                                                            =Yeah, thank you. (1.3) 
And I think nasi lemak and char kuey teow maybe you can make it (.) more (.) modern or 
the taste more like cuisine food. It will be interest (0.6) more people to come in our 
restaurant. 

35 S2  Okay, °I'm going to do it later.° 
 

This orientation of the opening lines of the discussion follows a typical formal meeting 

convention as required by the assessment. The use of such orientation also indicates the 

specialised nature of the interaction which is concerned “specifically with talk-in-interaction in 

so called ‘institutional’ or work-place settings” (Hutchby & Wooffitt, 2008, p. 137). 

When S1 initiates the discussion by introducing the agenda of the meeting, he promptly specifies 

the main topics to be discussed, which includes the variety of food, marketing of the food 

products, as well as ways to increase their revenue. In order to proceed with their first topic, S1 

nominates the next speaker by saying ‘so, (0.3) first questions (0.8) and first (.) I would like to 

hear from S2?’ (Extract 1, lines 9-10). Immediately after getting S2’s attention, S1 proceeds to 

develop the first topic of the discussion by saying ‘okay (.) What will:: (.) what you:r (0.4) idea 

and what will you bring idea in this agenda? (0.4) And my question is (.) what type of food (.) 

will you prepare in our menu (0.4) restaurant?’ (lines 12-14). Here, S1 nominates the next 

speaker, S2, by calling her name and asking her to explain the types of food on their restaurant’s 
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menu. As S1 has specifically pinpointed S2 as the next speaker, all the other members expect 

S2 to proceed with the discussion of their first topic. 

After acknowledging her turn, S2 expands on the first topic and says ‘okay: (0.8) for the type of 

foods we provide different food specialist (1.0) specialties for each day. For example, of mine 

dishes, firstly, nasi lemak with rendang special ((clears throat)) nas- asam laksa double flavour 

and char kuey teow fresh fried. (1.2) However, (.) customer can order the- the foods (.) hot here. 

(0.9) I want to as:k (0.7) you all?’ (lines 15-25). As can be seen here, after presenting some of 

her ideas for their food products, S2 immediately offers a turn to the other members of the group. 

This serves as an invite that allows any member to provide comments on S2’s ideas and is a 

good way to get others’ involvement in the topic being discussed. Not only does it open the floor 

to another speaker, it also encourages topic expansion. Responding to the cue, S1 expands on 

the ideas further by suggesting that Sabahan food be added to the menu (lines 28-29), to which 

S3 expresses her agreement and says ‘yeah, I agree with you’ (line 30). 

After getting ideas from some of the members of the group, S1 continues to expand on the same 

topic by inviting another group member, S3 to discuss more ideas on their food products. S1 

accomplishes this in a similar way as he has previously by saying ‘second (.) question I would 

like to a:::sk (1.6) S3, (0.8) u:h what of- what type of cuisine will you prepare in our menu (.) in 

our restaurant?’ (Extract 2, line 1-2). From S1’s actions, it can be observed that S1 organises the 

talk by posing questions to his group members. Doing this enables S1 to control the organisation 

of the topic and the talk, and make sure that the group members are given the opportunities to 

share their opinions during the meeting. 

Similar to the previous instance, the nominated speaker, S3 then expressed her ideas regarding 

the topic by saying ‘okay, actually u:h I have u:h so many (0.6) cuisine (0.6) food that I will (.) 

mix to our:: food (.) a:nd one of them is: (.) um Malay cuisine food because [just like] uh S2 

said that you would like to prepare what (.) food? Nasi put- [nasi lemak]’ (Extract 2, lines 3-12). 

S3’s action allows her to fulfil her role and contribute her ideas to the discussion. At the same 

time, her utterance also indicates contingency towards S2’s previous ideas. When S3 refers to 

S2’s idea, she maintains the discussion flow on the topic and assists in extending their topic 

further. The contingency of S3’s comments to S2’s ideas establishes clear cohesion within the 

topic. By referring to S2’s idea, S3 has also indirectly indicated her support for the ideas 

proposed by S2. 

Extract 2 

1 
2 

S1 → ((Clears throat)) Okay, (1.0) second question I would like to a:::sk (1.6) S3, (0.8) u:h what 
of- what type of cuisine will you prepare in our menu (.) in our restaurant? 
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3 
4 

S3 → 
→ 

Okay, actually u:h I have u:h so many (0.6) cuisine (0.6) food that I will (.) mix to our:: 
food (.) a:nd one of them is: (.) um Malay cuisine food because [just like]= 

5 S1                                                                                                        [Malay cuisine].  
6 
7 

S3                                                                                                                                  =uh S2 
said=  

8 S1 →          =Mhmm= 
9 S3                            =that you would like to prepare what (.) food?= 
10 S2                                                                                                         =°Food?°= 
11 
12 

S3                                                                                                                           =nasi put-      
  [nasi lemak]=  

13 S1  =[Nasi lemak] (.) [char kuey teow.]= 
14 S2                              [°Ah°(.) nasi lemak with] rendang special. 
15 S3                                                                                                  =So, it shows that the=  
16 S1 →                                                                                                                                   =Mhmm 
17 S3  =Malay cuisine food= 
18 S1 →                                    =Mhmm 
19 S3                                                    =where nasi lemak we will add some:: samba::l=  
20 S1                                                                                                                      =[Aha, I see.] 
21 S3                                                                                                                      =[Sambal there]=  
22 S1 → =Mhmm= 
23 
24 

S3  =sambal mas- sambal merah and then (0.6) just like uh ikan bilis and then::: (0.6) such as 
the Malay local food.=  

25 S1 →                                      =If I= 
26 S2                                                 =So- 
27 
28 

S1 →                                                        =uh if I can (0.6) put some ideas maybe like (.) now- 
nowadays uh I heard that nasi lemak they can- they make ice cream=  

29 S4                                                                                                                =°Yes.°= 
30 S1 → =[Ice cream nasi lemak,]=  
31 S3  =[Oh? ice cream nasi lemak,]=  
32 S1                                                    =yes.= 
33 S3                                                                =I heard of that-=  
34 S1                                                                                             =ah, more-= 
35 
36 

S3                                                                                                                 = name. So, 
maybe:=  

37 S1                =It will be interest [in our type of uh huh] 
38 
39 

S3                                               [Ah, (0.8) so- uh-] but (0.6) actually the- (.) uh if we: make 
some uh what- what kind of cuisine? so (.5) we can show the style of our:: (.) our food= 

40 S1 → =Uh huh.          
41 S3               =our culture= 
42 S1                                     =Ah, you mean [local food.] 
43 
44 

S3                                                               [so as:: uh] yeah because Malaysian food are very 
very difference with uh:: (.) very difference (.) than the western food [because]= 

45 S1                                                                                                                 [Yes, I can] see that. 
46 
47 

S3                                                                                                                                   =it shows 
our cultures [like-=  

48 S1 →                     [Uh huh] identity [culture]=  
49 S3                                                   [So:-]= 
50 S1                                                               =in our food. 
51 
52 
53 

S3                                                                                    =for me (.) I (.) I think that we just (.) 
uh mix all the (.) western food and the: Malay local food (.6) so it shows to the customer 
(.) and then they (.) maybe: like our (1.0) preparation:=  

54 S1 →                                                                                         =Yes, I see, I see= 
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55 
56 

S3                                                                                                                        =something like 
that.= 

57 
58 

S1           =I can see, I can see your idea. (It's be) interest if you can put (.) in our type of 
cuisine food. 

59 S3  Oh Okay. So, [I have also]= 
60 S4                         [That is interesting]=   
61 
62 

S3                                                           = Ah yes. I also have suggestion that (.) uh (.) we ca::n 
(.) change uhm (.) Nasi Lemak or we need to add [some Keropok]= 

63 S1                                                                                 [add some (.) yes.]= 
64 
65 

S3                                                                                                              =Lekor on the food uh 
just like that.= 

66 
67 

S1                         =yes, just like I said you make (.)  ice-cream- [Nasi Lemak ice-cream. It 
will get interest (.) for our customers.]  

68 
69 

S3                                                                                                  [Uh, ice-cream and Keropok 
Lekor so tha:t uh] So, it (.) becomes more interesting. 

70 
71 

S1 → I agree with your idea. U::h okay (0.6) let’s go fo:r our next agenda. U:h I would like to 
ask S5. 

72 S5  Yeah. 
73 
74 

S1  ((Clears throat)) What type of decoration in food will you prepare (0.3) for our customers 
(.) if they come in our restaurant? 

75 S5  I have prepare the…. 

Based on the two extracts so far, the turn-taking of the members in Group A is primarily 

structured by the chairperson by calling out the names of the group members to get their input. 

By appointing the next speaker by means of naming him or her, the chairperson is able to 

coordinate the turns to ensure that each member is given at least one turn in the discussion. Such 

explicit nominations of the next speaker are also illustrated in Extract 2 (lines 70-71) and later 

in Extract 4 (lines 1-2 and lines 42-43). 

Although the turn-taking of Group A is to a large extent planned and orchestrated by the 

chairperson, the expansion of the topics reveals examples of the other group members obtaining 

turns during the discussion. For example, in Extract 3, S3 takes up the next turn by indicating 

her support, ‘oh I see (.) Actually (0.9) it’s such a:: good idea because it combines the modern 

[and the:: traditional]’ (lines 39-40). Such unplanned turn-taking leads to a highly engaged 

discussion where the group members demonstrate their responsiveness towards each other’s 

views, and their active engagement in the discussion results in the expansion of the topic being 

discussed. This was also demonstrated in Extract 3, when S4 suggests ‘why not we make the:: 

(0.5) the::: (1.2) the [menus] u:m (.) fo:r (.) fo:r (.5) some parts of the culture (.) each of the 

culture with different types of colours?’ (lines 52-55). These unpredictable turns are made 

possible as the elaboration of the topic necessitates the meeting participants to interact with one 

another’s ideas. Therefore, despite the seemingly highly organised nature of the discussion, the 

interaction is still to a large extent dynamic with unexpected turns initiated by the members of 

the group. 
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Furthermore, analysis of Group A’s discussion also reveals a high level of interaction on the 

nominated topics. In Extract 3, all five members of the group react to the topic of food decoration 

by commenting and suggesting ideas. Apart from indicating their approval and support (line 15, 

16, 35, 39-40 and 68), they also provide additional suggestions for the topic (lines 34-37 and 

52-55). The reactiveness towards the nominated topic in the discussion is important as it 

demonstrates the group members’ attentiveness to the topic. It also enables them to make the 

relevant decisions to resolve the agenda item.  

Extract 3 

1 S5  I have prepare: the type of decoration of food.=  
2 S1 →                                                                             =Mhmm. 
3 
4 

S5 →                                                                                            =U::h like er: S2 says (0.6) we 
have a traditional food=  

5 S1                                        =Yes yes yes.= 
6 S5                                                                =uh western food=  
7 S1 →                                                                                             =Mhmm= 
8 
9 

S5                                                                                                               =so (0.4) why not we 
use=   

10 S1 →        =Mhmm 
11 S5                       =uh (j-) uh for example: (.) traditional food=  
12 S1 →                                                                                              =Mhmm= 
13 
14 

S5                                                                                                                =we can use uh 
banana leaf=  

15 S1 →          =Yes, [that's right.] That's interest- 
16 S2 →                    [Yes, that’s] good. 
17 
18 

S5                     [and (unclear)] and people we can inte- (0.4) interest (1.0) uh the our 
restaurant.=  

19 S1 →                    =Mhmm. 
20 S5                                    =So (0.6) actually (0.9) u:h plate, our glass=  
21 S1 →                                                                                                          =Mhmm.= 
22 
23 

S5  
→ 

                                                                                                                           =we can use 
uh (0.8) club- um decorate-=  

24 S3                                                =Decorative.=  
25 
26 

S1 →                                                                      =[Yeah, can see the decoration glass look more 
interest.] 

27 
28 

S5                                                                       =[yes, decorative glass and plate.] Uh we have- 
uh we pattern- classic o:r [and modern uh yes]=  

29 S1 →                                          [Mhmm I can see. Yeah, modern glass.= 
30 
31 

S5                                                                                                            =So (.) the (0.8) people 
will [just say wo:w] 

32 S1 →        [will interest, mhmm] mhmm, okay. [If I can]= 
33 S2 →                                                                   [Oh sorry-] 
34 S1 →                                                                                    =put, uh if [I can plus a]=  
35 S4 →                                                                                                      [Awesome] 
36 
37 

S1  
→ 

                                                                                                                            =little bit 
idea, maybe the plate (.) the decoration of the [plate- mhmm?] 

38 S5 →                                                                           [the design is-= 
39 
40 

S3 → 
→ 

                                                                                                   =Oh I see (.) Actually (0.9) 
it’s such a:: good idea because it combines the modern [and the:: traditional.]= 
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41 S5                                                                                   The [modern and traditional]=  
42 S4                                                                                          [modern and traditional] yes. 
43 S3                                                                                                                                 =Combine 

together. 
44 
45 

S5  Combine the decoration. So (0.4) the restaurant have a many (0.9) many (1.3) many 
design (0.9) and then (1.1) the- the decoration is (.) very important is colour.  

46 S1  Okay, I can see the colour, okay. ((Clears throat)) 
47 S2 → Al[though-] 
48 S5      [The colour] is very important (0.7) because u:h= 
49 S3 →                                                                                    =can attract [customers.] 
50 
51 

S5                                                                                                         [can attract the] customer 
(1.6) and-= 

52 S4 →                   =Why not we make the:: (0.5) the::: (1.2) the [menus]=  
53 S1 →                                                                                            [cuisine?] Uh huh?= 
54 
55 

S4                                                                                                                              =u:m (.) fo:r 
(.) fo:r (.5) some parts of the culture (.) each of the culture with different types of 
colours?=  

56 S1  =Yes, I can [see.] 
57 S4                     [Main] theme of the colours. And it will make-= 
58 S2                                                                                                   =more.= 
59 S4                                                                                                                 =mo:re= 
60 
61 

S1 →                                                                                                                              =Oh this 
meaning if- uh, if from Sabah (.) this colour is come from Sabah (0.6) like that.=  

62 S5                                                                                                                                   =Yes. 
63 S1 → =Like from India (.) this colour come from India (.) the food (.) [like that? O:h]=  
64 S4                                                                                                         [Yes, indeed]. 
65 
66 

S1 →                                                                                                                                   =I can 
see, okay= 

67 S3                   =Oh [so an example (0.9) u:h we know-] 
68 S1 →                          [that's nice. The variety of food] shows the colour lah. 
69 S5  That's it. 

Group A’s discussion also includes instances of reorientations of topic that resulted in topic 

expansion. In Extract 4, when S4 explains how she thought they could attract customers to try 

out their food products through visual appeal and taste (lines 6-13), S1 provides a suggestion 

which expanded the topic to the use of spices in their food products when he suggests that they 

introduce spice-infused drinks (lines 16-31).  

Extract 4 

1 
2 

S1 → Okay next. Nice idea. We will (0.8) proceed with the idea. Okay, I will like (.) I will like 
to ask S4=  

3 S4                   =Yes?=  
4 
5 

S1                                =next question is (1.0) how do you attract (0.6) the: tester (0.8) on the 
food (0.9) to the customer? 

6 
7 
8 

S4 → 
→ 

Well, for me, (0.9) u:::m the visual appeal (0.4) are some parts of the attractions (0.5) 
where: (0.6) what S5 has said (.) the decoration is very importance (.) where: we should 
realise (1.2) that it’s really: (0.6) improve our appetizer.=  

9 S1                                                                                               =Mhmm.= 
10 
11 

S4                                                                                                                 =and the taste and 
the flavours [while]= 

12 S1                      [Mhmm.] 
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13 S4                                    = the customer want to:: (1.4) it want to taste= 
14 S1  =Taste the food?= 
15 S4 →                             =[Yeah.] 
16 
17 

S1 →                             =[Okay.] U:::h (0.3) I would like to put a little bit- some idea in that (.) 
u:::h… how to attract (0.6) mmm:: our customer, especially (.) in the taste of that food.=  

18 S4  =[Yes.] 
29 
20 

S1  =[If] we can see in Sabah (0.7) especially in Sabah, people in Sabah really like that taste 
like spicy food. Maybe we can (0.8) like S2 said, u:h nasi lemak,=  

21 S3                                                                                                             =Nasi lemak.= 
22 S1  =we can make the na- spicy nasi lemak, char kuey teow spicy,=  
23 S2 →                                                                                                        =[Yeah.] 
24 
25 

S1                                                                                                         =[M-] maybe something 
like that. Not just in the food, maybe in the:: in our drink.=  

26 S3                                                                                                 =Oh.=  
27 
28 

S1                                                                                                            =You know? 
Something different like that? [Uh, we add] some spicy in our drink.=  

29 S2                                                   [meaning we add...] 
30 
31 

S1                                                                                                                  =[Teh, spiced, 
spiced drink of tea?] 

32 
33 

S3                                                                                                                    [Some mint o:r, 
mint o:r] pepper=  

34 S1                              =Uh huh.= 
35 S3                                               =[Peppermint?] 
36 S4                                               =[Bring something] new=  
37 S1                                                                                        =Uh huh [bring something new.]  
38 S4                                                                                                       [since our own products.]= 
39 
40 

S1                                                                                                                                       =Yeah, 
in our own products. 

41 S4  Okay. 
42 
43 

S1 → Okay, nice guys (.) nice idea. (.) Oka::y (0.6) next agenda: I would like to know (0.5) u:h 
S2. 

44 S2  Yes °I am°. 
45 
46 

S1  Would you (0.8) can you tell me what (.) ingredient in our: dessert that can we: (0.8) pre- 
prefer or provide (enough) for our customer? 

The discussion topic regarding food decoration is again expanded in Extract 5 when S3 

comments that ‘Actually u:m she- her ideas just like using a banana leaf is a good- [good] for 

us because (0.6) if we use the banana leaf (1.0) mmm: maybe we don’t have (.) much time to 

wash the [plates maybe like that] [because it’s-] uh don’t was- waste our time. So it’s more 

easier for u:s we don’t need to:: (1.0) uh hire m:any staff. So, we can save earnings, can increase 

our marketing’ (Lines 15-36). By indicating her support for the use of banana leaf to plate food, 

S3 expanded the topic to include expenses by explaining that they can save on time, and staff 

related expenses to channel the funds to the marketing of their restaurant instead. 

Extract 5 

1 
2 

S1  Okay. And S5 too you must know how to: decorate our food. So, when the customer see 
(.) they will be more interest, yes?=  

3 S5                                                           =°Yes.°= 
4 S2                                                                          =Yes.= 
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5 
6 
7 
8 

S1                                                                                      =As we can see now (.) if we buy 
some food in the restaurant (.) first expression that we look is outside (0.8) the food, the 
decoration of food, and how the:y (.) present their plate, the glass, (.) even the spoon. We 
must look more interest (.) so that our customer look-=  

9 S3                                                                                          =[Make a unique, unique-]  
10 
11 

S1                                                                                          =[yeah unique,] uniqueness in our 
type of Decoration. 

12 S3  Difference than others. 
13 
14 

S1  Mmm and then make sure the decoration (.) all of the decoration can be eat inside the f- 
inside the plate. ((laughs)) 

15 S3 → Actually u:m she- her ideas=  
16 S1                                                =Uh huh?= 
17 S3                                                                   =just like using a banana leaf is a good-= 
18 
19 

S1 →                                                                                                                                    =Good  
idea, [yes.] 

20 
21 

S3        =[good] for us because (0.6) if we use the banana leaf (1.0) mmm: maybe we don’t 
have (.) much time to wash the [plates maybe like that]=  

22 S1                                                    [Yeah, clean up all the plates.] 
23 S3                                                                                                     =[because it’s-]= 
24 S2                                                                                                     =[because also::-] 
25 
26 

S3                                                                                                                                 =uh don’t 
was- waste our time. So it’s more easier for u:s=  

27 S1                                                                                 =Yeah, that's good.  
28 
29 

S3                                                                                                                =we don’t need to:: 
(1.0) uh hire m:any staff. 

30 S1 → Yeah. More earning (that’s good).=  
31 S3                                                           =((Laughs))= 
32 S1                                                                                 =I know that. ((laughs)) 
33 
34 

S3                                                                                                       =So, we can save earnings, 
can=  

35 S1          =Mhmm. 
36 S3                         =increase our marketing.  
37 S4 → Yeah, Right. 
38 S1 → That’s good. 

From the few extracts thus far, it appears that the members of Group A engage constructively 

by responding actively to each other’s ideas. This is especially so for S1, the chairperson of the 

meeting as he frequently acknowledges others’ opinions and indicates that he is listening to 

them with response tokens such as ‘mhmm’, ‘uh huh’ and ‘I see’ (Extract 1, line 17, 20, 22, 26; 

Extract 2, line 8, 16, 18, 22, 40, 48, 54; Extract 3, line 2, 7, 10, 12, 19, 21, 29, 32, 37, 53, lines 

65-66). Such responses, according to Hutchby & Wooffitt (2008) acts as ‘continuers’ which 

indicate “the expectation that there is more to come in the prior speaker’s talk. As such, they are 

resources by which co-participants can facilitate another’s production of an extended turn” (p. 

225). Due to this reason as well, S1 appears to display greater conversational dominance when 

he performs the role of the principal interlocutor as the chairperson of the meeting. The role of 

a chairperson entails several responsibilities including the opening and closing of the meeting, 

introducing agenda items and facilitating the discussion of these items, keeping the discussion 

on-topic, and monitoring meeting conduct (Hindmarsh & Llewellyn, 2010; Pomerantz, 2007; 
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and Shak, 2015). It may seem inevitable that the chairperson of a meeting takes on a more 

prominent role as he or she is essentially leading and directing the discussion. Nevertheless, this 

is more likely to be true if the chairperson is performing the role effectively; hence, not 

necessarily guaranteed for all chairpersons. Earlier assessment studies have also indicated the 

possibility for asymmetric power distribution in a group setup (Galaczi, 2004; Jacoby & Ochs, 

1995; May, 2009; Nakatsuhara, 2013; Storch, 2002). 

As a chairperson, S1’s main role is to manage the meeting and ensure that the agenda items are 

properly discussed. Thus, he has to prioritise his contribution as the discussion manager during 

the assessment. On the other hand, S1’s awareness of this may have led him to interrupt others’ 

speech so that he too can contribute ideas and express his opinions on the topics being discussed. 

This can be observed in Extract 2 where S1 injects ‘if I uh if I can (0.6) put some ideas maybe 

like (.) now- nowadays uh I heard that nasi lemak they can- they make ice cream, [Ice cream 

nasi lemak,]’ (lines 25–30). S1 also attempts to interrupt S5’s speech in Extract 3 by saying ‘[if 

I can] put, uh if [I can plus a] little bit idea, maybe the decoration of the [plate- mhmm?]’ (lines 

32-37), but is unable to finish his suggestion as it overlaps with S5’s when she resumes her talk. 

Instead, S1 abandons his idea and comments on S5’s idea (lines 39-40). As can be seen, the 

higher level of overlapping during this time thwarted his attempt to elaborate on his suggestions. 

Another example of interruption is found in Extract 6 where S3 interrupts S1 to recommend the 

use of a blog to promote their restaurant. ‘Actually- sorry to interrupt, [Actually] I have- I have 

an idea, (0.7) why do we m- make our blogs [for] [uh our: blogs uh our own blog spot] so they- 

so they can (1.2) uh they can (1.0) survey the food’ (lines 9-18). S3’s interruption here presents 

a new idea for the group to discuss and consider. It also allows S3 to demonstrate her 

reactiveness to the topic and help expand the topic. 

Extract 6 

1 S1  Especially in Insta.= 
2 S4                                   =Yes.  
3 
4 

S1                                             =That now modern way (.) the- we will use more Instagram 
(0.8) rather than Face[book], yes?=  

5 S4                                     [yup] 
6 S5                                                           =Yeah. 
7 
8 

S5                                                                      =Because Insta they (.) show us (0.8) the detail 
on how to make foo:d (.) Maybe you can (0.8) put in our::(1.0)= 

9 
10 

S3 →                                                                                                        =Actually- sorry to 
interrupt,=  

11 S1                   =Okay (.) [okay] 
12 
13 

S3                                    [Actually] I have- I have an idea, (0.7) why do we m- make our 
blogs [for]= 

14 S1           [Mhmm,] Yes, [we make our own blog, yes nice nice.] 
15 S3                                    [uh our: blogs uh our own blog spot] so they- so they can (1.2)=  
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16 
17 

S2                                                                                                                                        =They 
can, they can= 

18 S3                         = uh they can (1.0) survey the food=  
19 S1                                                                                   =Mhmm= 
20 S3                                                                                                   =the menu of the- our food,= 
21 S1                                                                                                                                    =Mhmm 
22 S3 → =So, it’s easier for them. 
23 S1  To attract them come in our restaurant,=  
24 S3                                                                    =Yes.= 
25 
26 

S1                                                                               =That’s nice. (1.5) Maybe I can (0.4) add 
some. Maybe [you can make some:]=  

27 S2                         [That's a very good suggestion.] 
28 S1                                                                            =program=  
29 S4                                                                                              =Yes.= 
30 S1                                                                                                         =to market our restaurant. 
31 S4 → Uh, programs (.) do you mean by programs like campaign=  
32 S1                                                                                                 =Yes.=  
33 S4                                                                                                             =and the-= 
34 
35 

S1                                                                                                                              =Open a 
booth. 

As it happens, attempts to take the floor are not always successful. As presented earlier, S1’s 

attempt to interrupt S5 is not successful due to the overlap talk at that moment. Another 

unsuccessful attempt at interruption is seen in Extract 3 (line 33) where S2 attempts to interrupt 

the talk by saying ‘[oh sorry-]’ while S1 is still talking. However, as S2’s utterance overlaps 

with S1’s, she forsakes her intentions. Later in line 47, S2 again fails to interrupt another speaker 

when her attempt to start with ‘al[thought-]’ overlaps with S5’s continuation of her elaboration 

of the topic at that point. These failed attempts show that obtaining a turn during a discussion, 

especially when the topic is receiving an enthusiastic response, may not be an easy task. In all 

three instances, the attempted interruptions are not successful as they take place when the 

previous speakers have not finished their talk, and therefore are not at the point where they are 

willing to relinquish their turns yet. It can be surmised that the point of interruption is another 

facet that needs to be looked into in a group discussion context, especially when there is a larger 

number of speakers involved. 

During Group A’s discussion, overlaps between multiple speakers are frequent. This high rate 

of overlapping is an expected feature of a typical group interaction due to the number of speakers 

present. Instead of waiting for each person to finish his or her turn, the participants overlap with 

one another when engrossed in their topics. For instance, in Extract 3 earlier (lines 25-43), all 

five members of the group inadvertently interrupt each other’s speech at different points as they 

excitedly deliberate on the appropriate dining ware designs for their restaurant. In another 

example, in Extract 4 (lines 23-38), there are also multiple overlaps between four members of 

the group when they discuss the idea of adding spice-infused drinks to their menu. Once again, 

overlaps are found in Extract 2 (line 30-49) when the group discusses the range of food products 
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they serve in their restaurant. This high frequency of overlaps between multiple speakers in 

Group A suggests that the members of the group feel comfortable enough to express their 

opinions freely. This in turn, leads to a more dynamic and in-depth discussion of their nominated 

topics. Though this may present challenges to the group discussions, overlaps are usually 

resolved quickly. A mutual perspective that CA practitioners share is that although overlaps 

occur naturally in a group setting, the overlap section of talk is typically brief as one or more 

speakers will relinquish speakership to allow just the initial speaker to continue and to restore 

the equilibrium where one person talks at a time (Liddicoat, 2007: Schegloff, 2000; Sidnell, 

2010). 

As can be gathered, Group A’s discussion exhibits a contingent development of their discussion 

topics. The interactions are highly cohesive with multiple instances of one member referring to 

another member’s ideas. In Extract 2 (lines 4-7), S3 refers to the idea proposed earlier by S2 by 

saying ‘[just like] uh S2 said’ to elaborate further on the selection of local dishes that their 

restaurant could offer. Later, in Extract 3 (line 3), S5 refers to this same idea when she discusses 

the food presentation of the local dishes and said ‘U::h like er: S2 says (0.6) we have a traditional 

food=’. In another example, S4 reiterates the importance of visual appeal in their food 

presentation by referring to ‘what S5 has said (.)’ earlier (Extract 4, line 7). Due to the 

contingency of the ideas and the speakers’ reactiveness to one another, there are also instances 

of latching between one speaker’s utterances to another. In Extract 2, S1’s utterance latches on 

to S3’s when he completes S3’s ‘maybe:=’ (line 36) with ‘it will be interest [in our type of uh 

huh.]’ Here, not only is S1 able to help S3 to complete her thoughts, his use of ‘uh huh’ without 

saying the exact word in this utterance also signals a mutual understanding of the topic between 

them. In another instance, S3’s utterance latches on to S5’s preceding utterance when S3 

prompts S5 with a correct word to express her ideas. When S5 struggles and says ‘club- um 

decorate-’ (Extract 3, line 23), S3 provides her with the word ‘decorative’ (line 24) for S5 to 

proceed. Another example of this can be found in Extract 3, line 49 when S5 said ‘[the colour] 

is very important (0.7) because u:h=” and S3 seamlessly completes it for her with ‘=can attract 

[customers.]’ Additionally, the interaction of Group A is fairly dynamic and the group members 

are responsive towards one another’s ideas. They respond by expanding another speaker’s idea 

(Extract 3, lines 52-63; Extract 4, lines 16-38), providing supportive comments (Extract 1, line 

30; Extract 3, line 35, lines 39-40, and 68; Extract 4, line 1, 15 and 42; Extract 5, line 18, 37 and 

38) and asking for clarification when required (Extract 3, line 60 and 63; Extract 6, line 31). 

In general, members of Group A utilise relatively formal language in their discussion. This is 

apparent in the use of expressions such as ‘I agree with you’, ‘that’s a good idea’ when 

commenting on others’ ideas, and ‘sorry to interrupt’ and ‘if I can add…’ when interrupting 
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another speaker. It can also be observed that S1 maintains the formality of the discussion by 

beginning with a formal greeting and welcoming of the members to the meeting, and making 

formal requests to get each of the members to contribute to ideas. Nevertheless, less formal 

expressions are also present, such as the use of ‘yeah’ and ‘yeah, right.’ Despite being quite 

formal, the atmosphere is light and interspersed with frequent laughter. These might indicate the 

participants’ engagement with the discussion, or that their familiarity with one another has 

created a comfortable atmosphere conducive for the group discussion. Overall, Group A’s 

interaction also indicate its members’ interest and excitement towards the nominated topics, and 

their group project in general. 

4.1.2 The interactional features of Group B  

The analysis of the group interactional features now moves to Group B. There are five members 

in Group B, three males and two females. The duration for the group discussion is 11 mins 14 

sec. The agenda items of Group B included their company’s product features and design, 

marketing strategies, costing and budget. The members performed the roles of general manager 

(S6), promoter (S7), finance officer (S8), branch manager (S9), and product designer (S10). 

Similar to Group A, the discussion begins with the chairperson of the meeting, S6 greeting, 

welcoming, and thanking the group members for attending the meeting. His opening moves are 

initiated when he says ‘good evening (.) everyone and welcome. (0.8) Thank you (.) for coming 

to our first meeting today.’ Extract 7 (lines 1-2). However unlike Group A, the chairperson of 

the meeting does not continue with the agenda, and instead states that the meeting will be jointly 

led by him and another member of the meeting by saying ‘Me and Mr. S9 will lead our meeting 

today.’ (line 2) As can be seen here, S6 has introduced a slightly more unconventional idea of 

having two persons leading a meeting. From the next few exchanges, it seems that the other 

meeting participants are not surprised with this announcement as they proceed swiftly to the 

discussion of the agenda of the meeting.  

Extract 7  

1 
2 

S6 → 
→ 

Okay. Good evening (.) everyone and welcome. (0.8) Thank you (.) for coming to our 
first meeting today. (0.5) Me and Mr. S9 will lead our meeting today. 

3 S7  Mor- (.) good evening Mr. [S6.] 
4 S8                                             [Good evening Mr. S6.] 
5 S9                                             [Good evening Mr. S6.] 
6 S10                                                        [Good evening Mr.] S6. 
7 
8 

S6  U:h (0.7) before we are going to our (0.5) uh meeting (0.7) uh (0.5) what are the agenda 
we going to (.3) discuss today? 

9 
10 

S8 → Oh okay, u::h the agenda for today is about our product detail a::nd (0.3) product 
designing. 



86 
 

11 
12 

S6 → All right. (0.5) Before we discuss the main idea (0.6) are there any u:h (0.3) matters 
arising? 

13 S8 → Yes, (.) Mr. S6 I have one: (.) Um, it's about the marketing strategy for our product? 
14 
15 
16 

S6 → (3.0) Thank you for mention about the marketing strategies. (0.9) So: (0.6) let’s move on 
to our main agenda. (0.9) First of all, we need to discuss about our product details (0.5) 
and (.) uh (.) design lah. 

Again, a slightly different approach is used in the introduction of the meeting agenda when S8, 

the acting secretary of the group, presents the agenda for the day’s meeting and indirectly states 

the task demand of the discussion by saying ‘Oh okay, u::h the agenda for today is about our 

product detail a::nd (0.3) product designing’ (Extract 7, lines 9-10). This is unlike Group A, 

where S1, the chairperson introduced the agenda. Then, S6 continues by saying ‘all right. (0.5) 

Before we discuss the main idea (0.6) are there any u:h (0.3) matters arising?’ (lines 11-12). In 

general, highlighting the matters arising in a meeting is a part of the conventions of a formal 

meeting, and is usually expected. During this time, matters that arise from the minutes of the 

previous meeting are discussed. However, as S6 mentioned in his opening move earlier that this 

is their first meeting (lines 1-2), there should not be any previous minutes to discuss. By raising 

the agenda item of matters arising, S6 shifts the meeting participants’ focus temporarily away 

from the main agenda topics. This reorientation of topic is most probably done as S6 is aware 

of the basic procedures of a formal meeting that calls for this procedure to be undertaken. As a 

result of this move, the discussion of the main agenda of the meeting was deferred.  

In response to S6’s mention of matters arising, S8 states the marketing strategies of their 

products as one of the matters arising that she wants to highlight by saying ‘yes, (.) Mr. S6 I 

have one: (.) Um, it's about the marketing strategy for our product?’ (line 13). Following this, 

the expectation is that the next following exchanges will centre on the products’ marketing 

strategies. However, despite acknowledging S8’s comments by saying ‘thank you for mention 

about the marketing strategies. (0.9)’ (line 14), S6 proceeds to say ‘so: (0.6) let’s move on to 

our main agenda. (0.9) First of all, we need to discuss about our product details (0.5) and (.) uh 

(.) design lah’ (Extract 7, lines 14-16). As a result, instead of a discussion of the initiated topic 

as expected, S6 thanks S8, dismisses the topic, and moves swiftly to the main agenda. This 

dismissal of the initiated topic may indicate two things: either S6 has just realised that he should 

not have mentioned matters arising in their first meeting and it was just a slip of the tongue 

moment, or that he has misinterpreted the notion of matters arising, and does not fully 

understand that the proper meeting conventions will require him to fully attend to the matters 

arising before moving on to the main agenda of the day. Hence, the matter brought up is not 

elaborated by any one of the group members as they heed the chairperson’s cue and move on to 

the main agenda items.  
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Another observable difference between the interactions in Group A and Group B is in the way 

turn-taking takes place. Unlike in Group A, where the next turns are allocated to some degree 

by the chairperson where he explicitly names a member of the meeting for the next turn, turn-

taking in Group B appears to be more implicit, or more agenda oriented. For example, in Extract 

8, when S6 raises the topic of marketing strategies by saying ‘u:h (.) now what about the (0.4) 

marketing strategies?’ (line 3), S7 automatically takes up the next turn without being explicitly 

called to do so and says ‘’u::h (.) about the marketing strategies Mr. S6, (1.3) for company I will 

do some strategy (0.4) to promote our product (0.5) and make it mo:re effective’ (line 4). It is 

clear that S7 is aware that her role within the group requires her to elaborate on that particular 

topic, and hence takes up the next turn automatically.  

Extract 8 

1 
2 
3 

S6  
 
→ 

U:h (.) I think Mr. S9 and Mr. S10 has a good explanation (0.8) because we need to 
make sure that (0.4) er: (.) our company will produce (0.4) a good product and and can 
(0.5) earn profit. (0.6) U:h (.) now what about the (0.4) marketing strategies? 

4 
5 

S7 → U::h (.) about the marketing strategies Mr. S6, (1.3) for company I will do some strategy 
(0.4) to promote our product (0.5) and make it mo:re effective. 

6 S6 → °Okay°. 
7 S7 → (1.5) So? 
8 
9 

S10 → (1.4) Can I::? (1.6) can you explain more? (.) uh how (0.6) how: (0.8) Can you explain 
more (0.4) about (.) how our company (0.3) will:: do (1.3) with the strategy? 

10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 

S7 → Okay, thank you Mr:: (1.3) S10 for the questions U::h (0.3) yeah our company (0.4) u::h 
should make a big promotion (.) on our selling products such as (.) giving a discount (.) 
to (0.6) our customer (.) and then (0.6) uh our company will also make a (1.0) a 
advertisement request (.) to any television agency (0.8) u::m (1.0) and beside that we: 
(0.4) I also make up strategy (0.3) to make a co- (0.3) u:h make a (0.5) a promote-
promotion through the (.) media social (.) such as the Facebook, (.) the YouTube (.) and 
also the newspaper and (0.4) other else. 

As each of the meeting participants took on a specific role in their project, every one of them is 

aware of their specific responsibilities within the group discussion, and therefore know quite 

well what each member is expected to do and where they should each contribute to the topics 

being discussed. When the meeting participants are highly aware of their roles, turn-taking does 

not have to be overtly structured as participants can read the cues based on the topics raised and 

react accordingly. Therefore, albeit not being called upon to explain the topics related to their 

specific roles, analysis of Group B’s interactions indicates that S7, S8 and S10 are responsible 

for marketing strategies, budget and product design respectively. 

Unlike Group A’s interactions, Group B’s interactions are less chairperson-centred in the sense 

that the progress of the meeting discussion is not overtly engineered by the chairperson of the 

group. Although the responsibilities of a chairperson have been distributed between two leaders, 

S6 and S9, both appear to play a minimal chairing role. Instead, the team members, through 

questioning and asking for clarifications, develop the turn-by-turn interactions that seem less 
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structured than that of Group A’s. This can be observed in Extract 9 where S10 initiated the 

topic of product design. He starts this new discussion topic by saying ‘excuse me u::h can I 

explain about the design?’ (lines 1-3) and proceeds to elaborate on that topic. Later, S8 takes up 

a turn by asking for more details regarding the design of the products by saying ‘since uh I am 

the financial team (0.3) at this company, (.) u:h can you give me more (0.5) uh detail about the 

product designing (.) u:h Mr S10?’ (lines 18-19).  

Extract 9 

1 S10 → Excuse me [u::h= 
2 S9                     [°All the department.°] 
3 S10                                                          =can I explain about the design? 
4 S6  Yes you [can. 
5 S9                [°Yes] you can Mr. S10°. 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 

S10  U::h (.) as a design- design, (0.3) designer uh for our company, I have (.) done so many 
design (0.4) to make it our- in- (.) to make it suitable (0.4) for our product ability (.) and 
(0.4) what material (0.6) u::h that will (0.5) will be to use it. (0.4) And the most (0.6) 
important point in our product is (.) u:h (0.7) our product is made from (.) recycled item, 
(0.8) u:h (.) I think (0.6) u:h this strategy (.) ca::n (1.6)= 

11 S7                                                                                           =Design?= 
12 
13 

S10                                                                                                             =(1.1) ca::n (.) can (.) 
can (.) can save our company: (0.4) Bu-=   

14 S7                                                                    =Budget, [budget.]= 
15 S10                                                                                    [budget.]=  
16 S7                                                                                                     =°okay.° 
17 S10                                                                                                                   =okay. 
18 
19 

S8 → Since uh I am the financial team (0.3) at this company, (.) u:h can you give me more 
(0.5) uh detail about the product designing (.) u:h Mr. S10? 

20 
21 
22 

S10  Uh (.) as I have mentioned (0.8) u:h our product is made from (0.7) uh recycled item, 
(0.4) yes? (0.3) U::h (1.4) so: (0.8) I think you can s::ave (.) our company (0.3) and make 
more profit, (1.4) so:: (0.3) I think (0.5) this product is (0.6) very good. (2.4) U::h (1.3)= 

23 S7  =And?= 
24 
25 

S10               =a::nd (0.6) I think for one item our product is (1.0) it use (0.4) e:r around (1.8) 
ten Ringgit (0.4) for (.) one item. 

26 
27 
28 

S8 → (2.4) Uh thank you Mr. S10. Uh for other information I will make sure that uh (.) our 
(0.7) our project financial will be in a stable condition (0.4) and suitable to produce a 
good product. 

As the group’s discussion progresses further, it can be observed that the topic of product design 

garners the most attention and this part of the discussion eventually turns out to be the most 

extended topic for Group B’s discussion.  Most interestingly, the extended discussion of this 

particular topic does not involve the chairperson. Unlike in Group A where the chairperson 

frequently acknowledges and comments on each of the topics being discussed, S6 does not do 

the same. Instead, he allows the other members of the meeting to reflect on the product design 

without making any comments, or with minimal acknowledgement, such as ‘°okay°’ (Extract 8, 

line 6). Although the chairperson of group A, S1 frequently uses minimal acknowledgement 

tokens as well, S1’s acknowledgements also include recipient assessment of the prior speaker’s 
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talk such as ‘nice idea’ (Extract 4, line 42) and ‘that’s good’ (Extract 5, line 30), which “at least 

exhibit a position” (Jefferson, 1993, p. 11). S6 only starts to speak much later when S9, who 

suggests calling the meeting to a close, calls for his attention (Extract 10, lines 1-2). 

Extract 10 

1 
2 

S9 → I think we can bring this meeting u::m discussion to (0.3) a close. (0.5) What do you think 
Mr. S6? 

3 S6  Er:m (1.2) uh before we end this meeting (0.6) the- do you all (.) have any other business? 

Compared to Group A, there is also an observable lack of extended discussion on the nominated 

topics in Group B. The primary chairperson, S6 frequently moves from one topic to the next 

quite swiftly. This may have contributed to his lack of interaction with the topics through 

acknowledging, commenting, or questioning as highlighted earlier. Unlike S1, who frequently 

comments on an idea or calls out names of the other group members to ask them questions, S6 

prefers to let his group members volunteer their input. When no further input is received on a 

particular topic, he moves the discussion on to the next topic. Without facilitative chairing, it is 

hard for a chairperson to move the discussion towards its objectives (Pomerantz, 2007). As 

discussed earlier, being assigned a chairperson’s role may not necessarily be advantageous for 

a test taker, as in the case for S6.  

Nonetheless, as mentioned earlier, topic expansion in Group B tends to develop from the 

questions posed, or suggestions made by the other members of the group. For example, in 

Extract 8, when asked about the marketing strategies, S7 responds with a ‘u::h (.) about the 

marketing strategies Mr. S1, (1.3) for company I will do some strategy (0.4) to promote our 

product (0.5) and make it mo:re effective’ (lines 4-5), to which S6 responds with ‘°okay°’ (line 

6). Anticipating further questioning from S6, S7 prompts ‘so?’ (line 7) after a pause of 1.5 

seconds. S6, however, does not respond to this prompt.  Instead, another member, S10, picking 

up on S7’s cue, requests for more information by asking ‘can I::? (1.6) can you explain more?’ 

(line 8) after a pause of 1.4 seconds. Only then, S7 proceeds to elaborate on the topic more 

lengthily (lines 10-16). In this instance, it is possible that S10 is aware from S7’s earlier prompt 

that she expects the chairperson to ask her to elaborate more on the topic, and so S10 decides to 

pose the question when S6 does not do so. At the same time, S9 as the co-lead of the meeting 

fails to pick up on this prompt from S7 either. Hence, both S6 and S9 missed the cue and had it 

not been for S10’s questioning, the topic would not have been elaborated on. As can be observed, 

though S6’s and S9’s lack of reactiveness towards the input they receive from the other members 

threatened to greatly reduce the interactions and subsequent elaboration on most of the 

nominated topics, the alertness of the other members to the topics being discussed allows for the 

topicalisation of selected topics within the discussion. This lack of reactiveness may also be a 
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result of the questionable decision to co-lead the meeting as both S6 and S9 may have expected 

the other to carry out those duties but instead both neglected to do so.  

For Group B’s meeting, S6 and S9 alternately carry out the role of a chairperson. As a result, 

the development of some parts of the discussion seem slightly awkward and unexpected. In 

Extract 11, S9 says ‘I think we can bring this meeting u::m discussion to (0.3) a close.’ (line 1) 

Typically, the opening and adjournment of a meeting is done by the same person, the primary 

chairperson of the meeting. Therefore, it is not common for another person, even if there is a 

co-chair present, to call for the close of the meeting. Nevertheless, S9 seeks for S6’s approval 

to formally adjourn the meeting by adding ‘What do you think Mr. S6?’ (lines 1-2). 

Extract 11 

1 
2 

S9 → I think we can bring this meeting u::m discussion to (0.3) a close. (0.5) What do you think 
Mr. S6? 

3 S6  Er:m (1.2) uh before we end this meeting (0.6) the- do you all (.) have any other business? 

In another example, after acknowledging S10 and S7 with a positive comment, S9 takes on the 

lead of the meeting and proceeds to give out further instructions to the group by saying ‘okay. 

Good explanation uh Mr. S10 and (0.4) Ms. S7. Our product uh design (0.3) and our company 

finan- uh financial uh depend- will depends on you (.) and (0.7) uh make sure you all er (0.6) 

financial paper will be sent e- uh send to me (0.5) a:nd Mr. S6’ (Extract 12, lines 1-3). In a 

typical meeting setting, such a function is usually assumed by the chairperson of the meeting. 

Nevertheless, since the chairperson, S6 has appointed S9 as the co-lead of the meeting, S9 

proceeds to perform the role as expected of him. This results in the unconventional co-leading 

of the meeting. 

Extract 12 

1 
2 
3 

S9 → Okay. Good explanation uh Mr. S10 and (0.4) Ms. S7. Our product uh design (0.3) and 
our company finan- uh financial uh depend- will depends on you (.) and (0.7) uh make 
sure you all er (0.6) financial paper will be sent e- uh send to me (0.5) a:nd Mr. S6. 

4 S7  No problem Mr. S9. 
5 
6 

S10 → (3.3) Thank you fo:r (0.8) Mr. S9. (0.9) I will make sure u:h (0.8) u:h design for our 
product is the best for our company. 

Despite what is demonstrated in Group B, Wilson (2002) explains that shared leadership has its 

advantages. It can be beneficial as one of the leaders can focus on managing the meeting while 

the other can concentrate on encouraging the team members to reach a consensus to meet the 

meeting objectives. Evidently, in Group B’s case, a clearer division of tasks between the two 

leaders might be necessary. 

In general, there are also notably shorter turns taken by the participants of Group B. Unlike 

Group A, where the speakers tend to have some extended turns when they elaborate on the topics 
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related to their roles, speakers in Group B tend to present their points more economically. Most 

turns are well within three to four utterances. Despite their preference for shorter turns, Group 

B is able to develop some of their topics through topical contingency, where one topic eventually 

leads to another related topic. For example, in Extract 9, S8 requests for S10 to provide further 

explanation regarding the product details by saying ‘since uh I am the financial team (0.3) at 

this company, (.) u:h can you give me more (0.5) uh detail about the product designing (.) u:h 

Mr S10?’ (lines 18-19). By relating the topic to her role as a finance team member, S8 is able to 

help in the expansion of that particular topic. 

Unlike in Group A, where the group members use each other’s names without appending any 

titles, Group B’s use of the title Mr. and Ms. to address the other speakers throughout their 

interactions indicates a conscious effort to preserve formality in their meeting. The use of the 

titles ‘Mr.’ and ‘Ms.’ by all of Group B’s members when addressing one another appears rigid 

and too formal considering that the members have known and worked with each other for quite 

some time prior to the meeting assessment. In addition, the frequent attempts at politeness 

produce a staged impression. The discussion is also quite generously interspersed with ‘thank 

you’ making it slightly too artificially polite. This can be observed in Extract 12 earlier when 

S10 thanks S9 belatedly (line 5) for his positive comment (line 1), and in Extract 9, when S8 

thanks S10 (line 26) for providing her with the required details of the product design (lines 24-

25). Similarly, in Extract 13 when S8 asks S6 a question regarding the allocated budget, S6 

replies ‘okay, thank you’ (line 3) before he clarifies the budget amount.  

Extract 13 

1 
2 

S8  Um okay uh (.) Mr. S6, uh (.) how about our budget for uh our company is: (0.7) in- or 
about our product in the company uh (.) means how much money it will needs? 

3 
4 
5 

S6 → Okay, thank you. Uh (0.4) about the budget (0.6) me and Mr. S9 (1.0) will set (1.1) 
around two and a half (1.5) uh (0.5) hundred thousand (0.4) per department (.) and (0.5) 
we will s:- (.) also set (0.4) uh ten thousand for emergency. 

6 S8  Okay. 

Overall, overlaps are also much less frequent in Group B compared to Group A. Whereas Group 

A’s interaction includes many instances of multiple speakers’ utterances overlapping with one 

another, Group B’s interaction has less overlaps between utterances. When overlaps do occur, 

they usually happen when the members provide vocabulary assistance such as in Extract 14 

(lines 5-7), or when the speakers wish to reaffirm some ideas or information (Extract 14, lines 

16-22). 

Extract 14 

1 S10  U::h (.) as I mentioned (0.7) before,=  
2 S8                                                              =Uh... what? 
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3 
4 

S10                                                                                   =(0.7) u:h (.) our product (.) is (0.6) 
made from:-= 

5 S7 →                       =re[cycled]  
6 S9                             [recycled,]=  
7 S10                             [recycled] item.=  
8 S9                                                         =yes. 
9 S10                                                                  =So:: (.) I think (.) one item (.)=  
10 S7                                                                                                                      =will cost. 
11 
12 

S10                                                                                                                                       =will 
cost around (0.4) ten Ringgit only (.) for one item. 

13 S8  So (.) how about you all? Are you agree? 
14 
15 

S7  U::h (0.8) for me I disagree because (1.5) for one item (0.4) for the de- (.) just for the 
designing? 

16 S10 → (1.0) One item e::h (.) I mean uh [I-= 
17 S7                                                        [(laughs)] After design (.) or before design I mean.= 
18 S10  =After [it finish. Not in=  
19 S7              [After. °Oh finish already.° 
20 S10                                                          =market lah. 
21 S7  (1.0) ((laughs)) Ten Ringgits. [Ten] Ringgit for one item.=  
22 S10                                 ((laughs)) [Yes.] 
23 
24 
25 

S7                                                                                                =(1.0) Ten Ringgits for one 
item. (1.6) So (1.5) ten Ringgits for one item is all it- (0.5) ten Ringgits (.) before the- (.) 
uh so (.) for the designing (1.5) how much do you think will cost? (.) I mean the design. 

26 S10  (1.0) Hmm, design? 
27 S7  (2.5) Umm, because I think (.) for- for ten Ringgit is (0.8) cheap. 
28 S10  Cheap? 
29 S7  Cheap, yes.  

During one instance of overlapping, the interruption that occurred due to that overlap has 

inadvertently curbed the elaboration S7 intended. In Extract 15, when S7 attempts to elaborate 

on her ideas ‘yeah, they take [arou:nd]’ (line 14), S8 interrupts her flow with a positive comment 

to S7’s previous utterance ‘[good one]’ (line 15) resulting in an overlap. Unfortunately for S7, 

the chairperson, S6 does not notice her attempt to elaborate on her ideas and instead ends the 

meeting with ‘thank you for attending this meeting today. (0.6) Uh (.) I am (0.9) very happy 

because you are all are here. (1.0) I hope that all of us will work hard together (0.4) for our 

company. (0.6) Okay (.) see you (.) again in the next meeting’ (lines 16-18). This put an abrupt 

end to the topic and may have occurred as S6 notices the positive comment made by S8 more 

than S7’s subsequent utterance, and therefore concludes the meeting while unintentionally 

thwarting S7’s attempt to elaborate. This affected the group’s discussion whereby the meeting 

ended much earlier than the stipulated duration. Had S6 or S9 recognised and seized the 

opportunity presented, the group discussion could have been extended with further discussion 

of the topic brought up by S7. Instead, this missed opportunity resulted in a short discussion 

duration for Group B. 
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Extract 15 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

S7  Yes Mr. S6 (.) I have o:ne. (0.4) U::m (0.6) for your information, (0.4) I just received a 
feedback from the: (0.5) television agency (0.5) and they told tha:t (0.3) they already: 
(0.5) agree (1.5) and accepting our (0.6) advertisement product (0.8) and they will: (1.1) 
let- (.) they will: (1.2) make (.) our products (1.7) will be:: (1.0) eh- (2.2) Sorry for the 
(1.3)= 

6 S6            =Yes? 
7 
8 
9 
10 

S7                      =For information, (0.8) uh they just told me that (.) they accepting our ad- (.) 
adve- (.) adthe- (.) advertisement request for our products. (1.4) So (1.0) they wi::ll (1.4) 
u::h (.) they will take our (0.6) products and ad- (.)°make an advertisement in the 
television.° 

11 S9  Okay.= 
12 
13 

S6              =Thank you for the (0.8) conclude information and (.) I think it’s a good news for 
our company’s business.= 

14 S7 →                                            =Yeah, they take [arou:nd] 
15 S8 →                                                                        [Good one.] 
16 
17 
18 

S6 → (0.9) Er- (1.5) Thank you for attending this meeting today. (0.6) Uh (.) I am (0.9) very 
happy because you are all are here. (1.0) I hope that all of us will work hard together 
(0.4) for our company. (0.6) Okay (.) see you (.) again in the next meeting. 

As highlighted, the topics discussed in Group B were not elaborated as extensively as those in 

Group A. This could explain the shorter assessment duration of 11 mins 14 secs although the 

time allocated was between 20 to 25 minutes for a group of five students. In fact, the fast topic 

decay in Group B directly contributed to the length of the discussion, which only fulfilled about 

half of the assessment duration. Group B’s chairperson, S6 has proven to be less responsive to 

the other group members’ ideas and seldom expresses his opinions nor asks any questions 

throughout the discussion. At the same time, as co-lead of the meeting, apart from providing a 

suggestion for promoting their group’s products, S9 too does not respond actively to the other 

topics discussed by the other group members. Additionally, S9 might have prompted for the 

meeting to end prematurely when he proposes that they bring the meeting to a close and says ‘I 

think we can bring this meeting u::m discussion to (0.3) a close. (0.5) What do you think Mr. 

S6?’ (Extract 10, line 1-2) at the 9 min 31 sec point of the discussion.  

The shorter discussion duration could also be attributed to the fact that both S6 and S9 focused 

their attention more on the administration of the meeting and the meeting procedures rather than 

on the development of the topics being discussed, as they could have. Had S9 been assigned a 

different role, it is possible that he could have contributed more to the discussion instead of co-

leading it. This points to the importance of the role assignment for the group members. With 

clearly identifiable roles, the members of the group should be able to perform their duties 

accordingly and contribute more towards the discussion. When meeting roles overlap, as in the 

case of Group B, the respective members would be hard pressed to fulfil a similar role, especially 
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where one person leading the meeting could have done the job more effectively than having two 

persons leading the discussion.  

4.1.3 Salient interactional features of the group assessment 

From the previous sections on the analysis of the group interactional features of Group A and 

Group B, it is obvious that there are some interactional strategies that are more conducive to a 

group discussion than others. Additionally, there are also some useful strategies for the co-

construction of interaction which allow the test takers to demonstrate their interactional 

competence more evidently. “Communicative success is achieved by L2 speakers who know 

how to employ self-supporting and other-supporting strategies that help them use their (often 

limited) linguistic resources effectively in interaction” (van Batenburg et al., 2018, p. 78). This 

section illustrates through extracts of the meeting assessments of Group C to Group I, some of 

the common strategies employed by the students that ease the discussion process and those that 

may have detracted from an effective presentation of their communicative abilities. 

4.1.3.1 Topic development 

Similar to Group A & B, most of the groups’ meeting discussion topics revolved around their 

meeting agenda. A meeting agenda is obligatory in a formal organizational meeting (Wilson, 

2002). It structures the discussion and outlines the order of the agenda items to be deliberated. 

In this assessment context, as the agenda items were predetermined before the assessment event, 

all of the groups adhered to the allocated agenda fairly closely. In most cases, the discussion of 

the main agenda items also led to the development of related sub-topics. As can be anticipated, 

topic expansion may be limited in groups with higher frequency of topic changes, as in the case 

of Group B (described earlier in 4.1.2), where the chairperson swiftly moved from one topic to 

another. Similarly, topic expansion, although desirable to show thoroughness of a discussion, is 

usually limited when it is managed by a single speaker rather than when it involves multiple 

turns between speakers. Ideally, a topic is considered well discussed when at least a few 

members contribute to it.  

In Extract 16, after presenting the three design options for their new café for more than three 

and a half minutes (speaking duration here is also affected by the speaker’s halting speech due 

to his limited language abilities), S14 extends his turn by preventing S13 from interjecting (line 

7) by quickly saying ‘>wait, wait.< (0.5) Befo::re, before I forget this,…’ (line 8) and proceeds 

to elaborate on the café design for another 1 min and 19s. Thus, S14 is able to finish explaining 

his ideas by delaying responses from the other members. Though he explains that he does not 

want to lose track of his thoughts, it may also be construed that he is keen to finish off his part. 
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In this instance, by preventing an interruption, S14 may have also prevented further interaction 

or discussion on the topic nominated. This also has the effect of making his talk resemble more 

of a presentation of his ideas, rather than him engaging in a collaborative discussion. In other 

words, he monopolised the talk during this segment of the group’s discussion; an occurrence 

that should be prevented in a group discussion to ensure that there is a fair amount of speaking 

time allotted to all group members. Later, it is also apparent when S14’s utterance ‘they can read 

and also:: can rest a:t u:m (0.7) some uh our café…’ (Extract 16, line 16) latches on to S13’s 

‘[okay]’ (line 15) that S14 is not ready to relinquish his turn yet. Regardless of his reasons, S14’s 

action to prevent the interruption could be considered to be inappropriate and rude by the other 

members, or even construed as his inability to engage in interactive discussion by the examiner; 

which could potentially affect the assessment of his performance.  

Extract 16 

1 
2 
3 

S14  … uh, we must choose one from three:: (0.4) u::h design for our new café. A:nd (0.8) 
one more- (.) one more thing uh for information we will u:h open (0.8) open a: caf- a 
new café uh beside (0.3) Suria Sabah because (0.6) u:mm (0.6) that u::h (1.0)= 

4 
5 

S11                                                                                                                                =°City 
centre.°= 

6 S14                 =City centre. 
7 S13 → O:h= 
8 
9 
10 
11 

S14 →          =>Wait, wait.< (0.5) Befo::re, before I forget this, u:h (1.2) (shuffling papers) 
u:::mm (1.0) library café and great kitchen (0.8) okay. Er I will er show my opinion to: 
(0.4) decorate e:r some (0.4) our café. Uh in our café, uh (.) we will decorate like a: (0.6) 
like (.) like library concept. 

12 S11  (0.8) Like [a library concept.]        
13 S14                   [to: attract] mo::re customer to come u::h to our café. 
14 S11  O[kay.] 
15 S13 →    [Okay.]= 
16 S14 →                   =They can read and also:: can rest a:t u:m (0.7) some uh our café…. 

Nevertheless, after finishing his lengthy elaboration, S14 asks for S13’s opinion regarding the 

designs he has proposed (Extract 17, lines 1-2), to which S13 replies with ‘for me, uh (.) I er 

agree S14.’ (line 3). It is plausible that after S14’s lengthy elaboration, his earlier utterances 

which prevented S13 from interrupting (Extract 16, line 8), and cut off S13 (Extract 16, line 15) 

caused S13 to momentarily lose his focus or forget his ideas. This seems to show that extended 

turns are not conducive to a group discussion as participant engagement may be affected when 

a member of the group disregards or delays the responses from the other group members. It 

could also potentially discourage other members from expressing their ideas regarding the topic. 

He and Dai (2006) reasoned that long turns could also signal a wrong perception on the part of 

the test takers that by talking more, they contribute more when instead by doing so, their turns 

“resemble short monologues” (p. 391).  
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Nevertheless, undeterred by S14’s lengthy turn, S12 interrupts S14 by saying ‘[sorry,] u:m (.) I 

want to give uh some opinion [to:: (1.0) Mr. S14.]’(Extract 17, line 5) and expresses her 

preference of a specific design by giving her opinions and justifications for that design (lines 7-

9). By doing this, S12 has shown not only understanding of S14’s design but also provided 

relevant points to justify her selection. This engagement with S14’s topic exemplifies her 

interactional competence where she not only displays her ability to listen attentively and 

comprehend the subject under discussion, but also makes use of this understanding to extend 

S13’s ideas (Lam, 2018) while providing justification that helps expand the topic further.   

Extract 17 

1 
2 

S14  …. I think uh (.) this is great kitchen. So, (1.1) Mr. S13, uh (0.3) are you agree with uh 
my opinion? 

3 S13 → For me, uh (.) I er agree S14. 
4 S14  Uh, okay. [How about…] 
5 S12 →                  [Sorry,] u:m (.) I want to give uh some opinion [to:: (1.0) Mr. S14.] 
6 S11                                                                                               [Yes, what? What is that?] 
7 
8 
9 

S12 → 
 

 

U::mm (1.5) I think we should e:r choose se- apa second design (.) because today people 
need some u::m (0.3) peace and calm place after busy a:nd (0.8) u:m (0.6) stress with uh 
(0.4) work everyda:y. They need u:h (.) something to: rest their mind.= 

10 
11 

S11 →                                                                                                                   =[What (.) would 
you-] 

12 
13 
14 
15 
16 

S12  
 
 
→ 

                                                                                                                  =[So:, uh beside] 
that, uh (.) we will playing peace er songs (0.4) so they will feel calm and they can eat 
nicely. (0.7) For decorate library uh at our café, I think that’s a: good idea (0.6) a:nd 
that’s my opinion. So, u::m how Ms. (.) S11? Er, what do you think? (0.3) You agree or 
not? 

In comparison to S12, S13’s earlier response indicating agreement with S14’s idea (Extract 17, 

line 3) can be construed as making use of a formulaic expression to occupy his turn. It is possible 

that he may not have been listening to S14’s talk as attentively as S12. Instead, S13 simply 

provides a convenient response using one of the formulaic expressions he has acquired. This 

example illustrates how formulaic expressions can be used to take one’s turn while at the same 

time put on the appearance that one is actively participating in the discussion (Thornbury & 

Slade, 2006; Wray, 2000). Nevertheless, the use of such “ready-made” or “pre-fabricated” units 

forms the necessary repertoire for L2 learners to sustain conversation (Thornbury & Slade, 2006, 

p. 218). Whether or not S13 really agrees with S14’s opinion is arguable. Previous CA studies 

are not in agreement on whether the use of formulaic responses can be taken as evidence of the 

speakers’ agreement or disagreement with a previous speaker’s talk (Galaczi, 2008; Gan, 2010; 

Lam, 2018; and Luk, 2010) or possibly as a way to give an impression of attentiveness in order 

to score marks (Luk, 2010). Furthermore, Plough, Banerjee and Iwashita (2018) caution that 

there is a possibility for such expressions to be memorized and regurgitated in test settings. 
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On the other hand, it is evident that S12 interacts with the subject by referring to S14’s preceding 

descriptions and providing relevant examples to support her stance. After presenting her 

opinion, she also asks for S11’s feedback (Extract 17, line 15) regarding her proposition to 

reengage S11 in the topic as S11 has shown her interest in S12’s idea earlier when she asks 

‘[What (.) would you-]’ (lines 10-11), although this overlapped with S12’s utterance at that 

point. By doing this, S12 has also demonstrated her attentiveness towards others’ responses and 

is able to encourage the participation of another member of the group by giving S11 the next 

turn. Similarly, when S11 attempts to asks S12 the question earlier, she has also shown her 

attentiveness to the topic and ability to anticipate that S12 will provide a suggestion for their 

café.    

There are various ways in which reactiveness to a topic can be manifested. Similar to Group A, 

where there is high interaction on some of the nominated topics, Group E’s members are reactive 

towards their groups’ discussion. This reactiveness to the topics often leads to a more extended 

discussion of the nominated topic, which in turn allows the group members to provide 

contingent responses and develop a more cohesive interaction. In Extract 18, the members of 

Group E are discussing the promotion of their products in a university hostel. Through posing 

various questions (line 30, 43, 48, 55 and 59), the members are able to extend their discussion 

to cover a few aspects related to this topic. In line 12, when S19 says ‘okay, so: designer wi:ll…’, 

S23 completes the sentence swiftly by saying ‘[uh huh, I will design] all:: and you just handle 

it (.) handle it after’ (lines 13 - 14). Here, S23 shows her ability to pre-empt S19’s intentions by 

completing S19’s utterance (even though it overlapped with S19’s utterance at that point) while 

at the same time confirming the action required. This ability to anticipate another speaker’s 

trajectory is also present in line 32 of Extract 18. At this point, S20’s utterance overlaps with 

S19’s as she is able to anticipate S19’s question on how they could attract students to buy their 

product by providing the answer ‘honk’ even before S19 finishes her question. These examples 

suggest that the ability to pre-empt the intentions of the prior speaker may be a good example 

of how the interactional competence of a speaker can be gauged as such interaction is fairly 

authentic and is not likely rehearsed as it requires precise timing to get it right. There is also 

some agreement among CA researchers that completing and pre-empting each other’s talk is 

one of the ways in which test takers collaboratively develop their talk to demonstrate 

interactional competence (Liddicoat, 2007; Roever & Kasper, 2018; Sidnell, 2010). 

Extract 18 

1 S19  Okay, so (.) uh S22=  
2 S22                                   =yeah?= 
3 
4 

S19                                                 =What have you done in promoting of our (.) product in (.) 
UMS a:nd (0.3) kiosk Seri Angkasa? 
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5 
6 
7 

S22  (0.4) Oh, fro- for promoting the features of our product u:::h Happy Chicken, to an 
audience o:r customer, we are already: ma:ke a product ads through Facebook u:h 
Whatsapp and IG. But we are decided to: u:::h (0.3) develop a blog fo:r the ads.=  

8 S21                                                                                                                                     =Yeah. 
9 
10 

S22  Then we also already set up a banne:r and brochure at every (.) bus station (.) in UMS. 
Station (.) bus stop, [yeah] 

11 S23 →                                 [bus] stop. 
12 S19 → (0.3) Okay, so: designer wi:ll [°design the brochure?°] 
13 
14 

S23 → 
 

                                                [Uh huh, I will design] all:: and you just handle it (.) 
handle it after. 

15 S22  Later I will handle it = 
16 S23  ((Laughs)) 
17 S19                                      =Okay= 
18 
19 

S22  
 

                                                 =And then, we are also produce some coupons and 
informational brochures (0.5) yeah, to spread the news (.) the::- =  

20 S19 →                                                                                                         =to the students.= 
21 
22 
23 

S22                                                                                                                                     =Yeah, 
to the students. (1.4) And for the business time, (0.9) we a:re already (.) already: suggest 
the time (0.3) is at 9 am to 8pm.  

24 S19  Okay. 
25 
26 

S22  Yeah, then at 9 am, we a:re only (.) er send or deliver the orders to the:- eh in the:: 
every:: every:: [college] yeah.  

27 S23 →                         [college] 
28 
29 

S22  Fo:r 12 pm (.) e:r (1.4) uh we are only sell it- sell our products at every main bus stop in 
UMS because it’s only fo:r UMS students, right? So (0.6) u::h-= 

30 
31 

S19 →                                                                                                        =So, how (.) you attract 
students to: (.) [buy?] 

32 S20 →                         [Honk] 
33 S22  We are- we eh going to make: 
34 S20  (1.0) Honk= 
35 
36 

S22                      =Oh yea:h yeah yeah. We are: (.) eh my staff- my staff (.) my team also said 
that we are going to: uh=  

37 S20                                          =use= 
38 
39 

S22                                                    =use horn like ice cream seller (0.3) toot toot toot 
((makes horn sounds)) like that to attract the people there= 

40 
41 

S19  
 

                                                                                              =Okay, u:m you said that we 
sell i::n university= 

42 S19                                  =Yeah?= 
43 
44 

S19 →                                  =So, u:m (.) our company u:h (.) er get a permission from university 
to sell (.) in college and also the bus stop? 

45 
46 
47 

S22  Uh, yeah, we are already going to HEP to: to:: make it clear. ((Laughs)) So, we are- and 
my staff also u::h tsk what? suggest to make some pre order (1.3) for this product. (1.0) 
An:d u:::h (1.3) yeah that’s all. 

48 S21 → Do we have to take pre-order? 
49 S19  No, we won’t take any pre-order= 
50 S21                                                        =Uhuh, yeah= 
51 
52 
53 

S19                                                                               =and I suggest that we will operate (.) uh 
from 9 am until 10 pm. (0.6) Okay, because (0.7) uh many students back from class at 10 
pm and the- all the café was already closed= 

54 S20                                                                         =Closed.=  
55 
56 

S21 →                                                                                         =So, the motorbike (.) er don’t go 
to the faculty? 

57 S22  (1.2) U:h for- (0.3) we are only in college.  
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58 S23  Because it’s too loud (.) >and we cannot ho:rn.< 
59 S21 → (0.8) You need to shout? (0.5) Shout? 
60 S22  No, just use the horn. 
61 S19  Yeah, use the horn.  
62 S21  Okay.= 
63 S19 →             =U:m so: well, how about the: (0.8) logo in our company? 

Similar to Group A’s interaction, there are also many instances of overlapping (Extract 18, line 

11, 13, 27, and 32) and latching (line 20, 30, and 40) between multiple speakers’ utterances in 

this discussion. As evident in these examples, each of the subsequent responses hinges on the 

previous speakers’ utterance.  Such a cohesive interaction is desirable as it allows the group 

members to demonstrate their understanding, which in turn enhances their collaboration. 

Additionally, the manifestation of some overlaps also demonstrates that the interactants are 

continuously monitoring and engaging in the development of their talk (Sidnell, 2010).  Another 

interesting observation is that groups with greater topic expansion seem to have higher 

frequencies of overlaps compared to groups that experience topic decay faster in their talk. The 

more dynamic the interaction on a topic is, the more likely it is that the talk will overlap. 

Apart from that, the test takers’ reactiveness and attention to the discussion topic could also be 

demonstrated through their ability to refer to previous ideas by paraphrasing them. In Extract 

19, S24 confirmed her understanding of S25’s concept when she paraphrases ‘you mean the 

contemporary::?’ (line 3). Such an ability to paraphrase (see also formulations in Deppermann, 

2011) is also an indication of a speaker’s interactional competence as it requires not only 

understanding of the previous speaker’s meaning but also the ability to interpret meaning and 

present it using other words to express similar meaning (Deppermann, 2011; Lam, 2018). Here, 

the paraphrase helps to clarify the concept for all of the members to enable them to respond to 

it accordingly. 

Extract 19 

1 
2 

S25  For the theme, I think the modern open con- concept is suitable for our charity event 
since our design focusi:ng (0.3) on the modern classic dress.  

3 S24 → (0.9) Oh? you mean the contemporary::?=  
4 S25                                                                      =Yes, contemporary. 
5 S24 → Very well. (.) U:h so what do you guys think? 
6 S26  (0.8) Hmm::, it is good. It will cut the cost of …. 

The interactants’ reactiveness towards a topic is also exemplified through asking questions and 

seeking clarifications. Such actions allow them to expand on the topics discussed. In Extract 20, 

Group H illustrates this when S33 asks S36 to clarify the problem S36 faced. When S33 asks 

‘do you mean tool is equipment for the blood donation campaign?’ (lines 1-2), he seeks to clarify 

what S36 meant by ‘tools’ by presuming that it refers to the equipment that they require for their 

blood donation campaign, and checks his understanding by further asking ‘is it true?’ (line 2) 
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This action indicates that S33 is able to keep track of the topic and also make a correct guess of 

S36’s intentions. After S36 confirms that S33’s guess was correct, S33 continues to ask for 

further clarification by saying ‘can you explain what was it?’ (line 4) This is then followed by 

an explanation from S36 of the specific problems they face with obtaining the required tools for 

their activity. This interaction also exemplifies that speaking turns can arise when a member of 

the group interacts with a topic and seeks to understand it. Doing this not only ensures that there 

is no misunderstanding, it also shows attentiveness to others and allows for topic expansion for 

a more thorough discussion.  

 Extract 20 

1 
2 

S33 → 
→ 

…. U::h (.) the next problem is the lack of tools. (1.1) What (.) uh do you mean tool is 
the equipment for blood donation campaign? Is it true? 

3 S36  Yes, that’s true.  

4 S33 → Okay. (0.3) Can you explain what was it?  
5 S36  Okay. (0.5) First, … 

In Extract 21, S39 requests for clarification from S40 and said ‘I’m sorry, (0.6) I don’t quite 

follow you:’ (line 4) and continues with ‘cool{could} you tell me more about (.) multimedia 

material?’ (lines 6-7) To which, S40 then provides her with more details about the websites he 

is working on to increase interest in sports among youth (lines 8-11). It is likely that S40 is 

aware of his grammatical mistakes and mispronunciation and checks S39’s understanding of his 

explanation by asking ‘you got it?’ (lines 10-11) Reactiveness to a discussion topic is important 

in a group setting as it illustrates a speaker’s ability to produce responses that are contingent on 

the prior speaker’s talk, exhibit attentiveness to ideas and demonstrate the cohesiveness of the 

group talk (Hill & May, 2002; Lam, 2018). 

Extract 21 

1 S40  …. I’m also manage to:: develop (0.7) in multimedia um (.) material.  
2 S39 → (1.2) Excuse me, Mr. S40. 
3 S40  Yeah? 

4 S39 → I’m sorry, (0.6) I’m sorry I don’t quite follow you:=  
5                                                                                       =Mm: (.) [°what-°] 
6 
7 

S39 →                                                                                                     [U::h] cool{could} you 
tell me more about (.) multimedia material? 

8 
9 
10 
11 

S40  
 
→ 

 

Oh, (.) multimedia. (.) I have to uh input- (0.5) implementation uh multimedia:: um 
material. (0.3) That (.) involve update, (.) uh design (.) and presentation: in our web. 
(0.7) Uh, it is a best way to attract (.) yatch{youth} to join u::hh in the sport. (0.6) You 
got it?  

12 S39  Yes, I °can.° 
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4.1.3.2 Turn-taking 

Tasks that involve multiple speakers, such as those in a group discussion, imbed the prerequisite 

turn-taking element. Hence, they provide a rich resource for analyzing turn-taking features. In 

CA literature, the study of interactional competence often involves the scrutiny of turn-taking 

behaviours in pair or group contexts. Ross (2018) posits that “fundamental to interactional 

competence is turn-taking ability” (p. 359); hence, the use of this resource to determine the IC 

of test takers. Much the same as Group A and Group B’s interactions, the turn-taking in most of 

the groups is closely established around their agenda items. For example, agenda items related 

to product marketing are handled by the Marketing Manager of the group, while financial 

matters are addressed by the member acting as the Financial Manager. As a result, to a large 

extent, the nomination of the next speaker within a group meeting is primarily determined by 

the agenda item or topic to be discussed. In the current study, two of the most commonly used 

turn-taking strategies are: (1) the outright naming of the next speaker by the chairperson 

(explicit), or (2) the stating of the agenda item concerned (implicit).  They are, therefore, either 

chairperson- or agenda-oriented. 

A highly structured turn-taking is frequently managed by the chairperson according to the 

group’s agenda items, and specifically, when the chairperson moves from one agenda item to 

another. In Extract 22, after thanking one of their group members, the chairperson of Group E, 

calls out the name of the member in-charge of their financial matters for an update on their 

financial status by saying ‘um::: S21, how about our financial planning of (0.7) our product?’ 

(line 2). Thus, effectively nominating S21 to take up the next turn (line 3). 

Extract 22 

1 
2 

S19  
→ 

Okay, thank you for your hard work in (.) monitoring the: (0.9) branch there. (0.3) Um::: 
S21, how about our financial planning of (0.7) our product? 

3 
4 

S21  Okay. For now, our financial performance in a good conditions (0.3) and I already 
calculate our: (0.3) co- (.) total cost of resources (0.6) to make an accurate budget…. 

In another example (Extract 23, lines 1-2), after the chairperson of Group F, S24 comments on 

a previous agenda topic, she nominates the next speaker by saying ‘so, we move to the (.) 

S27….’ for an update on the designs of their wedding dresses. S27 then takes up the following 

turn (line 3).  

Extract 23 

1 
2 

S24 → 
 

Oh, I see. (.) All right, good. So, we move to the (.) S27. Could you please tell us a bit 
about you:r u:h (.) progress in designing, making u:m design? 

3 
4 
5 

S27 → Okay. (.) Uh thank you for the question. (0.5) Actually, u::h this is my latest design. (0.3) 
I have two different categories, (.) which is u:h casual modern style and wedding 
dress….  
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At the same time, the nomination of turns can be either explicit or implicit. In an explicit 

nomination, a speaker is nominated by the previous speaker to take up the next turn. Though in 

the meeting context, this is typically done by the chairperson through naming the next speaker, 

it can also be performed by any of the group members after their speaking turns (see also ‘current 

speaker select’ in Liddicoat, 2007; Sacks et al., 1974; Sidnell, 2010). This could be motivated 

by the desire of the nominator to listen to the nominee responsible for the agenda item, or merely 

to get another member of the group to participate more, as in Extract 17 (line 1) earlier. 

In implicit turn-taking, the turns are determined by the agenda items in that the person-in-charge 

of the respective agenda item will take up his or her turn automatically when a specific agenda 

item is being discussed. In Extract 24, after the chairperson, S19 concludes the topic on the 

payment for part-time staff, she swiftly changes the topic by asking ‘u::m so how about the: 

supplier?’ (line 2) S21 automatically takes up the next turn as she is responsible for that agenda 

item (lines 3-4). 

Extract 24 

1 
2 

S19  
→ 

Because it’s (.) part-time right? So, we:: (.) just follo:w (.) the:: (.) how many: (.) hours: 
they works in our company. (0.4) Okay? U::m so how about the: supplier? 

3 
4 
5 
6 

S21 → U:h we are very lucky to ha:ve Aman Berhad as our supplier because they supply: e:r 
high quality of chicken to our company with a lower price: er with a lower price, (.) and 
the:n (.) uh that’s (.) that’s um become er our opportunity and advantage to our company 
to save budget. 

Similarly in Extract 25, when the Group H’s chairperson, S33, brings up the agenda item 

regarding sponsorship and asks the question ‘did we get a:: sponsorship or (.) any approval (0.6) 

letter of approval?’ (lines 1-2), the member responsible for that item, S34 takes up the next turn 

automatically and says ‘okay, for sponsorship (.)…’ (line 3). As such, S34 is able to demonstrate 

that she is following the discussion closely, and indicate awareness of her responsibility as she 

addresses the question posed immediately. These two examples demonstrate how turns are taken 

up by the next speakers based on the contingency of the topics discussed (see also ‘self-select’ 

in Liddicoat, 2007; Sacks et al., 1974; Sidnell, 2010). 

Extract 25 

1 
2 

S33 → [Okay.] So, the next agenda is our problem in sponsorship. U:::h (0.8) did we get a:: 
sponsorship or (.) any approval (0.6) letter of approval? 

3 S34 → Okay, fo:r sponsorship (.)=  
4 S33                                             =Okay= 
5 S34                                                          =there’s some: (.) e:r (0.6) sponsor that we get.   
6 S33  Okay= 
7 
8 
9 

S34             =Okay, for exam- u:mm UMS have give us the:: (0.8) sponsorship for we to rent 
(.) for me to rent a::: (1.0) tools, equipment that we lack before this (.) from the Medical 
and Science Faculty…. 
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Apart from the explicit and implicit turn-taking strategies, there are also open turns available for 

any of the group members to contribute. In Extract 19 earlier, S24 invites the other members to 

share their views on the themes of their charity event by saying ‘so, what do you think guys?’ 

(line 5). This provides the opening for another member to contribute his or her views. This 

opportunity is usually presented when the current speaker invites other members to comment on 

or provide their opinions regarding the topic being discussed. In most instances, this is when 

topic expansion occurs and the group is able to elaborate on their ideas further.  

Open turns can also arise out of an attempt to generate ideas for an agenda item. In Extract 26, 

after the chairperson of the meeting (S15) introduces herself as the new manager, she requests 

for contribution of ideas on how to increase the revenue of their company. One of her ideas is 

to expand the company’s business and market their products out of their catchment area. She 

invites the other meeting members to contribute their ideas by saying ‘do you have any idea?’ 

(line 8) By using her idea as an example, S15 conveys that she expects similar contributions of 

ideas from her group members. This will keep the group’s focus on the topic and prompt them 

to elaborate on it further. Hence, in this study’s meeting assessment setting, the test takers self-

select when: (a) they are responsible for a particular agenda item, (b) they see an available 

opportunity to take up an open turn, or (c) they want to avoid lengthened silence in the discussion 

(usually after a short pause at the end of the previous speaker’s turn, e.g. Extract 26, line 9). 

Extract 26 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

S15  …. Uh my name is >S15<. (0.3) Uh I’m new manager here and (.) I’m really glad to see 
all of you today (.) and thank you for coming. (0.3) Today is our first meeting. (0.3) 
Actually:: when I see: our file, (.) which is the profit of this company (.) it’s quite low. 
(0.4) Then (.) I would love if (.) our first meeting, all of you will come up with new ideas 
(0.8) and actually, I’m really think about want to take this product (.) outside from 
Pahang.  

7 S17  Okay. 
8 S15 → Do you have any idea? 
9 S18  (0.7) U:h yeah, I agree with you (.) u:::h…. 

As can be expected, the length of turns is usually unpredictable. Typically, when a speaker is 

presenting an idea or a suggestion, he or she tends to require more time to explain it. Hence, in 

a single speaker expansion of a topic, the speaking turn is prone to be longer, with very few or 

almost no interruptions from the other members, except for listener responders (Brooks, 2009) 

or continuers (Liddicoat, 2007) indicating agreement or encouragement for the speaker to 

continue. This is then followed by some input from the other members through open turns 

offered to them as discussed earlier. In Extract 27, when the chairperson of Group H, S33, asks 

for ideas to increase participation in their event, S35 takes some time to propose his ideas (lines 

6-14) before offering the next turn to the other members by saying ‘do you all agree with my 



104 
 

idea?’ (line 14) Such an occurrence is perhaps expected as some input is usually required before 

additional comments or questions could be given or raised.   

Extract 27 

1 
2 

S33  …. So, the first one:: (.) u:h the problem from the lack of pa:rticipant. (0.5) Is there any 
idea how (.) to manage this issue? 

3 S36  ((laughs))  
4 S35  (6.5) Okay, can I say my idea? 
5 S33  Sure. 
6 
7 

S35 → 
 

Okay, (.) for me, (.) to attract them to join our program is we shu::l{should} give them 
goodai:s{goodies} and priso:n{presents} for participate this event.  

8 S33  (0.7) O[kay.] 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 

S35  
 
 
 
 
→ 

            [U::m besides that, (.) for lecturer also have role to:: give and advise to their 
students (.) to come to our (0.3) event. (0.4) The lecturer also shu:l{should} be explained 
a bit (.) abou:t the advantage of our program t::o attract the:re{their} interest (.) to come 
to ou- our program. (.) And I think (.) u::m (0.3) we shu:l{should} give them a (.) 
certificate of appres- (.) appre-ciation because the stu:dents (.) and staff want{went} to 
our program (0.3) and make them feel appreciate. (0.4) Do you all agree with my idea? 

15 
16 
17 
18 
19 

S33  (0.7) Yes, and I think that’s a very good idea. So, (.) we have (.) take a manage to:: give 
uh (.) give them certificate (.) to manage to attract more participant in that day. (0.3) So 
uh that’s one (.) problem. (.) U:h the next proble:m i:s the information. (0.3) How we 
gonna manage the information? How we gonna spread the (0.4) blood donation 
campaign to other student and the staff? 

20 
21 

S36  (0.4) Okay, in my opinion, (.) we can crop{cope} the problem lack of information (.) is 
by using a poster.  

22 S33  Okay. 
23 
24 

S36  (0.3) We can contact (.) advertise- advertising company to make us a very good poster to 
make student to go this event…. 

When participants self-select, the turn-taking sequences can also be quite swift and random due 

to the rapid development of the discussion topic. In Extract 28, after specifying earlier that their 

clients, a couple planning for their wedding, have mentioned that their favourite colours are 

white and green, S32 suggests a black and white theme for the wedding couple (line 4). 

However, S30 disagrees by saying ‘sorry for interrupt you:: Ms. (.) S28 but in my opinion 

(0.6)…’ and points out the discrepancy between the theme colours recommended and the theme 

preferred by the wedding couple (line 10-16). She suggests that the wedding theme colours 

should be according to the couple’s preferred colour scheme by expressing that ‘I feel it mo:re 

accurate (.) do the theme that the client want’ (lines 18-19). This is supported further by S28 

who expresses that ‘I think (.) it is more accurate for us to:: decide u:m green and white.’ (lines 

32-33) and S31 who concurs that ‘it’s more suitable because it’s (0.3) uh [green-]’ (line 40). The 

randomness in the turn-taking during this part of the discussion is further marked by the high 

frequency of overlapping and latching, which suggests that topic expansion is developing quite 

rapidly. In this example, it is quite clear that the interactants of the meeting are paying close 

attention to the discussion and its progress; hence, are able to provide relevant comments to 

support their opinions and sustain the discussion topic through self-selecting. This is when the 
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speakers produce “turns-at-talk which show interpretation and understanding of prior turns” 

(Stokoe, 2000, p. 195). Sustaining of the topic is necessary as it indicates the abilities of the test 

takers to elaborate on a topic, and is particularly important in assessments where there is a set 

duration for the test takers to adhere to. The extended discussion can contribute towards a better 

final resolution for their agenda item and potentially better marks. 

Extract 28 

1 
2 

S32  
→ 

…. S29 has mention that our client decided to choo:se (.) more modern: (.) wedding 
ceremony.= 

3 S29                     =Yeah. 
4 S32 → Yeah, so I suggest a few modern (0.3) themes such as black and white, 
5 S28  Oh, black and white. 
6 S30  (.) Black and white? 
7 
8 
9 

S32  (0.3) Black and white, (.) party in USA (0.3) theme (0.) secret garden theme (.) a:nd so 
on. (0.5) I suggest that black and white theme are great to:: be the theme (.) it was 
popular nowaday, (.) So, it be suit-suitable with (.) our (.) client needs. 

10 
11 
12 
13 

S30 → (0.9) Mm::: sorry for interrupt you:: Ms. (.) S28 but in my opinion, (0.6) mm:: it may be 
mo::re amazing if we make it (1.0) the theme i:s (.) about wedding garden fo::r (0.3) for 
them and (1.2) yes this is- they a:re (1.1) they chosen it right? (0.3) A::nd (1.5) did you 
said that that (.) the::y (1.4 ) wedding garden?  

14 S32  Yeah.= 
15 
16 

S30              =Wedding garden a::nd you::: said (.) you though- you said that (1.0) theme:: 
white and [black.]  

17 S32                   [black,] black and white.=  
18 
19 

S30 →                                                          =Uh, white and black. (.) I feel it mo:re accurate (.) 
do the theme that the client want. 

20 S32  Why?= 
21 S29              =[Yeah.] 
22 S32                [Be]cause the clie::::nt? 
23 S29  (0.9) Black and white?=           
24 S31                                         =Uh[huh-] 
25 S30                                                 [Black] [and-] 
26 S31                                                              [Sorry.] How about their::: favourite colour? 
27 S28  Yeah:: Be[cause their = 
28 S31                  [Because their:-] 
29 
30 

S28                                         =favourite colour is they already mentioned by S29? They 
want=  

31 S29            =Green and white= 
32 
33 

 →                                          = So, (.) I think (.) it is more accurate for us to:: decide u:m 
green and white. 

34 S32  (1.0) To choose the colour what (.) u::h the couple want (.) eh (.) the couple choose.  
35 S28  You already:: (0.3) choose eh prepare the::: (0.3) = 
36 S30                                                                                  =Yeah.= 
37 S28                                                                                           =sample for the::: design, right?= 
38 
39 

S30                                                                                                                                          =i::t 
according with U::m secret garden theme.  

40 S31 → (1.2) I think it’s more suitable because it’s (0.3) uh [green-]  
41 S30                                                                                    [more to] green.= 
42 S31                                                                                                                =Yes. 
43 S28  Mm: okay. 
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As shown in the CA of the meeting assessment, the interaction in a group could be affected by 

all of the members of the group, most notably the chairperson. This section has made a 

comparison between the dynamics of interaction between group A and B, and presented some 

of the salient features of the discussions in the other groups.  

4.2 The Language Function Analysis 

This section presents the findings from the analysis of the LFs performed on the audio recording 

of the nine group meeting discussion assessment sessions. It presents the range of language 

functions elicited from the test takers through the meeting assessment task, the additional 

interactional and managing interaction functions identified, and the finalised Group Meeting 

Checklist (GMC). 

As detailed in the methodology chapter, to ensure reliability of the coding process, a doctoral 

degree holder specializing in English language testing was recruited to code the same set of data 

(i.e., all nine group assessments). The coding results between the co-coders were then compared 

in NVivo 12 via the coding comparison function. Prior to the finalizing of the kappa value, 

instances of coding disagreement, especially those associated with codes with below 0.4 kappa 

values, indicating less to fair agreement (Fleiss, Levin & Paik, 2003; Landis & Koch, 1977; Sim 

& Wright, 2005; Vierra & Garrett, 2005), were further examined and discussed by the two 

coders until final agreement was achieved. After a consensus was reached, the kappa values of 

these items were again calculated in NVivo. The average Cohen’s kappa of each of the codes 

for all sources are shown in Appendix S. The overall kappa value for all of the codes for all the 

sources is 0.94. This indicates that the codes were applied reliably between the coders and 

demonstrated a high level of inter-coder reliability (Fleiss et al., 2003; Landis & Koch, 1977; 

Sim & Wright, 2005; Vierra & Garrett, 2005). All of the codes achieved average kappa values 

between 0.71 to 1.0. Appendix T shows a sample of the coded LFs in NVivo. 

4.2.1 The language functions elicited in the group assessment  

Table 4.2 shows the range of LFs produced by the individual test takers. Each LF produced by 

one test taker is indicated by a tick. As explained earlier in the methodology chapter, following 

the method of O’Sullivan et al. (2002), Brooks (2003), and Nakatsuhara, et al. (2016, 2017), the 

LFs produced were marked either as elicited or not elicited. Therefore, each tick in the table 

represents the elicitation of the LF while the LFs not produced are left blank. The additional LFs 

identified that are not found in O’Sullivan et al.’s (2002) original checklist are added to the table 

and in italics typeface  (see Table 4.7 for examples of LFs). 



Table 4.2: LFs produced by the individual test takers 

 



On an individual basis, the test takers used between six to 24 different LFs during their meeting 

assessments. On average, each student utilized 12.3 LFs. This wide difference between the 

numbers of LFs used could be attributed to several possible reasons which might include the 

individual language abilities of the test takers, the differences in the test takers’ personalities, or 

their specific roles within the groups. The more vocal test takers tended to use a wider range of 

LFs. The most obvious was in the case of S1 where he used the highest number of LFs, 24 out 

of the 33 LFs examined. Other more vocal students included S28, S15, and S24, with 20, 19, 

and 19 LFs respectively. As it happens, they are all the chairpersons for their respective groups. 

With the exception of Group B, the highest numbers of LFs for each of the groups were produced 

by the chairpersons of the respective groups. This perhaps is expected as the chairpersons of the 

group are usually required to perform more managing interaction functions. In this meeting 

context, this perhaps is also a desired outcome as this would indicate that a majority of the 

chairpersons have performed their responsibilities. Table 4.3 shows the number of LFs and the 

corresponding student, and the total LFs for each of the group. 

Table 4.3: Number of LFs per students per group 

Group 
(Assessment 

duration) 
Test takers Number of LFs 

per individual 

Total LFs produced 
by the group out of 

33 listed (%) 

A 
 

(26:09.6) 

S1 
S2 
S3 
S4 
S5 

24 
12 
17 
9 

11 

28 
 

(84.8%) 

B 
 

(11:14.2) 

S6 
S7 
S8 
S9 

S10 

13 
18 
8 

10 
9 

27 
 

(81.8%) 

C 
 

(16:9.2) 

S11 
S12 
S13 
S14 

15 
14 
12 
10 

24 
 

(72.7%) 

D 
 

(14:45.5) 

S15 
S16 
S17 
S18 

19 
17 
14 
11 

28 
 

(84.8%) 

E 
 

(13:28.1) 

S19 
S20 
S21 
S22 
S23 

17 
10 
13 
9 

11 

25 
 

(75.8%) 

F 
 

(23:20.5) 

S24 
S25 
S26 
S27 

19 
13 
11 
13 

24 
 

(72.7%) 

G 
 

(28:33.4) 

S28 
S29 
S30 
S31 
S32 

20 
14 
13 
6 

14 

26 
 

(78.8%) 
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H 
 

(15:45.5) 

S33 
S34 
S35 
S36 
S37 

17 
8 
8 

10 
6 

22 
 

(81.8%) 

I 
 

(7:36.6) 

S38 
S39 
S40 
S41 
S42 

14 
6 
6 
6 
9 

22 
 

(66.7%) 

Notes:  
The first code in each group is the chairperson 
The highest number of LFs for each group is in bold typeface. 

 

Overall, all the nine groups utilised a wide range of LFs (22 to 28 LFs) during their group 

meeting discussion assessment. Out of the 33 LFs identified, Groups A and D produced the 

highest number of LFs collectively at 28 LFs each. This is followed by Group B with 27 LFs 

and Group G with 26 LFs. For some of the groups, specifically Group A and G, it is most likely 

that the longer time spent on the discussion (26 min 1 s and 28 min 33 s respectively) allowed 

the test takers to talk more, and therefore utilise more LFs to develop their ideas and discuss 

their topics. Nevertheless, it is intriguing to note that although some of the groups’ meeting 

durations were shorter than required, they were still able to utilize a wide range of LFs. To 

illustrate, even though collectively the test takers in Group D produced the same number of LFs 

as Group A, Group D’s meeting duration is far shorter (approximately 11 min 23s) than Group 

A’s. Similarly, Group B which produced the second highest number of LFs after Group A & D, 

utilized 27 LFs within their 11 min 14 s assessment duration. From this it can be surmised that 

the duration of the discussion assessment does not seem to have a direct effect on the range of 

LFs produced. Therefore, the prospect of a shorter discussion to produce a significant number 

of LFs cannot be discounted. 

Table 4.4 shows the percentage of test takers for each of the LFs used. For the informational 

functions, the highest percentage of test takers, 90.5%, utilised the expressing opinions function 

while 83.3% of students utilised the providing information functions. This is followed by 76.2% 

of the test takers who elaborated, 71.4% that justified their opinions, and 66.7% of the test takers 

used the suggesting function. On the other hand, 31% used the describing function while three 

of the functions, summarizing, staging and speculating yielded 14.3% usage among the test 

takers. The comparing, and expressing preferences functions have the lowest percentage of test-

takers use at 7.1% and 4.8% respectively.  

The higher number of informational functions used may be attributed to the information-gap 

created as a result of the task design. In an information-gap task, participants are usually required 

to exchange information as each will have information that the others do not have for successful 

completion of the task (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005). As each test taker takes on a role that is 
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different from that of their group members, they will likely need to provide information not 

known to their other members or which they may require in order to proceed with their 

discussion. Similarly, the test taker may also need to elaborate on and express his or her opinions 

on a topic, and justify these before getting input from the other group members.   

Table 4.4: The percentage of test takers for each of the language functions used 

Informational functions % Interactional functions % Managing interaction % 
Providing information 83.3 Agreeing 54.8 Initiating 14.3 
Expressing opinions 90.5 Disagreeing 9.5 Changing 23.8 
Elaborating 76.2 Modifying 16.6 Reciprocating 42.9 
Justifying opinions 71.4 Asking for opinions 61.9 Deciding 19.0 
Comparing 7.1 Asking for information 50.0 Nominating  33.3 
Speculating 14.3 Negotiating meaning 52.4 Interrupting 21.4 
Staging 14.3 Commenting  54.8 Concluding 26.2 
Describing 31.0 Acknowledging 47.6 Prompting 4.8 
Summarizing 14.3 Confirming  59.5  
Suggesting 66.7 Asking for confirmation 59.5 
Expressing preferences 4.8 Instructing  33.3 

 

Assisting 33.3 
Assuming responsibility 26.2 
Granting permission 9.5 

On the other hand, perhaps due to the limitation in the options provided by the participants 

during the discussions, not many test takers were involved in comparing the options given or 

expressing their preferences. This finding highlights the potential problem in this group 

assessment format; the propensity for it to be used as a platform for the test takers to best 

represent themselves rather than as its intended interactive purpose. When test takers are 

conscious of the testing event, they may adopt a certain frame when interpreting the event and 

behave accordingly (He & Dai, 2006).  Rather than engaging in the co-construction of 

interaction and collaboration with each other, test takers may instead misplace their focus on 

presenting the information they have prepared for the test; hence, the need for clear test 

constructs and assessment criteria. In addition to S14, who was discussed in the previous CA 

section, there were also a few other test candidates (S25, S29, and S34) who produced extended 

turns. This tendency to produce a lengthier stretch of talk will be discussed further in Chapter 7.  

For the interactional functions, the highest number of students used the asking for opinion 

function with 61.9% of the test takers doing so. This is followed by 59.5% each for both asking 

for confirmation and confirming, and 54.8% each for agreeing and commenting. 52.4% of the 

test takers engaged in negotiating meaning. Half of the test takers (50%) used the asking for 

information function and 47.6% used the acknowledging function. Assisting and instructing both 

yielded 33.3% of the test takers’ use. Meanwhile, 26.2% of the test takers use the assuming 

responsibility functions. This is followed by 16.6% that engaged in the modifying function. 
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Sharing the lowest percentage of test-takers use at 9.5% are the disagreeing and granting 

permission functions. 

Although some of the functions are not as frequently employed by the test takers, the use of the 

interactional functions is necessary for them to successfully perform their assessment task. As 

the result indicated, a high number of test takers were actively asking for their group members’ 

opinions, indicating that they were open to listening to other peoples’ ideas. The frequent use of 

asking for clarification, as well as clarifying and commenting signals the need to interact with 

others to get the different viewpoints regarding the topic discussed. At the same time, they have 

also shown their support by agreeing and their engagement by commenting on their friends’ 

input. This indicates that the test takers were responsive toward their fellow test taker’s ideas or 

opinions. Similarly, negotiating meaning may be a required process to ensure that there is no 

miscommunication among the group members. It is also apparent that the test takers were mostly 

in agreement with their group members (54.8%) compared to disagreeing (9.5%) with one 

another. Only four out of the 42 test takers expressed disagreement with some of the ideas 

proposed during their discussion (see Table 4.2). This could be due to the test takers not wanting 

any disruptions to their discussions; hence, they avoided possible conflicts. 

Ultimately, the use of these interactional functions points towards the capacity of the group 

assessment format to generate the need for interaction among the test takers to meet the EOP 

course’s assessment objectives; which is to assess the language abilities of the test-takers to 

interact and conduct formal group discussion with the other members. Through this assessment 

format, the test takers have the opportunity to collaborate in group interactions that allow them 

to demonstrate their interactional abilities. As can be observed from the range of interactional 

functions elicited, the group discussion format is also able to engage the test takers in 

communicating with one another rather than just sharing information and presenting the contents 

that they have prepared. 

The highest percentage of the managing interaction function used is the reciprocating function 

at 42.9%. This is followed by nominating at 33.3% and concluding at 26.2%. 23.8% of the test 

takers used the changing function while 21.4% interrupted other members. The deciding 

function was used by 19% of the test takers. The second lowest percentage of use was the 

initiating function at 14.3%, while the lowest percentage of test takers (4.8%) used the 

prompting function. This result indicates that most of the test takers were fairly engaged in their 

fellow test takers’ ideas and reciprocated to show their support. They also motivated the other 

members to contribute more by nominating others to speak. Although not performed as 

frequently as the other LFs, interruptions in the test takers’ discussions also implies that a 

discussion might take on a different course from the one intended, and result in a less structured 
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interaction pattern. The use of initiating was not high as the group interactions were typically 

initiated just once, at the beginning of each of the group meetings. This does not include the 

initiation of new topics as most of the topics raised were related to the main agenda items, and 

were coded as changing topic. The least use of the prompting functions may be an indicator that 

the test takers are generally aware of their roles and duties, and hence need less prompting. 

Overall, a majority of the test takers used more informational and interactional functions 

compared to managing interaction functions. Possibly this is because the managing interaction 

functions are mainly performed by the chairpersons, most notably, S1 and S11 who used six out 

of the eight managing interaction functions elicited when chairing their meeting assessment 

session. This compelled them to manage the interaction more frequently than the other members 

of the group. In the EOP marking scheme used for the meeting assessment in the current study, 

one of the items assessed was whether the students “performed role assigned effectively”. This 

is deemed a necessary item to be included in the marking criteria to ensure that the test takers 

are assessed according to the roles they are assigned in the meeting. Hence, for that particular 

assessment item, the chairperson of the meeting will be assessed based on his or her management 

of the meeting while the other members will be assessed based on how they conduct the duties 

assigned to them, as well as their participation and contribution as a member of the group. 

In Table 4.2 presented earlier, it can be observed that except for S7 from Group B, most of the 

managing interaction functions were performed by the chairperson of their respective groups. 

Apart from being the only member that utilized more LFs than her group’s chairperson, S7 was 

the only member who performed the managing interaction function more than her chairperson. 

This is also supported by the observation data collected where S7 was noted as the most 

prominent speaker of her group. Earlier in the CA analysis of their group meeting assessment, 

the chairperson of Group B, S6, was described as taking on a more laissez-faire approach in 

managing the meeting. Most interestingly, Group B is also the group in which the chairperson 

appointed another person, S9, as a co-chair. Yet despite this, S7 has utilized more managing 

interactions than S6 and S9, which again highlights the questionable nature of the decision to 

have co-chairs for the meeting. Wilson (2002) suggests that a leader “may be formally 

designated or may emerge informally from the group’s interaction” (p. 181). When a designated 

leader is reluctant to or is unsure of how to lead, another group member may step up to perform 

the role and become the emergent leader. While the designated leader continues to carry out the 

formal procedures of the meeting, the emergent leader will be the one who exercises influence 

on the team to contribute to the task (Wilson, 2002). In the case of Group B, S7 appears to have 

adopted this emergent leader role.  
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In general, in formal meeting settings such as those in the workplace, it is expected that the 

chairperson of the meeting will be required to manage the discussion to ensure that the meeting 

progresses smoothly. However, as demonstrated earlier, this may not necessarily be the case.  

Nevertheless, when conducting classroom activities or assessment for meeting skills, such role 

assignment is unavoidable as having a chairperson is essential in a meeting.  

4.2.2 Additional language functions for the Group Meeting Checklist 

(GMC) 

Based on the results of the analysis of the data, several items have been added into the final 

GMC. These additions are applicable to the interactional and managing interaction functions 

of the checklist. These additions are necessary as they are relevant to the EOP setting, 

specifically the meeting discussion assessment task adopted. 

4.2.2.1 Addition to the interactional functions 

For the interactional functions, the additional functions of acknowledging, asking for 

confirmation, assisting, assuming responsibility, commenting, confirming, granting permission, 

and instructing are added. Table 4.5 summarises the operations of these additional interactional 

functions. 

Table 4.5: Additional interactional functions 

Interactional functions Operations 
Commenting Comment on another speaker’s utterance 
Acknowledging Acknowledge the previous speaker 
Asking for confirmation Ask for confirmation from another speaker 
Confirming Confirm the information required 
Instructing Instruct other(s) 
Assuming responsibility  Assume the responsibility for a task  
Assisting Assist another speaker by completing 

utterances or providing vocabulary assistance 
Granting permission Grant permission to another speaker 

 

One of the additional LFs added to the checklist is the commenting function. Some of the 

examples for this function included expressions such as 

“Okay, sound delicious.” (S1) 
“Actually, it’s such a good idea.” (S3) 

 “That is interesting.” (S4) 
 “Good job. You both has a good explanation about marketing strategies.” (S6) 
 “For me, that was a good design.” (S11)  
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“Okay. Good idea. They can eat with basic food and with a fresh food, uh, at a peace and 
calm environment.” (S14) 

“It sounds really good but it’s a bit costly because we need to use the printing.” (S17) 
“Such a good news for our company.” (S28) 
“That’s very good and I think that’s more cheaper and less our budget.” (S33) 
“That was very important. We must check first the place is it safe or not.” (S33)  

Comments such as those given in the examples above indicate that the use of the commenting 

function is quite common in the group assessment. Aside from providing comments on another 

person’s ideas, commenting can also indicate agreement and support for the idea being proposed. 

At the same time, the comments given also encourage the other speakers to continue with the 

idea and elaborate on the topic. In Nakatsuhara, et al.’s (2016) study, a modified version of 

O’Sullivan et al.’s (2002) observation checklist was used. One of the modifications was the 

inclusion of the commenting function in the same category as modifying, and it was reclassified 

as “modifying/commenting/adding”. In their analysis of these LFs, Nakatsuhara et al. were 

interested to find out if a test taker “modify/comments [sic] on arguments or comments made 

by other speaker? Or by the test taker in response to another speaker?” (p.59) (see Nakatsuhara 

et al., 2016 for full descriptions and examples.) The prevalence of the commenting function in 

dyadic interaction supports its inclusion in the GMC of this study. However, unlike in 

Nakatsuhara et al.’s study, the commenting function is placed in a separate category. This is 

done as in the current context this function does not necessarily correspond with the modifying 

function. In most of the examples given earlier, commenting was mainly used to simply comment 

on a topic or item, without any modification to it; hence, differentiating it from the modifying 

function. In a meeting context, the use of comments, especially positive ones, is likely to 

promote a more unifying atmosphere that could encourage the development of the discussion 

and increase the collaborative efforts amongst the team members. In the L2 classroom, receiving 

positive comments or feedback from other members could act as a catalyst to boost the 

confidence of the speakers and subsequently allow them to express themselves more freely.  

Another additional LF elicited from the data is the acknowledging function. In a formal setting, 

attendees usually strive to promote an agreeable atmosphere and show respect to one another by 

being polite to the others. This is illustrated in the excerpt below: 

S9: Other strategy is… The other electronic company. 
 S7: Okay, thank you for the addition Mr S9. 

From the excerpt, S7 acknowledges S9’s ideas by thanking him for sharing the strategy he 

proposed. In the next example below, towards the end of the meeting, S1 acknowledges the 

other speakers’ contribution of ideas. 
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S1: Okay, thank you. … thank you for the- all of the idea.  
 

As can be seen from the previous two excerpts, politeness in the formal discussion context 

yielded verbal expressions that signalled the listener’s attention and appreciation of the ideas 

expressed by the other speakers. Analysis of the instances of the acknowledging function of the 

data shows that this function is most commonly performed by the chairperson of the group such 

as, 

“I’m really glad to see all of you here today and thank you for coming.” (S15) 
“Thank to you all for your hard planning on our project.” (S24) 
“I want to appreciate everyone hard work for this blood donation campaign.” (S33) 
“Okay, thank you for your hard work in monitoring the branch there.” (S19) 

In cases where they were produced by the other meeting members, they were usually used to 

express gratitude after receiving information, a question or permission from another. It could 

also have been used to acknowledge that they were grateful for the opportunity to present their 

viewpoints. Examples of these include,  

Thank you Mr. S10 for the information. (S8) 
Okay, uh thank you Mr. S38 (S41) 
Thank you uh Ms. S11. (S14) 
Uh, thank you for your question. (S27) 
Thank you Mr. S10 for the questions. (S7) 

 
Apart from that, another LF elicited is the asking for confirmation function. An example 

illustrating this function is 

S11: For me, that was a good design. Uh, second design right?  

Even after commenting that the proposed design is a good one, S11 asks for confirmation to 

ensure that they are referring to the same design. By asking for confirmation S11 could also 

ensure that everyone in the group was aware of which design was being referred to. Asking for 

confirmation is also necessary in cases where the speaker needed to confirm what he or she 

believes is true, such as in the example below: 

S1: …we will use more Instagram rather than Facebook, yes? 
 

To check his understanding, S1 requests for confirmation from the other group members to 

ensure that the information he shared was correct. Therefore, the use of the asking for 

confirmation function is essential in this case. Further examples of these are, 

“Not really…what do you mean, not really look good?” (S16) 
 “So that’s mean the product is from made from different different country, eh, 

different different states or…?” (S17) 
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 “Oh you don’t know dropship? You never buy online?” (S18) 
“I’ll make the correction for, uh, the amount, right?” (S24) 
“Oh, you mean the contemporary?” (S24)  
“Five hundred thousand, right?” (S24) 
“Means, uh, we do the charity program while we try to get the profits? Like that?” 

(S25) 
“So we want to balance the profit and give the charity, right?” (26) 
“So do you mean that we will on air this Saturday?” (S28) 
“…is it right that Mr. R and Ms. R they choose the…choose the…bride gown in green 

colour?” (S30) 
“…you mean the total of card is 250, right? (S32) 

To complement the asking for confirmation function discussed earlier, another necessary 

addition is the confirming function. The excerpt below illustrates how confirming is utilised in 

one of the discussions: 

S7  : Because I think ten Ringgit is cheap. 
S10: Cheap? 

 S7  : Cheap, yes. 

As S10 needs to confirm S7’s opinion regarding the amount they will spend on their recycled 

product, he asks his question by repeating the word “cheap?” and receives S7’s confirmation 

that she thought the amount discussed was indeed “cheap”, or lower than she estimated.  

In the next excerpt, after listening to some ideas proposed by S5, S1 makes sure that he has 

obtained all of S5’s ideas by confirming with S5 that she has nothing more to add.  

S1: Do you have any idea do you want to share?  
S5: Umm… That’s all.  
S1: Okay. 

In both cases, the use of the confirmation function is important as it helped the test takers to 

ensure that they have obtained the correct information from the other persons. At the same time, 

the use of confirming might also be necessary to make sure that all the meeting participants are 

aware of the decisions or propositions made regarding the agenda items discussed. Therefore, 

by confirming the information, the meeting participants are assured that everything they have 

planned for is in order. 

The next LF added to the checklist is the instructing function. The examples below illustrate 

how some of the test takers provided instructions during the assessment: 

“…S2, I would like you to think more the type of food you that you will be uh give for 
our customer so that our restaurant can be more better on presenting our type of 
food.” (S1) 

“We need to discuss about our product details and design...” (S6) 
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“… make sure you all financial paper sent to me and Mr. …” (S9) 
“I hope the substance…, and I want you to sure about that.” (S11) 
“We must choose one from three, uh, design for our new café.” (S14) 
“I mean that within two weeks, you will come up with your ideas at a proposal which 

is I can through with, I can through with it then I can see either uh, that ideas can 
accept or not.” (S15) 

“First and foremost, we need to discuss what we can do for, uh our charity project.” 
(S24) 

“Uh, before we is going to start our meeting for today, uh…please tell us a little bit 
about the last minute meeting that we have done before.” (S28) 

“For the band, Ms. S30, you need to tell me later, give me the…about the band. How 
we…how much we need to pay them.” (S32) 

“So, we have to brainstorm here right now, uh, to handle this and manage this issue. So 
I want to hear each and everyone opinion about this…” (S33) 

“Uh, so…we continue our meeting on the next Wednesday. So secretary, take a note 
okay? So you have to give their information where’s the place and the date. And 
the time.” (S38) 

“Okay. Now I want to secretary to prepare form to the student for participate more 
about the sport.” (S42) 

Test takers, not necessarily the chairpersons, gave out instructions for others to perform during 

their discussion. These were done so that the person responsible for taking the required actions 

would be clearly aware of their responsibilities and perform what was required of them. As part 

of their effort to fulfil their respective duties, the speakers needed to assign someone to do the 

required tasks. This meant giving out clear instructions on what to do to the person expected to 

perform the follow-up task to resolve the agenda items. Such scenarios are also typical of actual 

workplace settings; hence, the necessity of the instructing function. As the instructions 

performed do not steer nor affect the trajectory of the discussion, it is not perceived as a 

managing interaction function. Instead, they are categorised as interactional functions as they 

are mainly used to establish collaboration between participants. 

In addition, there were also test takers who assumed the responsibility to perform a required 

action or task. When S5 was asked by the chairperson of their meeting to suggest additional 

menu items, she was not able to provide an immediate response. Instead, she took on the 

responsibility to research new menu items for their project as the excerpt below shows.  

S5:  I’ll think and research about that. 
 

In another example, when S8 was given information regarding the budget to be used for their 

product development by S10, S8 reassures the team that she will work on budgeting efficiently.  

S8:  Thank you Mr…. I will make sure our budget will be in a stable condition… 
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From the two examples given above, by assuming responsibility, the test takers made sure that 

they did their part for the task discussed by offering their services. From another perspective, it 

might also have been used as an alternative when the test takers had no other ideas to elaborate 

on. Whether or not it was used as a strategy to occupy a turn, by assuming responsibility, the 

test takers could at least contribute to the discussion, and demonstrate that they were actively 

engaged in the session. 

In addition, as all of the test takers have their own respective roles and duties, there were 

occasions where someone had to take the responsibility for an item that required attending to. 

In order to express their willingness to perform the duties required of them, the test takers 

assumed the responsibility for the items under discussion. For example, 

“Okay, I'm going to do it later.” (S2) 
“I’ll jot that down.” (S4) 
“No problem Mr. S9” (S8) 
“I will make sure our budget will be in a stable condition and suitable to produce a 

good product.” (S8) 
“I will make sure uh design for our product is the best for our company.” (S10) 
“Yes, I will design it.” (S23)  
“Okay, I will update for you later.” (S30) 
“Yes, I will do.” (S39) 

Another interactional function found in the data is the assisting function. In the excerpt below, 

S1 assisted S3 by helping her to complete her utterance.  

S3: Well, for me… the customer want to… it want to taste…  
 S1: taste the food? 

In this case, S1 could have been motivated by two reasons to assist S3. First, S1 intended to help 

S3 out by completing her sentence or idea when S3 could not express herself fully. Equally 

possible is that S1 completed S3’s utterance as he was able to predict what S3 was going to say. 

This indicates that some form of understanding has been established between the speakers. This 

shared understanding may be a result of both of the speakers’ prior knowledge of the topic being 

discussed, or an outcome of the pre-planning for the assessment event. Other examples include, 

S5: The colour is very important because uh... 
S1: can attract customers. 
 
S9: …magic fan because the product is fan that we can bring to anywhere and very 
easy to bring. 
S7: and use. 
 
S23: Um, we only use the cup, paper cup, like popcorn. Because we… 
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S19: because we don’t use any container or plastic. 
 

Besides assisting with sentence completion, test takers also assisted other speakers by providing 

help with vocabulary when the other speakers were lost for words to express their ideas. The 

excerpt below illustrates how S11 assisted S13 when he had trouble finding the right word to 

express his ideas. 

S13: For the next design,… we will put some uh, uh … 
 S11: Furniture. Furniture. 

The same is true for the next excerpt when S3 provided the correct vocabulary needed by S5,  

S5: We can use uh, glass um decorate… 
 S3: Decorative glass. 
 S5: Yes, decorative glass and plate. 

and when S21 assisted S20 with vocabulary,  

S20: Maybe we can… 
S21: Negotiate 

The assisting function is required as it is common to find that in collaborative group work the 

members have the mutual desire to assist one another during the assessment task. This is 

especially so when there are weaker group members who are not able to express themselves as 

efficiently as they want to. In a L2 assessment setting, this might be to ensure that the 

communication does not break down, or so that the group of test takers’ marks will not be 

affected by any disruptions in the interaction. 

As can be observed from the three excerpts above, the assisting function was employed when 

the test takers extended help to others. Being able to provide and obtain assistance are among 

the benefits of having a group assessment as it allows members of the group to capitalise on 

each other’s abilities to ensure successful completion of the task. It is also an important 

interactional strategy that test takers equip themselves with in order to ensure smooth flow of 

the discussion despite their individual language limitations. 

The final additional LF is the granting permission function. This function was found in 

situations where the test takers asked for permission to suggest or say something. For example,  

S9: May I suggest some other way? 
 S7: Yes, you may Mr. S9 

S10: Can I explain about the design?  
 S6  : Yes, you can. 

S35:Okay, can I say my idea?  
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S33:Sure. 

and 

“So S42, you can go on with the idea.” (S38) 

In a majority of the instances, the chairpersons or those taking on the chairing role (e.g., S7 in 

the first example above, who was the emergent leader of her group) were the ones who granted 

permissions. 

In view of the formal setting, the test takers behaved accordingly and used polite and respectful 

language when requesting for, and granting permissions. By granting permission, a speaker 

could provide the endorsement required to carry out the task. Similar to the instructing function, 

when granting permission, a speaker is not managing the interaction. Instead, he or she is merely 

giving permission for an action to be carried out based on a request received from the previous 

speaker. Hence, its inclusion in the interactional function category. In total, another eight 

interactional functions were added into the checklist.   

4.2.2.2 Additions to the managing interaction functions 

For the managing interaction function of the GMC, it is necessary to include the nominating, 

interrupting, concluding, and prompting functions. Table 4.6 below summarises the operations 

of these additional managing interaction functions. 

Table 4.6: Additional managing interaction functions 

Managing Interaction functions Operation 
Nominating Nominate the next speaker 
Prompting Prompt another speaker 
Interrupting Interrupt another speaker 
Concluding Conclude a topic or a discussion 

One of the managing interaction functions that was utilised in all of the group discussions is the 

nominating function. Nominating someone to take up the next turn by explicitly naming that 

person is a common strategy adopted by all of the groups of test takers. Doing this allows them 

to select a specific member of the group to voice out his or her opinions. The examples below 

illustrate how this function is performed. 

“I would like to hear from S2.” (S1) 
“Can you give me more detail about the product designing Mr. S10” (S8) 
“What do you think, Mr. S6?” (S9) 
“Mr. S16, okay, will you explain to us?” (S11) 
“So, um…how? S11?” (S12) 
“So, Mr. S13, uh, are you agree with, uh my opinion?” (S13) 
“So, secretary, can you brief, uh…our agenda?” (S38) 
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“So we move to S27.” (S24) 
“Um…sorry Mr S.13. I want to ask you one question.” (S12) 
“I want to ask branch manager about the process in kiosk at Kolej Seri Angkasa?” (S19) 

There are two possible reasons why nominating is required in such a meeting setting. Firstly, 

there is the need to organise the discussion according to the agenda items listed. For example, if 

the first agenda item is promotions, it is likely that the person in charge of that will be asked to 

speak first. As pointed out in the CA section earlier (4.1.3.2) this can be done by either the 

chairperson or any member of the group. Another possible reason that nominating is done is so 

that the person nominating the next speaker will be able to call out a specific person, in most 

cases in this study, someone who was quiet or passive, to contribute to the discussion. This is 

done so that the nominee will be able to share some ideas, and to ensure that the members are 

given the chance to participate in the discussion. As such, the use of the nominating function is 

essential in the EOP meeting setting as it helps to provide the required structure to the discussion, 

as well as serve the purpose of promoting the contribution of all its members. 

In addition to nominating, the prompting function plays a similarly helpful role in ensuring the 

equal contribution of each member in the meeting discussion. The excerpt below illustrates this 

function: 

S10: As I have mentioned,… So, I think this product is very good. 
 S7  : And? 

S10: And… I think for one item… 

To encourage S10 to share more, S7 prompts him by saying “and” so that S10 will continue to 

expand his ideas. The same is true in the next excerpt. 

S5: In Sabah, we have uh, many ethnics. So,… why not we diversify of food? 
 S1: As example? 

In order to get S5 to elaborate and explain her ideas more clearly, S1 prompted S5 to provide an 

example to illustrate her point. This then allowed S5 to contribute more input to the group 

discussion. As exemplified in the two excerpts above, there were situations in which some 

members of the group required prompting from the other members to elaborate their ideas in the 

meeting. The prompts were necessary as the members receiving the prompts might not have 

been aware that they needed to make their explanation clearer to help the other members of the 

meeting understand their ideas better. It could also be that they were prompted to provide more 

details because the other members needed more information before they could arrive at a 

decision regarding the topic being discussed. Hence, prompting is a necessary function in the 

meeting discussion as it motivates the appointed speakers to clarify and elaborate on their ideas 

while at the same time contribute more input to the discussion.  
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In another example, S1 prompted S5 again when she could not think of anything to add to their 

discussion on the menu of their restaurant by saying  

“Maybe there’s food that you like to put in our menu? Your favourite food? (S1) 

The prompting done here served another purpose: to get S5 to share her opinions. By doing this, 

S1 as the chairperson of the group tried to make sure that S5 was given the chance to speak and 

to contribute to the discussion. In doing so, he has demonstrated that he is performing his role 

by not neglecting the opinions of any one of his team members. As illustrated, prompting is also 

necessary to remind the quieter members of the groups to participate in the discussion, as well 

as to ensure that all members of the group were given equal opportunity to express their 

opinions. In general, members who are prompted are expected to take up the next turn in the 

conversation. Whether they proceed to terminate their turn by giving short responses or take up 

the opportunity to share their ideas, these members are assured of the chance to speak through 

prompting from their other group members. Although not commonly found in the current 

dataset, it has been shown that in cases where it was used, the prompting function could be 

performed by any member of the group. 

To capitalise on their opportunity to speak during the group assessment, there are also several 

instances of the test takers interrupting other members of their group so that they could share 

their opinions. The example expressions include, 

“If I can, if I can put some ideas...” (S1) 
“Actually…, sorry to interrupt.” (S3)  
“Excuse me, can I explain about the design?” (S10) 
“Sorry, I want to give some opinion to Mr. S14” (S12) 
“Uh, um… can I interrupt?” (S16) 
 “Hmm… sorry for interrupt you Ms. S32 but…” (S30)  
“I’m sorry, may I interrupt?” (S36) 
“I’m sorry to interrupt.” (S41) 

In a group setting, it is common to find test takers competing for the floor, or the opportunity to 

speak. This may be attributed to their need to share their views and express their opinions. On 

the down side, if it is done too frequently, it may indicate their tendencies to monopolise the 

discussion to secure better marks for themselves. Regardless of their intentions, interrupting 

others is necessary for the test takers to ensure that their opinions are heard, and that they 

capitalise on the opportunities to contribute ideas to the discussion. Conversely, in some cases, 

interruptions may also be needed to ensure that the conversation is not monopolised by certain 

speakers. Knowing how and when to interrupt is also an important skill for L2 learners to 

acquire. 
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Another additional managing interaction LF elicited from the data is the concluding function. 

The concluding function is mainly used to wrap up, or to end the meeting discussion and is 

usually executed by the chairperson of the meeting. For example, 

“Okay, That’s all for our meeting.” (S1) 
 “I think we can bring this meeting, uh, discussion to a close.” (S9) 

“If all of you didn’t have anything discuss anymore, we can end our meeting…” 
(S11) 
“Thank you so much for coming to this meeting and I really hope to see all of you 

within two weeks with your ideas.” (S15) 
“So, I think we can bring this discussion to close.” (S24) 
 “I think we can bring this discussion to a close. Uh…that’s all for today.” (S28) 
 “That’s all from now. Is there…if there any businesses will be told by secretary by e-

mail.” (S33)  

As this is a required procedure in the meeting discussion, the concluding function was found in 

all of the groups’ interactions. By concluding a discussion, the chairperson was able to indicate 

to the other test takers that they have finished discussing the agenda items, and therefore the 

meeting discussion could be adjourned. Possibly due to the opportunity given by the chairperson 

to raise any other business at the end of the meeting, the concluding move by the chairpersons 

were not challenged by the other members of the groups. 

Apart from being used to conclude a meeting, the function was also use to conclude a topic, or 

to mark the end of a speaker’s turn. This provides a point for speaker transition (Balaman & 

Sert, 2017). The following examples illustrate this  

“That’s it.” (S5) 
“So, that’s one problem.” (S33) 
“Okay, that’s all for our venue.” (S32) 

In these examples, one used by the chairperson of Group H and the others by two team members, 

concluding is used to wrap up the discussion of a particular topic before they proceed to another 

item. Hence, the concluding function is used in two possible scenarios; i.e., at the end of a 

meeting and at the end of a discussion topic.  

4.2.3 The Group Meeting Checklist (GMC) 

In all, another eight new interactional functions and four new managing interaction functions 

were added into the GMC checklist. The additional LFs identified show how a group assessment 

task setting could yield different LFs than those of a dyadic interaction. Table 4.7 shows the 

final GMC with a complete list of LFs, their corresponding operations, and examples elicited 

from the meeting assessment. The additional LFs are in italics typeface and all examples are 

derived from the data of the current study.  
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Table 4.7: The Group Meeting Checklist (Modified from O’Sullivan et al., 2002) 

Functions Operations Examples 

Informational functions 
Providing information Give information on present 

and past circumstances or 
future plans 

“This is my latest design.” 
“The first agenda is challenges and 
problems” 
“We have met last week.” 
“It will be held in…” 
 

Expressing opinions Express opinions “I think this label is important.” 
“In my opinion,…” 
“I feel that it is the best way.” 
 

Elaborating Elaborate on, or modify an 
opinion 

“The application period takes… and the 
program for training...” 
“I also prepare the information…” 
“… but now I want to focus on…” 
 

Justifying opinions Express reasons for 
assertions s/he had made 

“Since our design focuses on…” 
“…because nowadays, dropship is…” 
“because social media is…” 
 

Comparing Compare 
things/people/events 

“it’s easier for us.” 
“more earning then” 
 

Speculating Speculate “Maybe they will take it?” 
“We will start tomorrow maybe?” 
 

Staging Separate out or interpret 
the parts of an issue 

“It sounds really good but…” 
“As you know, our project is…” 
“Okay, just like you said, we need to…” 
 

Describing 
 

• Describe a sequence of 

events 

• Describe a scene 

• Describe a thing 

 

“We just start with…”  
“…combination of colours to look modern…” 
“…we just change their packaging.” 

Summarizing Summarize what s/he has 
said 

“…and the total is…” 
“So, overall we just need five staff.” 
 

Suggesting Suggest a particular idea “What if we do something different?” 
“Maybe we can…” 
“I would suggest…” 
“Why don’t we…?” 
 

Express preferences Express preferences “I think we should choose the second 
design.” 
“It may be more amazing if…” 

   

Interactional functions 
Agreeing Agree with an assertion 

made by another speaker 
(apart from ‘yeah’ or 
nonverbal) 

“I agree with you.” 
“Yes, it is going to cost a lot.” 
“Of course, I will manage it.” 
“Sure for us.” 
“Exactly, Mr….” 
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Disagreeing Disagree with what another 
speaker says (apart from 
‘no’ or nonverbal) 

“For me, I disagree because…” 
“Sorry, I think it’s not suitable.” 
“…but it’s a bit costly.” 
 

Modifying Modify arguments or 
comments made by other 
speaker or by the test-taker 
in response to another 
speaker 
 

“I didn’t mean the cost…” 
“…and also for the interior designer, right?” 
“Not just in our country…” 

Asking for opinions Ask for opinions “Do you have any ideas?” 
“In your opinion, how much…?” 
“So what do you guys think?” 
“Any other suggestions?” 
“Is that okay?” 
 

Asking for 
information 

Ask for information “So, is there any solution for this?” 
“So, what is your plan?” 
“Can you explain?” 
“Any matters arising?” 
“What about the catering?” 
 

Negotiating meaning Check understanding “Can you understand?” 
“You got it?” 
“You know what … is?” 
“…, you know?” 
 

Indicate understanding of 
point made by partner 

“Okay, I understand.” 
“Oh, paid review.” 
“Oh, I see.” 
“Yeah, I can see that.” 
 

Establish common 
ground/purpose or strategy 

“So, we have set our goal for the charity 
is…” 
“We want to target sale above…” 
“…because we are eco-campus.”  
 

Ask for clarification when 
an utterance is misheard or 
misinterpreted 

“I’m sorry, I don’t quite follow you.” 
“After design or before design?” 
“Is it true?” 
“What you said just now is called delivery, 
right?” 
 

Correct an utterance made 
by another speaker which 
is perceived to be incorrect 
or inaccurate 

 “Uh, we don’t really get profit actually…” 
“That means if we…?” 
“Except Mondays.” 
Repeat of the word(s) uttered (Usually when 
correcting pronunciation) 
 

Respond to request for 
clarification 

“Yes, delivery. That’s right.” 
“I mean one item.” 
“Yes, open a booth.” 
 

Commenting Comment on another 
speaker’s utterance 

“That’s a very good suggestion.”  
“It’s quite a good idea.” 
“They’re quite famous.” 
“That is great news.” 
“That’s amazing.” 
 
 

Acknowledging Acknowledge other(s) “Thank you for attending this meeting.” 
“Thank you Mr. chairman.” 
“Thank you for your hard work.” 
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Asking for 
confirmation 

Ask for confirmation from 
another speaker 

“Is that true?” 
“What do you mean, not really look good?” 
“You never buy online?” 
“You mean the contemporary?” 
“Are you going to invite them?” 
 

Confirming Confirm the information 
required 

“Yeah, it’s true.” 
“Yes, I have.” 
“That’s right.” 
“Yes, contemporary.” 
“One month before the wedding, yes.” 
 

Instructing Instruct other(s) “We need to discuss…” 
“You can refer to…” 
“Make sure you…” 
“So, you have to…” 
‘So, let’s talk about the vendors.” 
“I would like you to…” 
 

Assisting Assist another speaker by 
completing utterances or 
providing vocabulary 
assistance 

“…can attract customers.” 
“…and use.” 
“…because we don’t…” 
“…smoothly.” 
“…negotiate.” 
“…decorative glass.” 
 

Assuming 
responsibility 

Assume the responsibility of 
a task 

“Yeah, sure Mr…” 
“No problem, Mr….” 
“Yes, I will do it.” 
“Alright, I can.” 
“Okay, I will update for you later.” 
 

Granting permission Grant permission to another 
speaker 

“Sure.” 
“Okay, yes.” 
“Yes, you can.” 
“Yes, you may, Mr….” 
“So, you can go on with the idea.” 

   

Managing interaction 
Initiating Start any interactions “Shall we start our meeting?” 

“Let me start the meeting.” 
“Okay, let’s start with our first meeting 
agenda.” 
 

Changing Take the opportunity to 
change the topic 

“We proceed to the next item…” 
“So, let’s move to…” 
“So, let’s talk about…” 
“The next problem is…” 
“What about the marketing strategies?” 
 

Reciprocating Share the responsibility for 
developing the interaction 

“Exactly Mr…. That’s why our project…” 
“(Name) has mentioned that… So, I 
suggest…” 
“That’s very important. We must…” 
“…like (name) said, we have…” 
“You’re right. So, I think you…” 
 

Deciding Come to a decision “I will accept it.” 
“We will proceed with the idea.” 
“So, we have to give them certificates.” 
“The ideas will be combined.” 
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“We decide to choose the second design 
for…” 
 

Nominating Nominate the next speaker “So, we move on to (name).” 
“I want to ask branch manager…” 
 “So, secretary can you…?” 
“I would like to ask (name)…” 
 (Usually through naming, or reference to the 
role/job title of the nominee.) 
 

Interrupting Interrupt another speaker “I’m sorry to interrupt….” 
“Sorry to interrupt….” 
“Can I interrupt?” 
“Excuse me, can I ….” 
 

Concluding Conclude a topic or a 
discussion 

“Okay, that’s all for our venue.” 
“So, I think we can bring this discussion to a 
close.” 
“That’s all for today and thank you for being 
present at this meeting.” 
 

Prompting Prompt another speaker “Maybe you want to add…” 
“(Name), do you have any idea for the 
restaurant?” 
“(Name)’ any suggestions?” 
“And?” 
 

*Additional LFs in italics typeface 

There is great potential for the use of the GMC as a tool for validating speaking assessments, 

such as those of the current study. In addition, as it contains examples of the LFs, it could also 

be used as a resource for the teaching and learning of meeting language. The suggested uses for 

the GMC will be discussed further in Chapter 7. 

4.3 Summary  

This chapter presented the CA and LFA of the audio recordings of the group meeting assessment 

of all the nine groups (42 test takers), which were aimed at exploring the interactional dynamics 

of the test takers in an assessment setting. Results from the CA provided an overview of the 

interactional dynamics as well as highlighting the salient features of interaction within the group 

assessment context. Meanwhile, the results from the LFA identified the LFs that were prevalent 

in the interaction between the test takers in a meeting context. 

From the CA of the meeting assessment, it is clear that the different interactional behaviours of 

the members of the group jointly contributed to the overall outcome of their group discussion. 

At the same time, the different approaches to the meeting organisation and the participants’ 

behaviours could yield quite similar results in terms of the range of LFs elicited from the group 

assessments. Nevertheless, the breadth and depth of a discussion can be greatly affected by the 

dynamics of the interactions of the members of a group, and the thoroughness of the test takers 
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in tackling the assessment tasks within their group. Furthermore, the outcome of the group 

discussions relied heavily on how the discussion topics were established, and the ways in which 

the test takers countered these topics.  

In addition, the CA findings also illustrate how the test takers navigated the assessment tasks 

assigned to them, and how they were able to perform these tasks through different group and 

individual strategies. The identification of the interactional features and strategies employed by 

the test takers provided insights into how test takers could jointly contribute to the success of 

their group discussions assessment task or vice versa.  

The LFA findings shows that although all the test takers are engaged in the informational, 

interactional and managing interaction functions of the tasks, there are differences in the range 

of LFs generated from one group to another, and from one individual to another. Most distinctly, 

test takers who were more vocal tended to produce a wider range of LFs compared to the less 

vocal ones. Of all the LFs generated, the informational functions are most frequently used, 

reflecting the information-gap properties of the assessment task. The interactional functions 

were also utilised by all the test takers, signalling the collaborative nature of the task. The 

managing interaction functions, although used by all the test takers, were predominantly 

executed by the chairpersons of the group in accordance to their role as the leaders of the meeting 

discussion. Findings from the LFA also reveal that the inclusion of the additional interactional 

and managing interaction functions in the GMC to investigate the LFs generated in a formal 

group meeting discussion setting is warranted as they form several of the essential components 

to meet the requirement of a formal meeting be it in assessment conditions, or in real-life 

settings. The mastery of these interactional skills is also central to equipping the test takers with 

the necessary skills to tackle workplace discourse in the future.  

Overall, it can be established that the additional interactional and managing interaction LFs 

identified were largely attributed to the formal meeting format adopted in the EOP group 

meeting discussion assessment. As such, it requires a specific range of discourse for the 

successful execution of the assessment task. Due to the design of the meeting assessment task, 

the test takers adhered to the formal meeting procedures; hence, the elicitation of the discourse 

specific LFs. Although, these LFs were elicited as a result of the simulation of the occupational 

setting, these additional LFs is also applicable, and can be found in other discourse settings or 

assessment formats. 

As can be expected, the different possible scenarios arising from the meeting discussion 

assessments can make assessing the test takers a complicated process. Although as conventions 

required, certain meeting procedures need to be carried out during the meeting assessment for 
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the testers to effectively gauge the abilities of the test takers to tackle such occupational 

demands, the resulted discussions proved that the different group dynamics and patterns of 

interactions present during the assessment could potentially lead to a complex grading process. 

This issue is further explored in the next chapter where both students’ and instructors’ individual 

interviews and focus group discussions are detailed.  
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CHAPTER 5  

The instructors’ perspectives 

5.1 Overview of the chapter  

This chapter presents the results of all the interviews and focus group discussion (FGD) sessions 

with the EOP instructors. It discusses several key concerns regarding the group assessment from 

the perspectives of the instructors, and covers a range of topics concerning the preparations and 

expectations of the instructors prior to the assessment event, the methods employed to ensure 

fair participation in the group assessment, and the difficulties they faced in the assessment 

process and in assigning students’ marks. The findings of these interviews and FGD are 

organized according to two main stages; i) the pre-assessment, and ii) the post-assessment 

stages. The pre-assessment stage includes results from the EOP chairperson’s interview and the 

instructors’ pre-interviews while the post-assessment stage details the results of the post-

interviews and FGD. Figure 5.1 illustrates the two stages. 

 

Figure 5.1. Interviews with the instructor participants 

5.2 The EOP chairperson’s interview 

The interview with the course chairperson took place two weeks before the students’ meeting 

assessment in the chairperson’s office in the CPKLL. In total, about 30 minutes of audio 

recorded data was obtained, transcribed verbatim and coded. The interview provided the vital 

background information and details regarding the EOP course’s meeting assessment 
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The objective of the meeting assessment 

The chairperson explained that the meeting discussion was one of the five assessments included 

in the EOP course offered by the centre. Its main purpose was to provide students with the 

English language skills necessary to communicate successfully in a meeting setting. Included in 

the lessons were meeting skills such as preparing a meeting agenda, attending a meeting, and 

writing the minutes of a meeting. These were incorporated to expose the students to the language 

requirements in similar settings to prepare them for their future workplace needs.  

Language skills tested 

According to the chairperson, although both written and spoken components were assessed 

throughout the course, the meeting assessment focused on the spoken component, specifically 

the language use in a meeting setting. Students were tested on their abilities to use language in 

a formal context, the use of appropriate and polite expressions, and relevant terminologies. 

Students were expected to be able to perform a range of language functions such as agreeing, 

clarifying, suggesting, justifying, negotiating, reciprocating and interrupting. Additionally, they 

were also tested on their abilities to perform the roles of meeting participants to gauge their 

ability to handle such demands.   

The assessment scheme 

The chairperson also detailed that the meeting assessment was guided by a standardised marking 

scheme in the form of an A4 score sheet (Appendix U) for each individual student. It contained 

a list of 16 Likert-type scale items to be evaluated during the assessment. In accordance with its 

task-based nature, the marking criteria of the course concentrated on the abilities of the students 

to undertake the meeting assessment task. The items assessed were divided into three main 

components: content and organisation (30 marks), presence (20 marks), and delivery, language 

and grammar (30 marks). Table 5.1 below lists the items for each of the components. Each of 

the items was graded according to a scale of one (very poor) to five (excellent). 

The total for each individual was 80 marks. At the end of the course, the total figure was 

converted to 20%, which was the weightage of this meeting assessment out of the whole course 

marks (100%). Although the students worked in groups, they were each assigned an individual 

mark for the meeting assessment. According to the course chairperson, this was done to ensure 

that all of the students put in the effort to contribute to the group assessment, and to avoid free-

riding in the group work.  
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Table 5.1 EOP meeting assessment’s marking criteria 

Content and 
organisation 
(30%) 

Quality of ideas or contents presented in meeting 
Sufficient support for ideas 
Active contribution in discussion 
Organised and clear presentation of ideas 
Perform role assigned effectively 
Adhere to correct meeting procedures 

Presence 
(20%) 

Physical appearance, neatness and grooming 
Posture, gestures, mannerism and movement 
Eye contact and rapport with group members 
Listens attentively and shows respect when others are 
speaking 

Delivery, 
language and 
grammar 
(30%)  

Enthusiasm and vocal variation (freedom from monotone) 
Preparation and knowledge of materials (confident and 
organised) 
Vocabulary and use of appropriate words (meeting 
terminologies) 
Freedom from distracting “uh”s and “like”s, etc. 
Pronunciation, enunciation, audibility and clarity 
Grammar 

 

Due to a nationwide standardisation process, the university was reviewing all of its English 

courses to align it to the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR). At the time of 

the interview, the course chairperson was in the process of reviewing the EOP assessment 

schemes to align them to the CEFR. It had been determined earlier by the English Language 

Unit of the centre that the EOP course would be aligned to level B2 of the CEFR. In view of 

this, several changes were expected to be made to the existing meeting evaluation form.  

Instructors training 

Before the semester begins, an instructors’ briefing was conducted involving all of the full-time 

and part-time instructors teaching the EOP course. Two hours were devoted to the briefing of 

the course contents as well as providing basic training on how to conduct the project work and 

the assessments of the course. Each instructor was provided with a course file detailing the 

course syllabus and structure, guidelines, and evaluation forms for the students’ assessment. The 

instructors were also briefed on each assessment component and the corresponding assessment 

criteria. A short presentation showcasing sample students’ work, and samples of their project 

portfolios were also part of the briefing session. 

Implementation 

Up to the time of the interview, the chairperson was not aware of any major issues affecting the 

implementation of the meeting assessment. There were also no major complaints from the 
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instructors nor the students regarding the course assessment. However, there was concern on the 

part of the course chairperson that the increasing number of students for each EOP class (from 

30 per class previously to 35 at that point) might affect the assessment time for each of the 

individual groups as the assessment for all of the groups had to fit within the three-hour class 

duration. 

5.3 The EOP instructors’ pre-interviews  

This section presents the findings from the audio recording of the three EOP instructors’ pre-

interview sessions. It is divided into two main parts. The first part focusses on the planning stage 

as the instructors prepared their students for the assessment, and specifically, the activities and 

materials used, the practice sessions conducted, and the notes and scripts the students prepared 

for the assessment. The second part discusses the strategies the instructors employ to ensure fair 

participation of the group members. All of the pre-interview sessions were conducted in each 

lecturer’s office one week before meeting assessments, and the sessions lasted between 30 to 38 

minutes. In total, approximately 106 minutes of recorded pre-interview data were obtained.  

5.3.1 Planning, practice and preparations 

Approximately three weeks were dedicated to preparing the students for the assessment task. 

For the first two weeks, the instructors conducted lessons on attending a meeting, language use 

in meetings, and meeting documents. On the third week, the students concentrated on practicing 

for the meeting, and finalising their agenda items and the documents required for their meeting 

assessment. 

5.3.1.1 Meeting skills 

To begin with, it was essential that the students familiarised themselves with the formal meeting 

format. This included understanding the roles of the meeting members, meeting terminologies, 

and common phrases in meetings. For these, the EOP course book was fundamental in providing 

students with the required basics. In addition to the essential language skills, the textbook also 

provided samples of meeting agendas, and scripts of formal meetings for the students to learn 

and practice. 

Instructor 1 believed that for the students to be able to perform the task, they needed to have the 

language skills necessary for a discussion setting, and familiarise themselves with the relevant 

meeting terminologies. Additionally, the students had to know how to use the correct 

expressions and the “proper ways” to use them in formal language (Instructor 1). Examples of 



134 
 

these phrases were provided in the course textbook. Instructor 1 also underlined the importance 

of demonstrating “politeness…. What’s the polite way to interrupt, and if they were to disagree, 

for example, how would you disagree in a polite way without… offending the other member.” 

Hence, apart from learning how to express their opinions correctly, the students had to be able 

to express themselves appropriately.  

In addition to the course textbook, Instructor 3 also included some examples from other business 

communication books, specifically those that focused on language in meetings and meeting 

documents. According to her, by the time her students sat for their assessment, they should be 

well versed with the basic meeting terminologies and useful meeting phrases. Moreover, as one 

of the marking criteria focussed on ‘vocabulary and use of appropriate words (meeting 

terminologies)’, Instructor 3 paid attention to these when assessing her students. She said, “they 

know that if they use those phrases, they’ll have more marks.” Despite this,  

I think sometimes during the meeting, the real assessment, they will forgot to use 

that…. But I think it is also good because you will know that they will speak 

spontaneously instead of… memorising dialogues. So, in a way, I’m happy that they 

use it differently from what they have learned because the objective is reached. They 

still can discuss. I think that’s the main objective of the course, to make them speak. 

(Instructor 3) 

In order to perform the assessment task successfully, Instructor 2 offered this advice.  

First they need to ask questions. Let’s say if they do not know what to comment, 

they should be able to ask the others’ opinion. What do you think? So, if they are 

able to do that, at least there won’t be a long pause for their turns. At least they ask 

questions so that they could shift that turn to another person… Apart from that, they 

should be able to comment as well. Instead of agreeing yes or no, they should be able 

to give some justification. …they need to tell the reason why… to elaborate. 

(Instructor 2) 

Acknowledging the limited amount of class hours available to focus extensively on language 

instruction, Instructor 3 explained that “we do not have much time to do that…. So, it is just like 

you have to speak proper English. That’s what I said, and do not get this lah and bah slangs 

inside.” At the same time, she stressed that the EOP course’s language in meeting component 

was not concerned with “strictly grammar. It’s, integrated.” In her opinion, the integrated 

approach was preferable because 

when you go out and work, you don’t just look at grammar alone. When you speak 

it will be integrated, everything. So, it will be more natural also, I think, for the 
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students. Instead of just minding their grammar and stop talking, and then producing 

only when they think their grammar is correct, that will not be very natural way of 

learning a language. (Instructor 3) 

Concerning this, Instructor 3 was wary of imposing grammatical accuracy and said “as long as 

you speak because if you really focus on grammar again after all the grammar classes, I think 

they will… people will stop speaking…. I want them to speak spontaneously.” She related a 

previous experience where she corrected one of her students in class by pointing out the correct 

tenses that the student was supposed to use in different sentences, and “this girl stops talking, 

she stopped contributing in class. So, I think it is better to just let them speak and I think 

language, grammar will come later.” 

Instructor 2 explained that during her lesson, she “focusses more on the meeting procedures. 

These are the steps, and then how you give opinion, agree and disagree… you need to elaborate 

more, give more examples...” By doing so, the students were able to practise the language forms 

and functions needed to perform such actions. When the students were discussing the contents 

of their discussion, “they are actually utilising all the expression without realising it.” She 

illustrated that when the students said, “sorry to interrupt” or “excuse me” in their practice, they 

were already using some useful expressions for the formal meeting discussion. In agreement, 

Instructor 1 stated that “when they focus on content, automatically, they will use the language.”  

Instructor 3 explained that during her lessons she would sometimes “just create a scenario and 

then get some people to talk.” Instructor 2 maintained that the use of role play should be 

optimised. Her lessons focused “more on the role play because I wanted them to see what is 

going to happen in a discussion and also for their assessment.” Using some samples of meeting 

scripts from the textbook, she would ask her students to role play the discussion, point out 

mistakes, and exemplify the kinds of performance she expected of them. That way, the students 

would know what they were required to do to gain marks during their assessment.  

All of the instructors reported using videos of formal meetings as a resource. These were either 

viewed in class or in the form of YouTube video links for the students to view out of class. 

These provided examples of the useful expressions that the students could use for the meeting. 

After viewing the videos, Instructor 1 would ask her students to practise in class, which was 

especially helpful for those “who are quite shy.” She stated that “I can see that they put some 

effort there although it looks like they memorised the expression. But at least they managed to 

talk during the assessment.” Furthermore, the students had easy access to technology to help 

them with language preparation. Instructor 3 explained that “now they have Google Translate… 

before that, they used to ask me.” She elaborated that most of her students “do try on their own 
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and they will ask you for confirmation. But during the assessment they will forget what you tell 

them. So, mistakes do occur.” 

In addition to the language skills practice, Instructor 1 recommended that her students should 

familiarise themselves with the formal meeting procedures. This was necessary “so that when 

they come, they’re fully prepared. Normally, I would advise them to make sure that they have 

covered all the steps or the proper procedures during the assessment so that they don’t miss it.” 

She cautioned her students that they would lose some marks if they missed the necessary steps. 

Instructor 2 highlighted the importance of achieving the objectives of a meeting.  

In a meeting, decision must be made… Whether you want to continue with the work 

or you want to stop it or you want to suggest a different alternative. So, there must 

be some results there instead of people just suggesting, giving ideas that in the end, 

you don’t have decision. So, why have that meeting?  

Apart from that, Instructor 2 acknowledged the importance of critical thinking skills for the 

students to be able to interact effectively in the meeting. She stated that “thinking skills is 

another important matter that we should also look into um when we are teaching language. 

Because if they don’t have the idea, they can’t even say anything.” She further commented that 

“I think some students cannot do that... critical thinking skill is still lacking in the students.” 

Although different materials and methods were utilised to prepare their students, it was evident 

that students’ practice was considered vital for their success in the assessment. The instructors 

tended to attribute the students’ success or failure to the amount of practice the students engaged 

in. This will be discussed further in the next section. 

5.3.1.2 Practice 

All of the instructors agreed that one of the most vital steps in the preparations for the meeting 

assessment was the practice sessions. Instructor 3 explained that she would conduct a classroom 

practice for the assessment a week ahead of the actual meeting assessment session. During this 

time, the students were expected to discuss the contents of the meeting as well as practise 

speaking with their group members. She elaborated that during this practice session, the students 

came prepared with their individual notes and points, and they discussed how these points were 

to be merged and presented during the assessment. Additionally, as the groups were expected to 

conduct the meeting based on their group projects, they would bring to the practice session 

materials or references necessary for their meeting. Instructor 3 clarified the point by saying 

“they have to bring like their sales record, or even the items they want to talk about because 

some of them are designer. So, they have to design this bottle with all the tags and everything.” 
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Doing this also allowed the instructor to gauge the students’ readiness for the assessment task 

and advise them on the additional preparations needed.  

The obvious benefit of having classroom practice sessions was that the students were able to 

obtain immediate feedback from their instructors in class. This allowed them to identify their 

weaknesses and areas for improvement. It also provided them with the opportunity to discuss 

with their instructors and group mates the ways in which the discussion could be improved. 

Instructor 2 used such classroom practice sessions to give opportunities for the students to ask 

her questions and provide them with immediate feedback. 

Despite having regular discussions in class, Instructor 3 highlighted a common problem she 

encountered during these practices. She lamented that “because they all speak the same 

language, they speak Malay when they do group discussion. Only when they plan the dialogue, 

how to say things, then they will speak in English. So, that’s the problem.” When she instructed 

her students to speak in English during their group discussion, “only when I stand there, they 

will discuss in English. But when I turn my back, they will be speaking in their native language. 

So that’s a big problem.” It can be surmised that not only is the amount of time spent on 

conducting group discussions an issue, but the quality of the discussion is a more substantial 

one. If group discussions are held often but not in the target language, it seems unlikely to benefit 

the students nor prepare them fully for the assessment task. Nevertheless, those who advocate 

translanguaging would argue that it is a necessary first step for the students in scaffolding and 

meaning making before expressing ideas in the target language (Baker, 2017; Garcia, Johnson 

& Seltzer, 2017; Garcia & Wei, 2014, 2018; Vogel & Green, 2017; Wei, 2018; Wei & Garcia, 

2017). This issue will be discussed further in Chapter 7. 

Apart from classroom practices, all the instructors advised their students to practise outside of 

class hours and they reported that in most cases, the students put in the effort to do so. Most of 

these practices took place in between classes or during the weekends, in the students’ own time.  

In addition to observing the groups individually during their discussion practices in class, “I also 

advise them to actually discuss or have a meeting outside class to practice before… the 

assessment” said Instructor 1. She explained that some of her students were “fully prepared” for 

the assessment. When asked, these students would reveal that they rehearsed outside of the class 

hours. This was usually evident during the assessment and the instructor pointed out that “you 

can tell that with a lot of practice… the meeting is done effectively.” 

Instructor 3 asserted that the motivation and effort to learn rested mainly on the students. The 

instructor’s job was to prompt them towards their goals, and the students themselves would need 

to make sure that they invested ample time to practise on their own.   
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Because with us sitting there with them, it doesn’t mean that it will help them 

improve how they speak. I think how they speak, the production is from themselves. 

You just guide… it does not mean that they will speak better if you spend more hours 

with them…. You just encourage them, motivate them. (Instructor 3) 

Despite the instructors’ recommendations to conduct out of class practice, there were also 

instances where some groups were not able to do so due to conflict of schedules and other 

commitments. When this occurred, the students had to resort to the use of WhatsApp to prepare 

for their group discussions. Instructor 1 reported that the use of WhatsApp in place of face-to-

face discussions could be problematic. Although the mobile platform has the capacity to allow 

as many as 256 individuals (WhatsApp features, 2019) to participate in a group chat, it is only 

useful for discussing the contents or agenda items, but not as a substitute for oral practice, and 

therefore did not contribute much to improving the students’ oral production.  

When asked how the group discussion practice session was helpful for the students’ 

preparations, Instructor 3 pointed out that the sessions provided the opportunities for the students 

to help each other with their English. She stressed the fact that “they just need to practice, 

because you know English is not their first language.” 

5.3.1.3 Students’ notes and scripts 

All of the instructors were aware that most of the students would require some form of notes or 

script to prepare them for the assessment. These could vary from very brief outlines or points to 

be discussed, to the more lengthy versions with complete sentences. Depending on the group 

members’ preferences, the individuals within a group could opt to use separate scripts prepared 

by them individually, or a group script that was prepared collectively. Based on the instructors’ 

previous experiences, rarely were these scripts verbatim statements for the students to memorise. 

Instead, they were usually in the form of points to remind the students of what they were 

supposed to say, or act as a cue to when it was their turn to speak.  

Instructor 1 perceived the use of prepared scripts as positive if the students practised and 

memorised them so well that their performance resembled natural speech. She explained that  

there are some students who actually memorise but they don’t look like they do, or 

they don’t sound like they memorise it because of a lot of practice. I can tell because 

I know from observation their English is not that good, but because of their effort 

and everything, I can tell that they are fully prepared…. I do know that they 

memorise it but it does still look, you know, natural to me. (Instructor 1) 
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Although all of the instructors did not condone verbatim reading from the students’ notes or 

scripts, they agreed that the use of the individual notes was necessary for some of the students. 

Instructor 3 related that when she told her class that they were supposed to “just speak”, one of 

her students was “quite flabbergasted.” The student was visibly relieved when Instructor 3 told 

her later that she could write out her script and show it to the instructor and her other group 

mates for comments. Instructor 3 commented that  

I learned a lot from my students. Before that, I never allowed anyone to write any 

dialogues. They’re just supposed to prepare and sit there and speak. But then, I 

noticed that some students who are very poor in English, they stopped talking and… 

it affects their assessment.… That is when I started asking them to write their 

dialogue. (Instructor 3) 

Instructor 3 found that “writing the dialogue actually gives them confidence to speak…. But of 

course, they’re not reading, just refer to the dialogue. But I think by holding that piece of paper, 

that piece of paper actually gives them confidence to speak.”  

When asked if her students prepared complete scripts, Instructor 3 reported that most of her 

students would not do so as they were afraid that they would not be able to memorise them and 

say them wrongly. However, based on her observation, a few of the weaker students resorted to 

reading from their texts. “I think there are some who actually read. …of course, might as well 

[since they have their notes].”  

To be prepared for the language demands of the task, Instructor 2 informed her students that if 

they had problems with the notes or scripts that they had prepared, such as “in pronouncing 

words that are difficult, very bombastic words, try to look for the synonym of that word and if 

you really can’t say that word, look for another synonym that’s easier for you to say.” In 

addition, she advised against having “large chunks when it’s your turn to speak because you 

can’t. If your language is not good, you probably might memorise it. If you have longer chunks, 

it’d be very hard for you to manage. So, have shorter ones.” Having shorter sentences would 

also make the lines less complicated and allow for more speaking turns.  

It can be surmised from the instructors’ comments that the use of prepared notes or scripts is not 

necessarily a bad practice. What is more crucial is the students’ familiarity with the materials 

and their ability to perform the discussion without having to rely heavily on the prepared notes. 

Additionally, the students had to make sure that the notes and scripts prepared were practical 

for use. With ample practice, the students should be able to perform the task more easily, with 

less struggle. 
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When asked why she thought her students were reliant on their notes or scripts, Instructor 2 

attributed it to the likelihood that  

they can’t be spontaneous…. They think that they need to read, need to say the points 

that they have prepared. But I’ve also seen some students who prepared but in the 

end, they just go spontaneous. Some can do that, some cannot. Most of them are in 

MUET Band 2 and Band 1 [the significance of the MUET bands is discussed in 

Section 5.4.1.3]…. So, language would be a barrier for them in terms of… expressing 

themselves. (Instructor 2) 

When asked what her advice was to the students prior to the assessment, Instructor 3 said that 

they should not depend too much their scripts, and that if they do so, they would be penalised 

“because it will be reading…. Reading and speaking are two totally different things… I do allow 

them to refer but not to read from that dialogue. And of course those who read, I’ll minus 

marks… it affects their assessments.” 

As can be gathered from the instructors’ responses, most students were wary of speaking 

spontaneously without any prior preparation. Therefore, in most instances, initial preparation 

was necessary for them, and this usually included the use of at least some notes or a rough script. 

A more skillful student might be able to memorise a script quite successfully and present it 

convincingly. However, for some students, especially the weaker ones, memorizing could be 

quite tricky; more so if the language used in the scripts had not been adjusted to their levels. 

Hence, some of them had resorted to reading aloud from their notes. When this happened, it was 

inevitable that these students would lose marks due to their reliance on the prepared scripts.  

5.3.2 Ensuring fair participation 

In view of the project work nature of the current study, the instructors had put in place certain 

requirements and strategies to make sure that their students were given equal opportunities to 

participate and contribute to the meeting assessment. These included consideration of the 

grouping methods, assessment mode, role assignment, and learner differences. There was also 

a strong focus on the importance of teamwork to ensure fair distribution of duties as well as 

adequate speaking opportunities for the group members.  

5.3.2.1 Grouping methods 

All of the instructors interviewed revealed that at the beginning of the course, they allowed their 

students to pick their own group members. Instructor 2 explained that “I would ask them to 

choose their group member. I don’t choose the group member for the students… because I would 
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think that certain people work well with certain people and I want them to mix around… I don’t 

want to be too authoritative.” Similarly, Instructor 3 adopted the same technique and even 

allowed her students to pre-select members who were absent on the day the groups were formed. 

She stated that “usually they pick their own members. Even sometimes before their friends 

come, they know their friends are going to be there. So, they’ll just write down their names. 

Their friends’ names.”  

As revealed by the instructors, the decision to allow students to pick their own group members 

was primarily to ensure that the students were grouped according to their own preferences, with 

regards to their familiarity with, or the accessibility of the other group members. In most cases, 

students gave priority to convenience when selecting their group mates. As Instructor 2 had 

clarified, this method was preferred “because sometimes if they work with people they know, 

it’s easier for them to set schedules.” The instructors favoured this method of grouping based 

on the supposition that students were more likely to complete the task successfully when 

grouped with like-minded individuals, those who they interacted more frequently with, or those 

with a similar timetable to theirs. 

5.3.2.2 Scoring format 

The procedure of assigning marks to individual students rather than the group as a whole was 

adopted to ensure that students were aware that they would need to acquire marks for themselves 

and it prompted them to contribute to the discussion and collaborate with the others. Instructor 

1 disclosed that she often reminded her students that “you’re fully responsible for your own 

marks. So, if you don’t talk, you know you wouldn’t perform, and your grades would be very 

low for the assessment.” This, she said, helped to make the students participate in the discussion. 

She advised her students to get “actively involved in the assessment.” Otherwise, “their marks 

will be affected.”  

To remind her students of the importance of contributing equally to the group discussion, 

Instructor 2 cautioned her students that “everyone must have a balanced contribution and there 

shouldn’t be one person who dominate.” However, she acknowledged that there was potential 

for one or two of the students to be slightly more dominant than their other group members. For 

Instructor 3, the students’ marks depended on their input to their group discussion. Generally, 

those who were more prepared for the task would contribute more. She also warned her students 

that “if you don’t talk you don’t have marks.” This was so that all the students would participate 

in the discussion. For all of the instructors, the individual marks format in itself was a good 
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method to motivate the students to contribute to their group discussions. It was also fair that the 

students were assessed based on their individual contribution to the assessment.  

5.3.2.3 Role assignment 

The instructors stipulated that each of the group members contributed an agenda item or a topic 

for discussion during their assessment based on their respective roles. This was done to ensure 

that all of the students had the opportunities to share their ideas and opinions during the 

discussions. Instructor 1 highlighted one of the benefits of having pre-assigned roles for the 

group assessment was that each individual could contribute to the overall discussion from a 

different perspective. That to her was one way “to ensure that the students actually have the 

equal chance to demonstrate their language skills because they use certain terminologies 

(according to their roles) in the meeting.” Apart from that, within the group discussion itself, the 

students were able to distribute discussant roles. She provided some examples and said that 

“maybe one member would interrupt, one would disagree and agree, and then the other would 

be suggesting… one could ask for clarification…” Although the distribution of discussant roles 

might have been done by the students as part of their pre-planning for their group assessment, 

this was not obvious from the CA of the interaction. This could imply that the students were 

able to negotiate this aspect sufficiently well that the enactment of the pre-planned discussant 

roles was not very obvious in their discussion. Nevertheless, although this was not apparent in 

the CA, it was possible that this was managed through the use of eye contact or other form of 

non-verbal signals. Such provision of roles would enable the students to ‘perform role assigned 

effectively’ and ‘contribute actively to the discussion’, as stipulated in the assessment criteria. 

Instructor 3 stated that “of course the person who is most prepared will talk more, especially the 

director, the chairperson. So, the burden will be on the chairperson, because the chairperson will 

have to do the talking. If nobody else talk, he or she has to talk.” She further elaborated that if 

the other group members  

are not prepared and they are supposed to be prepared, of course I’ll give more marks 

to the chairperson. Because he was the one who prompt everyone to speak and he 

was the one who try to make things… run. So, I will have more marks because you 

see the effort is there. (Instructor 3)  

From this perspective, adopting the role of a chairperson can be a double-edged sword. It can 

be construed that the role might be more challenging than others. Conversely, as a chairperson, 

the student may also have a better chance to score higher marks due to the inherent duties that 

he or she has to perform during the meeting assessment task. 
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In order to perform the assessment task successfully, Instructor 2 explained that the students had 

to invest time to discuss their individual roles in the meeting. They had to determine the main 

agenda for their meeting and understand how they could contribute collectively to resolve their 

agenda items. She exemplified that if a student’s role was a treasurer, and the group was  

discussing problems and challenges in their project, the student responsible should discuss the 

problems that he as a treasurer would likely encounter. It was, therefore, apt that each member 

of the group was assigned a role and corresponding duties during the discussion.  

5.3.2.4 Learner differences 

From the results of the pre-interviews, it was quite apparent that the instructors were highly 

aware of the individual differences of the learners and how this could potentially impact their 

discussion assessment. Instructor 2 observed that the more dominant students were usually those 

“that are more outspoken and are more confident…. personality-wise. Because sometimes it 

depends on the students. Some are not confident, so they don’t really dare to speak much. 

Confidence also relates to their language.” This suggested that those with a better grasp of the 

language were usually more confident to speak up. Nevertheless, she revealed that there were 

also weaker students who were very confident and dominant in their group discussions and 

attributed this to their personalities. 

Based on her familiarity with her students, Instructor 2 advised the more outspoken students to 

prompt the less vocal ones to help them “instead of just concentrating on themselves”. She also 

reminded the quieter students that “you can’t be saying yes, yeah, I agree, yeah that’s a good 

idea…. you should justify your answer, you must give comments, you must ask questions, you 

must seek for clarification. You must have all these.” In most instances, the instructors would 

advise their students to consider their personal strengths and weaknesses when planning for their 

individual contributions to the meeting.  

Instructor 2 stated that it was important to remind the students of the necessity of team work. 

This was especially critical when the group members had to rely on each other for the successful 

completion of the assessment task. She explained to her students that it is common for some 

students to become nervous or panic when they forget their points on the day of the assessment. 

As a team, you should prompt him or her…. So, you’re not just helping your friend, 

okay, you’re helping yourself too because you are able to maintain the discussion 

and also keep the discussion going. So, it’s a win-win situation. So, that’s how I 

motivate them to help each other. (Instructor 2) 
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As reported in this section, there were the multiple ways in which the instructors prepared their 

students for the task. They also revealed some of their strategies to avert possible issues that 

might arise during the test. 

5.4 The EOP instructors’ post-interviews and focus group discussion 

This section presents the findings from the data collected from the three EOP instructors’ post-

interview and focus group discussion (FGD) sessions. The instructors’ post-interviews were 

necessary to gain their individual feedback based on the groups that they had assessed and their 

personal opinions regarding the assessment task. Meanwhile the FGD was utilised to obtain 

collective input regarding what the instructors recognized were the main issues regarding the 

use of the meeting assessment. This is especially useful to gauge their agreement on what needs 

to be done to further improve the course.  The data has been collated based on the synthesized 

findings. 

All of the post-interview sessions were conducted in each lecturer’s office the week after the 

completion of the meeting assessments. The post-interview sessions lasted between 36 minutes 

to 51 minutes. In total, approximately 136 minutes of recorded post-interview data were 

obtained.  As a follow up to their individual post-interviews, all three instructors attend a focus 

group discussion (FGD) with the researcher. This focus group was conducted the week after the 

individual post-interviews. The instructors’ FGD was conducted in the postgraduate meeting 

room of the centre and lasted for 1 hr 48 min.  

5.4.1 Challenges in the group discussion assessment 

The results from both datasets reiterated key themes relating to the challenges in the 

implementation of the meeting assessment. The major issues included the students’ use of 

prepared scripts and notes, the role assignments, the individual differences in terms of 

proficiency and personality of the students, the quality of the discussion, as well as the 

challenges in assigning students’ marks. These issues are discussed according to: i) the 

challenges in the group discussion assessment, and ii) the challenges posed by the marking 

criteria. 

5.4.1.1 The scripted discussion 

The instructors reported that one of the reasons for weak performance, despite having prepared 

scripts, was lack of practice and subsequently, the lack of familiarity with the materials for the 

group discussion. In some cases, the students were not sure of their turns and made mistakes 
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that led to confusion among the group members. When the group members deviated from the 

scripts and did not adhere to the discussion turns as initially planned, the flow of the discussion 

was affected. This presented a dilemma for the instructors in assessing the students. On the one 

hand, there were well-prepared students with very organised ideas and content, but obviously 

scripted speech. On the other, there were students that were less prepared but as a result, were 

more spontaneous and natural despite their mistakes.  

During the observation of the assessment sessions, it was noted that some of the students were 

very dependent on their notes or scripts while others were less so. There were also a few students 

who managed without any obvious use of their notes. Instructor 3 related an example where one 

of her weaker students was able to speak spontaneously and did not refer much to her notes. 

This led the student to perform better than another more proficient group member who read from 

her script. This according to the instructor “was a surprise, a pleasant surprise.” This exemplified 

a probable situation in which a more proficient student’s marks might suffer should he or she 

rely too much on a prepared script.  

One of the main concerns about the over-reliance on prepared scripts was the risk of students 

losing marks. Instructor 1 explained that as one of the assessment criteria was eye-contact, 

students were likely to lose marks when they read as they would not be looking at the other 

members of the group. She said that “when they read, they don’t have eye-contact… then it 

becomes unnatural.” Instructor 2 had forewarned her students not to read as their marks would 

be “very, very poor.” As a result, most of her students would refrain from reading directly from 

their scripts. Nevertheless, she shared the view that “when they’re lost, of course they’ll start 

looking down… They’ll start reading.”  

One problem with having a group script was that one or more members of the group might be 

tasked with writing the script for the whole group. This presented an unfair situation where one 

or more individuals was burdened with script writing while the other group members merely 

read out their parts. Although the use of a group script in a discussion assessment might 

undermine the effectiveness of the task in eliciting natural language, actually performing the 

discussion task had the potential of generating spontaneous discussion during the assessment 

event. Instructor 2 commented that one of the things that she was pleased with was that even 

though her students prepared their scripts, the meeting turned out to be spontaneous. When that 

happened, she could see that her students were able to converse and elaborate on their ideas 

independently and as a result, they were given better marks. From this example, it could be 

gathered that a spontaneous discussion can stem from a planned one. It is, therefore, important 

that the discussion task is designed in such a way that there is room for further spontaneous 

discourse to take place within the assessment setting. 
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To accurately assess the students’ individual language abilities, Instructor 3 suggested that a 

spontaneous meeting discussion be conducted instead of a prepared one. Through this way, a 

more accurate assessment of the individual student’s language abilities can be performed as the 

students will not have the time to compose their scripts, and therefore have to speak 

spontaneously. Although Instructor 2 recognized the advantages of setting a spontaneous 

discussion task, she cautioned that doing so “would be a disadvantage for the weaker students.” 

This is perhaps a legitimate concern as it is possible that when members of different personalities 

or language abilities are grouped together, the use of an unplanned or spontaneous discussion 

task may not be entirely fair to the weaker or quieter students. 

5.4.1.2 Role assignment 

Another important consideration in assessing student groups was the need for the instructors to 

ensure the fairness of the assessment by making sure that all the students were treated equally 

and were given equal chances to succeed in their assessments. When students take part in a 

group assessment, the differences in their roles and corresponding duties within the group may 

challenge the fairness of the group assessment. This is an undesirable and sometimes 

unavoidable aspect of group assessment that may be encountered when students have to 

distribute tasks among themselves.  

Instructor 2 indicated that in her groups, those who performed well were usually “the 

chairperson but I also have some who are not the chairperson, but they are able to contribute 

well. They give ideas and they are not passive during the discussion.” Despite the propensity of 

the chairperson’s role to favour the student assuming that role, not all chairpersons were 

successful in fulfilling their duties. In cases where they were unsuccessful, Instructor 2 

explained that it was because they only provided short comments like “oh, that’s a good idea” 

and  

they didn't really give more elaboration on the ideas and some of them didn't give 

any suggestions at all. They only said ‘that’s a good idea. Let us move on to the 

next agenda’. So, that is why they failed to perform better than other members. 

(Instructor 2) 

Assessment of the students was more challenging when the chairperson of a group did not 

manage the meeting well and the group meeting became disorganized. According to Instructor 

2 some of the group discussion were quite messy. She attributed it to the reason that the 

chairperson was “not that capable in controlling the meeting from beginning to the end”. This 

means that there is a probability that the whole group’s discussion may be jeopardised if the 
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wrong person is appointed as the chairperson of the meeting. On the other hand, Instructor 2 

expressed the opinion that when a leader was able to lead the discussion well by prompting the 

other group members to contribute ideas to the discussion, the resulting interaction became 

livelier. 

When a chairperson was able to manage and perform his or her duties well, a more organised 

and natural discussion could take place. Instructor 1 gave an example where one of her groups 

was able to perform well in a meeting discussion. According to her, although the chairperson of 

that meeting was not very proficient in the language, the chairperson was able to delegate topics 

and control the discussions during the assessment; as a result, the group was able to manage the 

meeting successfully. 

In fact, it looks very natural, as if they are… doing the real meeting although it's an 

assessment, and they didn't read any script. Although I would say maybe one or two, you 

could tell that their English is not very good but they, you know, they did try their best 

and it turned out to be very good. (Instructor 1) 

Despite the pitfalls of assigning different roles to members of a group, the role assignment was 

perceived as constructive as it emulated real life. Instructor 2 articulated that  

I think it’s beneficial because it imitates real life also. We have a role and we attend 

the meeting. We got the calling letter to attend the meeting, we know what's the 

agenda. So, as that person holding that certain role, I know that I need to prepare 

something for the meeting because I have a role there, yeah, which I think is good. 

(Instructor 2) 

Both the findings of the instructors’ post-interviews and FGD indicated that the chairperson of 

the group meeting was usually tasked with ensuring that the group members participated equally 

in the meeting discussion. Instructor 1 informed her students that “this is (a) bonus for you as a 

chairperson because you’re controlling the discussion.” This reiterates a point previously 

mentioned that the chairperson’s role might be advantageous in the sense that the chairperson 

had a greater control over the discussion. Nevertheless, it also meant that the chairperson had 

the added duty of ensuring that the other members of the group contributed during the meeting 

discussion.  

5.4.1.3 Individual Differences 

Proficiency 
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As mentioned earlier, the students’ proficiency levels affected their performance during the 

group meeting discussion assessments. Although the EOP course was offered to students of the 

lower Malaysian University English Test (MUET) bands, there might still be some perceivable 

differences in terms of the language proficiency levels between students from MUET Band 1 

and those from Band 2. Table 5.2 shows the MUET results of all of the students participating in 

this study.  

Table 5.2 MUET results of the student participants 

Group Student MUET 
Band Group Student MUET 

Band Group Student MUET 
Band 

A 

S1 2 

D 

S15 2 

G 

S28 2 
S2 1 S16 2 S29 2 
S3 2 S17 2 S30 2 
S4 1 S18 2 S31 2 
S5 2   S32 2 

B 

S6 2 

E 

S19 2 

H 

S33 2 
S7 2 S20 2 S34 2 
S8 2 S21 2 S35 1 
S9 1 S22 2 S36 2 

S10 1 S23 2 S37 2 

C 

S11 2 

F 

S24 2 

I 

S38 2 
S12 2 S25 2 S39 1 
S13 1 S26 2 S40 1 
S14 1 S27 2 S41 2 

    S42 2 
*The chairperson for each group is indicated by bold typeface. 

From the students’ MUET results, it could be observed that five of the groups consisted of 

students from a mix of Band 1 and Band 2. They are Groups A, B, C, H, and I. The remaining 

four groups were made up of students from the same band, all MUET Band 2. They are Groups 

D, E, F, and G. It can also be observed that all of the nine chairpersons had obtained MUET 

Band 2. This supports what was claimed earlier by the instructors that the students tended to 

select the student with the best language ability in the group to chair their meeting assessment. 

Although slight, the differences in the group members’ proficiency levels posed another 

challenge in assessing them. From the observation of the meeting discussion assessment, it was 

clear that some students were more proficient in the language than others. It was also quite 

apparent that while some students were able to express themselves quite successfully, others 

struggled to find the right words to express their thoughts. As highlighted earlier, students who 

were more proficient tended to be more vocal and spoke more frequently. The question here is 

whether some of the students had been inadvertently placed at a disadvantage as they were 

grouped with students who had a better grasp of the language, or perhaps benefitted from such 

an arrangement as their weaknesses could be better masked.  
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Instructor 2 revealed that the students who were more vocal in the assessment were those with 

better language ability, and hence understood the discussion better, and scored higher. As 

expected, the students who were quiet were the weaker ones. She reasoned that this was probably 

because “either they dare not respond because they are weak, they don't know how to express 

themselves, or they only focus on their parts.” In fact, all of the instructors were in agreement 

that those who did not perform well were mainly those who had a weak command of the 

language or had to rely on their scripts during the assessment. This could also help explain why 

although a few of the weaker students were quite vocal, they were not able to score good marks. 

As previously discussed in the pre-interview results section, due to limited language abilities, 

some of the weaker students kept quiet and let the more proficient students handle the group 

discussion. Instructor 1 shared the view that, even though some of her weaker students 

memorised the scripts and tried to not read from their text, they ended up forgetting “some words 

or some of the terms, or the ideas so they kept quiet.… because they don't talk, it’s very hard to 

grade, to help them in terms of their marks.” Instructor 2 shared an instance where one of her 

students enquired “can I use broken English or must I use proper English?” Another student 

asked Instructor 3 “can I use some Malay?” These instances exemplified the students’ 

apprehension towards having to use formal English correctly in their group assessments.  

Personality 

Another problematic aspect of assessing students was related to the differences in the 

personalities of the students. In this study, all three instructors allowed their students to form 

their groups by selecting their own group members. As such, differences in terms of 

personalities among the students were expected as this variable was not controlled during group 

formation. This was done to allow the students to select members whom they felt they could 

work with comfortably. As the members of the group would be working together for one whole 

semester, all the instructors felt that the students should be given the choice of selecting their 

own group members.  

The researcher had observed that in each of the group meeting assessments, there were group 

members who were more active, and those who were less participative. It was also noted that 

for some of the groups, the more dominant and active speakers could be easily identified, 

whereas in other groups, this was not the case. In the former case, this could put the introverts 

at a disadvantage as due to their personalities, they might be less assertive in expressing their 

opinions, and hence had less opportunities to convey their thoughts compared to the extroverts. 

When instructor 2 was asked how she assesses students who were quiet during the assessment, 

she explained that “I would base on whatever they have given me during the meeting 
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assessment. Whether it's in terms of their content or language, it’s based on the presentation.” 

She added that while the dominant students might be awarded marks for better ideas, supporting 

points or language, the marks for the quiet students of the group would not be affected. “I won't 

reduce their marks, I will keep to whatever that they have given to me, and that’s it.” 

Instructor 2 also stressed that she graded her students based on their contribution and not by 

comparison to their other group members as they were likely to perform worse if compared to 

more vocal students. If she compared them, the quieter students’ marks “will be even worse. So, 

I just based on whatever that they have given me in the assessment.” The other instructors 

expressed similar views. Instructor 1 warned her students that, even when the group meeting 

went well, it did not mean that all the individuals of the group would get good marks. When 

assessing students who were more vocal, Instructor 3 said that  

I try not to be biased. I'm not going to give more marks just because she spoke more. No, 

I'm not going to do that. I don't do that. So, that's why you need to know your students, 

those who are extrovert of course, the marks will be just the same as the rest. Cannot be 

biased. (Instructor 3) 

From her response, it was quite apparent that Instructor 3 also drew on her knowledge of her 

students while assessing them. At the same time, she was aware that this knowledge of her 

students’ personalities should not affect her assessment of the students, and that it would be 

unfair to do so.  

Overall, there was a clear agreement between the instructors that the monopolizing of talk time 

by any group member could lead to a lopsided discussion where some members spoke more 

while others were deprived of the chance to express their opinions. This had more to do with 

the student’s limited language ability rather than his or her personality. In most cases, the weaker 

students were unable to elaborate, explain or respond to others in greater length. Nevertheless, 

they were usually able to provide short responses or acknowledgements instead of not 

responding at all. Instructor 2 explained that when the quieter group members were prompted 

by the chairperson individually to get them to participate in the discussion, they would usually 

provide short responses like “no, I have no comments” or “sorry, I don't have any comment on 

that.” In such instances, the students reverted to the use of the meeting phrases they had learned 

to help them occupy their turns. As discussed earlier, the use of such phrases was conventional 

and encouraged by the instructors as these were included in the language preparations done prior 

to the assessment to prepare the students for the meeting task. 
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5.4.1.4 Quality of input 

In addition, another issue faced by instructors was the quality of the students’ discussions. As 

stipulated, each group of four or five students were given twenty minutes to conduct their 

meeting discussion. This meant that each student would have an average of five minutes of talk 

time. During the assessment, it was observed that some students tended to take longer turns 

while some preferred to limit themselves to shorter turns. This could be due to the misconception 

that a longer speaking time equated to more marks. However, this was not necessarily the case. 

One of the challenges when marking such students was that there were students who seemed to 

have contributed much to the discussion by providing ample content and support during the 

discussion, but lacking in terms of the quality of their input. On the other hand, there were other 

members within the group that did not seem to have contributed much to the content, but had 

actually given better ideas in terms of the quality of the points presented. As Instructor 1 

lamented, some groups had a longer discussion time, however, they “keep repeating some of the 

ideas….and there are students who would do very well but then the meeting would end up about 

twelve minutes but they've covered all the necessary items or did the procedures during the 

meeting.” For instructor 1, the main concern was the quality of the students’ ideas and 

performance rather than the time the students spent speaking. She elaborated that there were 

groups who had a shorter assessment session as they lacked ideas, and were not able to elaborate 

more on the agenda topics (e.g. using formulaic expressions to occupy a turn as detailed in 

4.1.3.1). 

Instructor 2 elaborated that she also faced some problems when assessing students’ accuracy, 

fluency and delivery. Typically, she allowed her students to bring their notes to the assessment 

session and refer to them should the need arise. Assigning the students’ marks became 

challenging when  

they may be fluent because they read part of it. So, most of the time, I would mark 

these students down a little bit in terms of fluency and accuracy. So, kind of like in 

a dilemma because if I don’t mark them down, it’s unfair for the other students who 

really put in effort. They did speak but then, they’re not accurate. They are not fluent. 

That would be the difficulty. Where should I put them? (Instructor 2) 

When working in a group, it was important that each member was given the chance to express 

themselves. As the main objective of the meeting assessment was to assess the ability of the 

students to communicate with other people, it was necessary for the group members to work 

collaboratively and contribute equally to the meeting outcome. The instructors acknowledged 

that group cooperation was rewarded, especially for the weaker members of the group. Instructor 
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1 explained that “those are some of the things that I will look at, especially for the weaker 

students. Maybe because of the language, delivery is very bad, so I would look at their effort in, 

as a group, the team work.” This meant that despite the poor quality of their language 

expressions, the weaker students were able to score in other aspects, such as in ‘active 

contribution in discussion’ or ‘perform role assigned effectively’. When assessing her groups of 

students, Instructor 3 explained that one of the first things that she focused on was the group 

cooperation between the team members. This was because  

that is important when they start working next time. So, next time when they go out and 

work, they have that kind of attitude that you tried to instill in them. Because that is 

actually what we're trying to teach them right? Not just the language aspect, but what they 

will see in the real world next time when they graduate. (Instructor 3) 

Another threat to successful group collaboration was the presence of students who performed 

just their parts. Instructor 2 cautioned that as the meeting discussion was individually assessed, 

some of her students thought that it was good enough for them to just perform their parts well. 

They did not “care about other people” but instead only spoke when it was their turn. These 

students tended to concentrate on their own performance and did not do much to help others, or 

be more involved in the meeting. When they felt that they had contributed their share of the task, 

their contribution ceased. Instructor 2 pointed out that “when they’re not speaking, you know 

that they’re not in the meeting already. They won't be looking at other students as well. Only 

doing their part and that’s it.” When this happened, it threatened not only the collaborative effort 

of the group members but also the resulting marks allocated to the individuals themselves. 

Ironically, the same instructor also quipped that “but in real life we do have such meeting. Some 

do not concentrate during the meeting so, yeah. But we try to teach our students to be active 

contributors.” By adhering to the assessment score sheet and only awarding marks when the 

students were able to demonstrate their abilities for each of the skills tested, the instructors were 

able to assess their students more fairly. 

5.4.2 Challenges posed by the marking scheme  

This next part addresses some of the challenges faced by the instructors when awarding marks 

to the students. It begins by discussing the generic language component that required revision 

to reflect the CEFR criteria. This is followed by a discussion of the inconsistency in the 

interpretation of the marking criteria among the EOP instructors. It then continues with the 

difficulty in acknowledging the contribution of group collaboration to the outcome of the group 

assessment. It ends with a discussion of the complexity of the test administration.  
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5.4.2.1 The generic language component 

For the instructors, one of the major concerns regarding the existing marking scheme was its 

lack of specificity on some of the language components. Instructor 2 commented that “in terms 

of content, it is assessed already… But in terms of the grammar part, probably that is not that 

specific.” In the instructor’s opinion, the grammar components of the existing marking scheme 

could be improved to make the assessment of the students’ language skills more accurate.  

Instructor 2 also proposed that “if we align it with the CEFR, I think it can be more specific… 

on the language ability.” As the formal discussion and meeting descriptors for CEFR have 

illustrated what the test takers should be able to do at each level, these could be incorporated 

into the marking scheme to illustrate the kinds of performance expected. This view was 

supported by Instructor 1 who felt that by integrating the CEFR’s descriptors, the students’ 

language abilities can be gauged better as they would be assessed according to more specific 

criteria and “not just by performing [the meeting task].” In other words, the students’ 

performance should not be judged based on their success in completing the task, but rather, 

based on a set of criteria that could distinguish the different levels of performance. This is in 

line with East’s (2016) argument that although to a certain extent task completion is dependent 

on linguistic abilities, it may not be a sufficient criterion to assess proficiency. 

Although there was one component that focused on the use of vocabulary including meeting 

terminologies and relevant useful expressions in the existing marking scheme, there was also 

concern that the language components assessed should be more varied than these alone; that 

how the students use the language to organise and sustain the discussion was equally important. 

In other words, the language components should also assess how the students collaborated by 

continuing, elaborating, and sustaining the topics being discussed.  

5.4.2.2 Interpretation of the assessment items 

One of the challenges faced by the instructors when assessing their students was to ensure that 

they adhered to the marking scheme of the course. In order to improve inter-rater reliability, all 

the instructors of the EOP course were briefed before the start of the course that they had to 

adhere to the marking criteria provided in the assessment score sheet when assessing their 

students. Because of this, all three instructors interviewed stated that they adhered to the marking 

scheme quite strictly. Instructor 2 conceded that “I would follow the marking scheme. Because 

these are the things that I need to assess, so I would evaluate whatever that is stated in the 

marking scheme.”  



154 
 

Nevertheless, Instructor 1 revealed that although in general she adhered to the marking criteria 

quite closely, she also took into account the students’ overall progress throughout the course “to 

be fair”. She justified that “I still think that I marked them fairly because… the effort they've 

given during class and assessment. So, I guess because of this flexibility… in marking them I 

think. That's how I ensure that they're all being marked fairly.” Instructor 1 disclosed that her 

knowledge of her students allowed her to give extra credit to quiet students who tried their best 

to perform better than they normally would. “From being very quiet at least they try very hard 

during the assessment, although their English is very bad, but still they put in a lot of effort. 

Because of that, I do give them credit for that.” Evidently, there seems to be an inclination on 

the part of Instructor 1 to not base her judgement solely on the performance of the students 

during the assessment event itself. She also took into consideration the students’ effort and prior 

performance in class and other assessments to help her arrive at a decision in assigning marks 

to the students. This also denotes that the instructor was aware that a student’s performance 

might be affected by the assessment condition itself, and therefore did not represent fully the 

abilities of the student.  

When asked whether her knowledge of her students affected her assessment of the students, 

Instructor 3 explained that this knowledge of the students assisted her in grading them “because 

you know their personality. You know whether they speak a lot or they’re the quiet ones, and 

introvert or extrovert, it really helps in putting them, the marks, individual marks.” She gave an 

example of how a female student who was typically quiet in class was able to score better grades 

than some of the more vocal students “just because she spoke spontaneously without referring 

to her notes.” To the instructor, the student’s unexpected performance during the discussion 

enabled her to get better marks. This supports an earlier revelation (in Section 5.4.1.3) that there 

was a tendency for Instructor 3 to draw on her knowledge of her students in assigning them 

marks. These instances illustrated how despite the requirement that they should adhere to, the 

instructors were still inclined to draw on other evidence in grading their students. 

Further discussion on how the team work aspect was assessed revealed that the instructors had 

different interpretations of the assessment criteria of the marking scheme that they adopted. 

Instructor 3 rewarded team effort marks under the item ‘perform role assigned effectively’ while 

Instructor 2 rewarded marks under ‘active contribution in discussion’. Therefore, although both 

instructors had categorised team work under the ‘content and organisation’ component, their 

marks were allocated under separate assessment items within that component. Additionally, 

Instructor 1 revealed that “we do manipulate the assessment form. We can actually help the 

students… Although they are weak, there’s an effort there. So, therefore, we can manipulate and 
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put it under certain category or certain items.” As she has pointed out earlier, as some of the 

assessment criteria were more generic, there was some flexibility in assigning marks. 

Acknowledging these discrepancies, the instructors concurred that a more detailed elaboration 

of each of the assessed items should be in place. Instructor 2 elaborated that the marking scheme 

should explain “what does it mean by active contribution? Does it include teamwork or what 

not?” By doing this, the instructors believed that such discrepancies could be avoided in the 

future and a more uniform interpretation of the assessment items could be yielded. Expanding 

on this issue, the instructors also called for a more detailed specification for the item score scales 

for the ‘delivery, language and grammar’ component. Presently, each of the assessment items is 

graded according to a scale of one (very poor) to five (excellent). However, should the items be 

revised according to the CEFR descriptors, the descriptions for each of the score points needs 

to be elaborated. The specific requirements for each of the scores would have to be detailed and 

specified in the assessment form. 

Instructor 3 acknowledged the plausible reasons for differing interpretations of the score scale 

and said that “every instructor will have their own level of one. One means different to me, and 

your one would be different.” Having similar concerns, Instructor 2 supported the need for more 

detailed scoring criteria as it could help improve the inter-rater reliability of the meeting 

assessment. Nevertheless, all the instructors acknowledged that adding more details to the 

existing assessment form would be quite tricky, and Instructor 2 pointed out that “it would be 

very messy on the marking scheme.” Instructor 1 concurred and was concerned that doing so  

will affect our judgement because we have so many things to look at and then at the same 

time, to concentrate on the students. So, that would actually affect whether we would judge 

the students fairly or not because we might miss on some items just because we focused 

on one too many things at the same time. (Instructor 1) 

In agreement with the other instructors, Instructor 1 suggested having a supplementary sheet of 

marking criteria with detailed specifications of the score scale to accompany the existing 

assessment form. This could serve as “a guideline. What does it mean by one? What does it 

mean by five?” Specifically, it would help clarify each score scale and what each score entailed. 

Additionally, this supplementary document could be used in future instructors’ briefing to 

ensure a more uniform interpretation of the assessment scale and subsequently a more accurate 

assessment of the students’ language abilities. 

In addition to adhering to the marking criteria specified, Instructor 2 explained that she had her 

own benchmark when assessing her students. As she had previous experience in teaching the 

same course in previous semesters, she had a clear idea of what worked and what did not work 
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in such meeting assessments. Hence, if the students were able to provide her with good 

discussion input and present good and supported ideas, they would be given the marks that they 

deserved. Based on her previous experience, she was confident of her capabilities to assess the 

students’ abilities to handle meeting discussions.   

Instructor 2 also reported that she not only expected her students to be able to share their 

opinions, but she also thought that it was important for them to be able to sustain their group 

discussions by interacting with each other’s ideas and contributing to the overall allocated 

assessment time. However, she pointed out that it was one of the criteria that was not specified 

clearly in the existing evaluation form. To her, this aspect required improvement. If there was a 

specific marking criterion set to evaluate this, it would make it easier for the instructors to 

evaluate the contribution of each of their students to their group discussion. It would also enable 

the assessment of the individual student’s ability to respond to and sustain a discussion. 

Two of the instructors expressed concern that the individual students’ communicative abilities 

could not be efficiently captured by the existing assessment score sheet. Although the scoring 

criteria reflect the competencies required to perform the meeting discussion task and were 

relevant in informing the instructors whether the students were likely or unlikely to be successful 

when participating in meetings, they lacked specific focus on language forms and functions, 

especially those relevant to discussion skills. When commenting on the existing marking 

scheme, Instructor 2 commented that the items concentrated more on  

an overall performance in conducting, in carrying out and participating in a meeting. 

Based on their marks, I know that they can carry out their discussion… a general idea, 

yes. Specific um, in terms of the skills, whether they can ask question correctly, or ask 

proper question, I can't tell that. (Instructor 2) 

For Instructor 1, “there are things that could be improved in terms of the language assessment. 

Maybe the structure or the organisation of the language perhaps.” In order to effectively assess 

the students’ communicative ability, Instructor 2 suggested that  

more specific description should be given in terms of language production because we 

have this CEFR, and we need to align the syllabus to it. They have description on formal 

discussion and meeting. So, I think that can be used in revising the marking scheme 

here.… [Currently] we don't assess how the student is able to give opinion or what not. 

So, it's not that clear in terms of their skills of delivery, and in terms of their language in 

carrying out the functions. Instructor 2) 
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Therefore, incorporating some of the descriptor scales for the formal discussion and meeting of 

the CEFR was warranted to improve the existing marking scheme. 

The study was conducted when a critical change had just been proposed to the EOP course. This 

raised a few issues in the assessment process of the group meeting discussions as the instructors 

became more aware of the need to comply with the CEFR criteria while they evaluated their 

students. Table 5.3 presents the CEFR’s illustrative descriptors for spoken interaction in formal 

discussion and meetings. 

Table 5.3 CEFR’s formal discussion and meetings illustrative descriptors scale (Council of 
Europe, 2001, p.78) 

 FORMAL DISCUSSION AND MEETINGS 
C2 

 
Can hold his/her own in formal discussion of complex issues, putting an articulate and persuasive 
argument, at no disadvantage to native speakers. 

C1 
 

Can easily keep up with the debate, even on abstract, complex unfamiliar topics. 
Can argue a formal position convincingly, responding to questions and comments and answering 
complex lines of counter argument fluently, spontaneously and appropriately 

B2 

Can keep up with an animated discussion, identifying accurately arguments supporting and opposing 
points of view. 
Can express his/her ideas and opinions with precision, present and respond to complex lines of 
argument convincingly. 
Can participate actively in routine and non-routine formal discussion. 
Can follow the discussion on matters related to his/her field, understand in detail the points given 
prominence by the speaker. 
Can contribute, account for and sustain his/her opinion, evaluate alternative proposals and make and 
respond to hypotheses. 

B1 

Can follow much of what is said that is related to his/her field, provided interlocutors avoid very 
idiomatic usage and articulate clearly. 
Can put over a point of view clearly, but has difficulty engaging in debate. 
Can take part in routine formal discussion of familiar subjects which is conducted in clearly 
articulated speech in the standard dialect and which involves the exchange of factual information, 
receiving instructions or the discussion of solutions to practical problems. 

A2 

Can generally follow changes of topic in formal discussion related to his/her field which is conducted 
slowly and clearly. 
Can exchange relevant information and give his/her opinion on practical problems when asked 
directly, provided he/she receives some help with formulation and can ask for repetition of key points 
if necessary. 
Can say what he/she thinks about things when addressed directly in a formal meeting, provided he/she 
can ask for repetition of key points if necessary. 

A1 No descriptor available 

Instructor 2 pointed out that incorporating the CEFR scale items into the marking scheme should 

not come at the expense of items focusing on meeting skills. This is because both meeting skills 

and language abilities are equally important as “they are inter-related. Because if you are able 

to conduct the meeting, definitely, you have a certain degree of language ability in order to carry 

out all the procedures, convey ideas clearly and understand others.” As the main objective of 

the meeting discussion is to enable students to participate and communicate ideas, the evaluation 

criteria have to take into consideration both meeting skills as well as the communication skills 

required in such a workplace setting.  
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5.4.2.3 The complexity of the test administration 

As each of the students’ marks were captured on separate score sheets, the assessment of the 

students within the assessment time was quite taxing. Observation of the assessment events 

revealed that while the assessments were ongoing, the instructors had to allocate marks to 

students by shuffling from one score sheet to another. Additionally, as there were several 

components to assess, the instructors had to move back and forth between students’ score sheets 

and the different categories. Although there was a general agreement among the instructors that 

what they focused on first were things that were more easily identifiable and graded at the 

beginning of the discussion session, such as presence, neatness and grooming, they revealed that 

the rating of each of the subsequent assessment items was quite challenging as it involved the 

assessment of multiple criteria for different individuals. 

From Instructor 2’s perspective, the processes involved in assigning individual marks in a group 

assessment required diligent administration. She remarked that the assessment condition could 

be quite challenging for her 

because I need to know who is saying what at which time. So, most of the time, when 

they are seated, I will ask them to name themselves first. I will arrange the score 

sheet based on the arrangement, and put some numbers there and then name, so that 

I won’t give the wrong marks to the wrong person. (Instructor 2) 

Instructor 2 illustrated that she would normally begin by observing the students’ ‘presence’ at 

the beginning of their discussion. She would then pay attention to the ‘quality of the ideas’ being 

presented by each of the meeting participants. After that, her attention would be focused on the 

students’ individual ‘contribution’ to the discussion before looking at their ‘language’ 

components. These were all done by “jumping from one student to another.” Instructor 3 used 

a similar strategy and explained that “I can see ‘physical appearance’ first. … I tend to mark 

that one first.” On the other hand, there were certain items that could not be assessed as 

immediately, such as ‘quality of ideas’ and ‘contribution’ to the discussion. She would then 

move on to ‘grammar’, ‘pronunciation’ and ‘freedom from distracting interjections’. Similarly, 

Instructor 1 explained that she had to take into consideration that some of the items required the 

students to participate in the group interaction for a certain amount of time before she could rate 

them. “I give them time to prove themselves… from one discussion to another. So, therefore, I 

do jump from one student to another.” As observed from these illustrations, despite the 

complexity of having to assess four or five students and different assessment criteria at the same 

time, the instructors appeared to have developed their own methods to systematically assess 
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their students. Nevertheless, this raises questions about the quality of the assessment, especially 

in cases where the meetings came up short. This issue will be discussed further in Chapter 7.  

The assessment of the groups of students was also more challenging in cases where there were 

more than the recommended number of members in a group. This meant additional forms to be 

filled within the allocated assessment time. Instructor 2 admitted that the challenge for her was 

to assess “four, five or even six students at the same time.” In such cases, all the instructors 

conceded that the assessment time had to be adjusted to cater to groups with more students to 

allow ample time for each student to perform, as well as to allow the instructors to assess the 

students within the timeframe stipulated. The instructors explained that a standardized practice 

for dealing with bigger groups was to assign an extra five minutes for each additional member. 

In most cases, when extra time was given, the instructors were able to assess their students 

within the assessment timeframe.  

As reported in Chapter 4, the groups’ assessment duration ranged from 7 min 36 s to 28 min 33 

s. For ease of reference, the assessment duration for each of the groups is presented again in 

Table 5.4. Although the table shows that six of the nine groups did not reach the minimum 

twenty minutes duration set for the meeting assessment, the instructors reported that they did 

not face any problem in assigning marks to the students despite the shorter discussion time.  

Two of the instructors revealed that their students’ marks were not fixed by the end of their 

assessment sessions. Instructor 2 conceded that there were times when she could not decide on 

the marks immediately. Although she tried to complete the marks during the assessment, it was 

not always possible to do so. She “would still take some time to complete all the marks before 

I proceed to the next group.” Instructor 3 disclosed that she reviewed her students’ marks after 

assessing all of her student groups and “look back between groups…, and then try to reflect on 

what had happened.”  

Table 5.4 Duration of meeting discussion assessments for each group 
Group No. on members Duration of assessment 

A 5 26:09.6 

B 5 11:14.4 

C 5 16:09.2 

D 4 14:45.5 

E 5 13:28.1 

F 4 23:20.5 

G 4 28:33.4 

H 5 15:54.5 

I 5 7:36.6 
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5.4.2.4 Assessing group collaboration 

One of the unique attributes of the group discussion assessment was that it allowed students to 

work collaboratively to complete the assessment task required. The success of the group 

discussion was also partly determined by how the members could build upon one another’s ideas 

to complete the meeting assessment to the best of their abilities. Regardless of their language 

abilities, each member’s contribution and input to the meeting discussion assessment should be 

acknowledged as such skills could prove to be indispensable in future workplaces. With this in 

mind, Instructor 1 suggested including specific assessment items to evaluate students’ 

collaborative effort. This means taking into account how each of the students supports or helps 

the other group members in the discussion assessment. She believed that if group collaboration 

was assessed, the group members would be more willing to help each other as their cooperative 

efforts would be rewarded. 

Despite agreeing with the importance of team effort, Instructor 2 highlighted the complexity of 

assessing team work in a group discussion assessment. She questioned, “how are we going to 

assess that because we don’t really know whether it’s helping or it’s already been planned.” She 

further admitted that “I find it a bit difficult to assess because you know, sometimes they just, 

they asked question but it’s already been planned.” As voiced by Instructor 2, assessing group 

effort might not be as straightforward as it seemed, especially in cases where the interaction had 

been planned. Nevertheless, whether it was planned or spontaneous, it was an indication of the 

students’ awareness of the strategies that they could employ to help other members to speak, 

and at the same time ensure that the discussion did not break down.  

Although the group assessment was challenging to implement, all the instructors viewed it 

favourably. They believed that the group assessment format not only allowed the students to 

practise their language skills, but also exposed them to practical future workplace 

communication skills. According to Instructor 3, when involved with the group discussions, the 

students “learn to say things in English”. Another benefit was that students “would know what 

to expect, the process of doing meeting…. So, it won’t be like they just jump into the workplace 

without knowing what to expect.” Instructor 3 thought that working in a group was beneficial 

for the students for them to develop and improve their interpersonal skills.  

Similar thoughts were expressed by Instructor 2 who said that “I think in terms of their 

communication skills students would learn how to pose questions, and then ways and strategies 

on how they can interrupt, answer question and also in giving their opinion.” This, to her, was 

not only useful for the students in future workplaces, but also valuable skills for them “as 

students because they would be involved in a lot of discussions.” Instructor 1 supported these 
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views and explained that the group discussion experience provided insights into the language 

skills required at the workplace. If the students were to participate in meetings in future, they 

would be equipped with the basic skills. It was also beneficial “in terms of improving in their 

oral communication skills and to be able to speak, if not proficiently at least effectively.” 

5.5 Summary  

This chapter presented the main findings of the EOP course chairperson’s interview, the 

instructors’ pre- and post-interviews and the FGD to obtain the instructors’ perspectives on the 

use of the group assessment format in the EOP course. Key concerns were presented with 

particular attention given to the challenges in administering the assessment and in assigning 

student marks. As the participating language instructors attested, there were multiple issues and 

challenges involved in assessing students participating in a group assessment. The differences 

in students’ personalities, levels of proficiency, and the strategies in which the students 

performed the meeting tasks affected their assessment scores in various ways, both positively 

and adversely. 

In general, there was an agreement among the EOP instructors that most of the issues faced 

during the group assessment could be mitigated so as to avoid these issues from complicating 

the assessment process. With ample preparation and practice on the part of the students, 

challenges posed by the scripted discussion, the role assignment, the monopolising of talk, and 

differences in language proficiency could be prevented. The instructors also opined that by 

improving the language component of the marking scheme, a more efficient assessment of the 

students’ individual language abilities could be performed. Key findings from this chapter are 

discussed further in the discussion chapter, where they are compared to findings from previous 

related studies.  
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CHAPTER SIX  

The students’ perspectives  

6.1 Overview of the chapter 

This chapter explores the EOP students’ perspectives of their overall experience of the group 

discussion assessment and their views regarding the issues related to the use of the group format 

as an assessment method. It discusses the preparations done prior to the assessment event, the 

difficulties faced during the assessment, as well as the students’ perception of their own and 

their groups’ performance. For the purpose of data analysis, all nine students’ Focus Group 

Discussion (FGD) audio files were individually transcribed verbatim onto separate Microsoft 

Word document files and imported into the NVivo software where they were coded according 

to themes. In the presentation of the results, all utterances in English were transcribed verbatim 

with no corrections to obvious errors. Where translated, the closest meaning in English was 

presented in quotations (indicated by superscripts at the end of the utterances) with the 

corresponding verbatim utterances in Bahasa Malaysia (BM) presented in Appendix V. For this 

purpose, the transcription and translation convention (Appendix W) was utilized in this paper. 

The results are divided into five sections: the preparations for the group assessment, the group 

discussion as an assessment method, the appropriacy of the group meeting assessment, the 

challenges faced during the group discussion assessment, and recommendations for the group 

assessment. 

6.2 The EOP students’ focus group discussions 

After completing their group meeting assessment, the EOP student participants were invited to 

participate in a FGD for their respective groups, and all nine groups (42 students) agreed. The 

FGD sessions were conducted on the same day of the students’ meeting assessment. The 

objective of the FGD session was to provide a platform for the participants to discuss their 

experiences and share any problems that they faced while performing the task. The FGD 

questions (Appendix Q) were developed to obtain data regarding the EOP students’ overall 

experience in completing the group discussion assessments. All FGD sessions were conducted 

in the language classrooms of the centre and were audio recorded. Each session lasted between 

29 mins to 50 mins 49s. In total, approximately 6 hr 17 mins of audio data were obtained. Table 

6.1 presents the duration of the FGD for each of the EOP student groups. 
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Table 6.1. Duration of the focus group discussions 

Group FGD Duration 

A 00:49:33.0 

B 00:41:47.6 

C 00:40:26.4 

D 00:46:29.8 

E 00:29:00.8 

F 00:36:31.5 

G 00:50:49.0 

H 00:36:30.0 

I 00:46:00.5 

6.2.1 Preparations for the group assessment  

The FGD results revealed how the students prepared in their groups for the meeting assessment. 

Most notably, WhatsApp, a mobile messaging application that allows media sharing, was used 

throughout the planning stages of their preparations. It was discovered that all of the nine groups 

involved in the study utilized it for their informal group discussions. One student explained that 

the use of WhatsApp was most convenient for the members of the group as they were from 

different faculties, and therefore did not meet often. S16 confirmed that they relied on the 

group’s WhatsApp discussions to prepare for their assessment as “not everyone has the same 

time. We coming from different program, classes is different.”1 To which S18 agreed and said 

“When she free, I not free.” For another group, S1 explained that although some of his group 

members stayed in the university’s accommodations, the hostels were located quite far from one 

another, and therefore it was not easy for them to meet up. Another student, S12, cited “packed” 

schedules which prevented her team members from meeting for their assessment preparations. 

When asked whether they had any face-to-face discussions prior to the actual assessment, S38 

said “before this assessment, no because three of them go to Brunei. We can’t meet each other.” 

Hence, the group resorted to using WhatsApp to conduct their discussion in view of the fact that 

some of their group members had to take part in off-campus faculty activities. S11 revealed that 

her group prepared for their group assessment mainly through WhatsApp because all of the 

members had different schedules and that it was hard for them to meet up. The group only 

managed to meet once to plan for their agenda items for the meeting assessment. 

During the FGD, the students explained the idea that the messaging application was mainly used 

to collaborate on ideas and contents for their meeting, and to divide tasks among the group 
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members. S33 said that they used WhatsApp to discuss “the key point so that everyone know 

what, which part, which turn. … I told if there are any other question, you may ask in the group 

WhatsApp so that we can help each other.” S19 and S20 both pointed out that their group (Group 

E) used WhatsApp mainly to discuss the organisation and contents of their meeting, and the 

topics according to their respective roles. 

Although most of the groups lamented the lack of opportunities to meet face-to-face with their 

group members, some of the groups managed to meet up for informal group discussions to plan 

for their meeting assessment, albeit not having all members present during those sessions. These 

informal meetings were usually conducted after or in-between classes, and were generally brief 

discussion sessions. S24 revealed that the short informal discussion sessions that they had after 

class were chiefly concerned with clarifying the tasks and roles of each member before they 

proceeded to plan for their own respective parts individually.  

Even though a few of the groups were able to conduct informal discussions to prepare for their 

meeting, these opportunities might not have been optimised fully. S16 explained that most of 

her group’s informal discussions were done in both English and Bahasa Malaysia. “But most 

the time we speak in Malay… because we think that when we want to speak in English, the 

word, the words not come out from our mouth. Then just uh the Malay word we know. So 

proceed.” Hence, they did not fully utilize their informal discussions to practice English. As 

evident, there was a lack of attention on language usage during the preparatory stage. This could 

possibly be one of the reasons why the students were not able to elaborate well during the 

meeting assessment. 

Apart from collaborating on the meeting agenda items and ideas for the discussion, the group 

preparations included meeting document preparations.  As part of the requirements for the 

meeting assessment, each of the groups was required to prepare a meeting agenda and provide 

a copy of the agenda to their instructor right before they started their meeting assessment. As 

such, each group had to present a printed agenda, which detailed the topics to be covered during 

their meeting.  Some of the groups had also prepared additional materials that they needed for 

the meeting. For example, Group D had prepared a sample product, “tempe” [a traditional 

fermented soy product] for their product demonstration during their meeting. 

For a majority of the students, preparation of their individual notes or scripts according to their 

respective roles was also done. While most of the students prepared a list of points for 

discussion, there were a few who prepared longer scripts for themselves. S1 said that as part of 

his preparation for the meeting, he prepared some “short note… for prepared my conversation 

with my friends so I will more, I will recognise what I will say with my friends.” 
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Some of the students had also enlisted other friends’ help to provide input and comments 

regarding their duties. S34 revealed that a friend helped to prepare him for the assessment. “Most 

importantly, I asked for my friend’s opinions on what were the relevant contents for the issue. 

Meaning, the details. Last night, my brain was a bit jammed. So, I asked for a friend’s opinions, 

asked for help.”2 One of the students (S36) explained that she rehearsed for the role individually 

and asked her roommate to check her language: “I asked my roommate, because my roommate 

is quite good in English”; while S21 revealed that she presented in front of her roommate to get 

comments regarding her presentation. Subsequently, her “roommate will tell us about what input 

language we need to use compared to language we always use. So our friend, our roommate will 

also help us lah. Help us to develop our language.” 

To prepare them for the meeting assessment, students also reported utilising a range of 

references including the course textbooks and the internet as resources to research for 

information regarding their roles. The course textbook provided them with the recommended 

procedures for conducting a formal meeting, the format and samples of a meeting agenda, as 

well as information on language in meetings and meeting terminologies. In addition, many of 

the students utilised the internet, especially Google, to research projects similar to those they 

were undertaking, the roles assigned to them, and to find out topics they could discuss according 

to their respective roles in their meeting. S40 revealed that to prepare for the assessment, she 

“took some contents from Google, did a little bit of research. In addition, referred to the internet 

for parts such as the roles of everyone within the company.”3 The same is true for S31, who said 

that she referred to the internet to  

understand the roles that I, the human resource. So, I must know what the human 

resource do uh at the events.... Because uh in real we do not take human resource 

course, right? So, we need to understand, uh, what human resource work. (S31) 

Similarly, S7 explained that she searched the internet for information related to her role. “For 

example, me as a promoter. Strategy, the marketing strategy. So, I search other than textbooks, 

I will search in uh the internet and then there’s where I get the idea.” S25 too relied on the 

internet to provide her with information regarding her role. She shared the view that “actually… 

about the marketing, I don’t know… have no knowledge about4 marketing and business. So, I 

prepare to search in internet then look at the YouTube to understand the roles as the marketing 

manager. So I can find out about its… role.”5 In addition to using YouTube videos for 

information regarding their projects and roles, some students also viewed videos on meetings to 

get an idea of how formal meetings were conducted. S24 said that “I just uh watch the video on 
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how to conduct a meeting and what I’m supposed to do in a when I in the meeting.” Similarly, 

S7 spent some of his preparation time “watching YouTube how to attend a meeting.”  

Some of the groups carried out a practice run of the assessment with all their group members 

present. S25 explained that “we have discussion and a bit of rehearsal” outside of the class hours. 

In another instance, S20 described how through their group practices the group was able to 

lengthen their discussion time. “After practice we managed to reach 14 minutes 30 minutes.” 

All these comments regarding the preparations done prior to the assessment event had made it 

clear that the students felt that such preparations, be they face-to-face or not, could contribute 

positively to the success of the groups’ meeting assessments. 

6.2.2 The group discussion as an assessment method 

As an assessment method, the group meeting discussion task was deemed advantageous in many 

ways. Firstly, it provided students with the exposure needed for them to experience the formal 

meeting setting, much like the ones they are expected to attend in future workplaces. Secondly, 

the group format promoted a dynamic interaction that necessitated group collaboration for 

successful completion. In addition, the group task was perceived as less stressful compared to 

the individual format (this issue will be explored in section 6.2.2.3.) Nevertheless, the 

complexities that the group discussion entailed could overwhelm students, especially the weaker 

ones, jeopardising their results.  

6.2.2.1   Exposure to meeting setting 

The group meeting discussion, when utilised as an assessment task, provided the necessary 

exposure to prepare the students for a real meeting.  S13 expressed the opinion that “for me, this 

kind of assessment is necessary because maybe for now we don’t realise the importance of 

English but in two to three years, we will be working.”6 For another student, S15, the use of the 

meeting assessment was a good exposure as she had not attended any English courses where 

“they teach you how to conduct a meeting.” Most of the student participants also appreciated 

the relevance of the assessment task for their future. S21 stated that “this meeting assessment 

give us um give us…give us terdedah (exposure) to a real world after we graduate.” S15 too 

supported the use of the formal discussion because “we have to learn… when we go to work, 

we have to learn how to manage the meeting.” Additionally, such an assessment task also 

allowed the students to practise social skills pertinent to a graduate’s future career needs. S19 

attested that  
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actually, it’s good to have this kind of assessment for us because we don’t know 

each other. So, we can hears other opinions and we can change opinion, point of 

view. So after we graduate, we will face the working environment. So, we will use 

this experience and practise it in working environment. (S19) 

Overall, the students valued the experience gained through the group discussion task and 

considered the meeting skills taught and tested in the EOP course relevant to their future needs. 

S10 credited the meeting assessment experience as a catalyst for him “to study more about 

English because I start think English is important in future.” 

6.2.2.2   Necessity of group collaboration 

The use of the group meeting discussion as an assessment task highlighted to the students the 

need for collaboration among the group members. S25 acknowledged that working in a group 

required “teamwork” and that each member of the group needed to cooperate to ensure the 

smooth running of the task from beginning to end. For her, without teamwork, it would be 

difficult to complete the task successfully. This in turn allowed them to learn from one another 

as well as learn together. S21 explained that during the group assessment, “our friend also help 

us to give a language that we don’t know.” Similarly, S24 regarded the assessment task 

favourably and stated that during the assessment, the group members could “correct each other 

when there’s a mistake. If I make a mistake, he corrects me.”7 At the same time, it provides 

“more knowledge.... It’s a learning process… how we want to learn English better because some 

of us… very weak in English. Some of us are very good in grammar.” Therefore, they were 

improving the students’ language skills in the process.  

Through the use of the meeting assessment, the students realised the need to assist one another 

to complete the assessment task.  S39 commented that the group format allowed the group 

members to help one another and said “he could assist with her shortcomings, while she could 

assist with his shortcomings.”8 Thus, “complementing one another”9 said S38. Through this 

assessment task, students were not only tested on their language skills but also gained insights 

on the importance of teamwork. S14 was thankful for the support he received from his group 

mates. He admitted that he was weak in English and described his speaking as “kekok (clumsy).” 

He said “luckily I have friends who rendered a bit of help. Therefore, I was able to perform the 

task tonight.”10 As the students relied on each other to complete the assessment task, they were 

more inclined to take a cooperative approach and engage in a more collaborative effort.  

Furthermore, assistance and support from group members also made possible the exchange of 

ideas. S20 commented that “I think it’s a good for us to… develop our communication skills 
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and to practice our how to accept others’ opinion.” Apart from that, the interactions with other 

students could also prompt new ideas. S1 claimed that “group conversation is very good. Cause 

when we make group conversation that will be a lot of idea come.” In addition, S4 remarked 

that the group discussions also promoted broad-mindedness as members learned to accept 

others’ opinions. She stressed that  

there’s no point if we don’t put any discussion because we’re individu (individual) 

the idea won’t come out… it is idea in a specific way. But if it’s in a grouping way, 

there’s a lot we can know. Lots of details we can know about. (S4) 

At the same time, S35 stated that the use of the group format motivated him to perform his best. 

“When mingling with a group to do this... I could push my [limit] ah. Watching how other people 

performed and pushed [themselves]. So, I have to try to push myself too.”11  

One of the students, S8, stated that the use of the group assessment format encouraged them to 

speak. She agreed that its use was “good” because “we’ll talk.” This might be attributed to the 

awareness that they needed to interact with one another to complete the task. Additionally, 

unlike in individual speaking assessments, where the speaker might stop speaking when he or 

she ran out of ideas or words, the students felt that the group discussion format made it possible 

for the discussion to continue because of the support from the other members of the group.  

6.2.2.3   Reduction of stress 

One of the advantages of the group discussion as an assessment method as cited by the students 

was that they were more at ease when tested in groups, compared to when tested individually. 

Some of the students commented that the group format provided a comfortable setting. As 

expressed by S24, although the students might use “broken English”, they still attempted to 

speak because during the assessment, they were working with people that they were familiar 

with. “We already know each other, right? So confident or not, we are don’t really think about 

it. We not shy in front of us.” To ease matters, the group format was also perceived as less 

stressful for the students as they were among peers. Hence, the comfortable setup prompted 

more talk among the group members. S21 commented that even though she initially did not 

favour group discussion, she actually enjoyed the meeting assessment experience.  

Apart from that, the students were less nervous when they performed the task in a group as they 

could rely on the other group members’ support. S12 stated that “for me, assessment in a group 

uh will make my nervous kurang (less) because not just me can speak but I still have other 

people in the group. So, my nervous will less, a bit.” She continued to express that, even though 

she was very nervous before the start of the assessment, she did not feel alone because there 
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were others in the same situation as her. Gradually, her nervousness lessened and while in the 

meeting she “just think positive” no matter what happened. In this instance, knowing that she 

was not alone eventually led to increased confidence in facing the assessment task.  

Additionally, some students perceived the group discussion task as being less burdensome as it 

was an oral assessment. According to S42, the task “would be presented through the assessment. 

But it didn’t require any submission. It would be judged based on our conversation, what we 

produced [verbally], that’s all. For me, that’s okay, that’s good.”12 S39 agreed and continued 

that “It’s easier because it’s easy to do the work.”13 Another group member, S41, also indicated 

her agreement and said that the group discussion format “makes the work easier.”14 Such views 

might have been attributed to the perception that most written assessments would typically take 

longer to complete, whereas the discussion assessment was set for 20 – 25 minutes. While the 

group preparation time should have been factored in, this might have been perceived as similar 

to any other preparation necessary for an assessment, and therefore was not considered more 

challenging than preparing for a written test. Additionally, the oral task might be deemed less 

difficult as it did not require as much language accuracy as written tasks. 

Despite these, there were also participants who acknowledged the complex nature of the group 

discussion task. As it involved interaction between a group of individuals, the task was not as 

straightforward as they expected. S7 described the meeting discussion task as “complicated”15 

while S10 admitted that “I make mistake when I feel uh this meeting is easy. Just remember the 

script. But it’s not easy… because it’s a new experience for me.” The challenges and 

complexities of the group discussion tasks will be discussed further in section 6.2.4. 

6.2.3 Appropriacy of the group meeting assessment 

Another aspect discussed during the FGD was the appropriacy of the group meeting discussion 

as a form of oral assessment. Responses from the participants indicated that they were in favour 

of this assessment method as it allowed the instructors to gauge their language abilities. When 

asked if they thought the group meeting assessment task was appropriate to test their speaking 

abilities, one of the students said, “for me, it should be used because a part of this assessment 

evaluated to what extent one could provide explanations in English… It demonstrated 

spontaneity and the ability to speak in English.”16 S4 commented that through the meeting 

discussion “I know where I stand… which scale I am, where I know many parts that… needs to 

be improved.” When asked if she thought the assessment was suitable to gauge the students’ 

language abilities, S11 supported the use of the meeting assessment because it allowed one to 
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show “one’s abilities, whether one could speak English. So, if you can’t do it, you will think 

hard about how to speak. So, it’s suitable to show whether we could speak English or not.”17 

One of the advantages of such assessment was that it provided a relevant setting for the 

instructors to make informed decisions on whether the students were able to manage the group 

interaction within a formal meeting setting. This setting also allowed the students to demonstrate 

a wider range of abilities through the group discussion format. S19 stated that “Yeah um other 

than that, we also uh can practice our cooperation in each other… in our meeting. And also, can 

practice our communication skill.” Incidentally, placing students in such a setting also forced 

them to use English as the discussion had to be carried out in the target language. S6 expressed 

the opinion that during the assessment, they were “forced” to speak  

because we were asked questions, right? Then, we wanted to answer. In addition, 

when we’re answering, we need to give good ideas. In addition, we have to construct 

good sentences. That is why I said we have to force ourselves… if not, if we are just 

doing it arbitrarily, might be speaking nonsense.”18 (S6) 

S39 too, expressed similar thoughts. “Even if you don’t know how, you have to. Because you 

are forced to, you have to speak in English.”19 According to S7, having other members in the 

group also instigated talk among the members “because we need to, no matter what, whatever 

happens.” The group talk is further aided by the peer interaction and assistance that they each 

received from the group members. S21 stated that “if we talk to our group assessment, we can 

the automatically… we can speak that and our friend also help us to give a language that we 

don’t know.” This could also help the students to improve their speaking skills. For S23, “it 

build our strength when to speak with our group member and give opinion and it will be good 

for me to… build a good communication.” Additionally, the use of such a format allowed the 

students to identify their own weaknesses. S33 commented that by doing the assessment task, 

the students were able to identify each other’s mistakes. Consequently, “we can help them to… 

cope the mistake. We help each other… I think it will help us to make a proper sentences.” 

Having other group members performing the same task at the same time also boosted self-

confidence and allowed a student to perform more confidently. S42 expressed the view that  

sometimes, this thing [the group assessment] had to be done. Through this, one 

would learn, and familiarize oneself with it. Then, it would increase one’s self-

confidence after… the assessment. Try to move forward even though one does not 

have the confidence. So, this could help improve confidence.”20 (S42) 
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6.2.3.1   The scripted discussion 

One of the issues highlighted by the EOP instructors was that the use of meeting scripts by the 

students rendered their discussion unnatural due to their dependence on their scripts. In contrast, 

the FGD with the students revealed that although most of the groups prepared some form of 

script, these scripts were not necessarily utilised during the assessment. One of the reasons was 

revealed by a few students who highlighted the difficulties in memorising the script. They 

realised that memorizing their scripts completely was not possible due to the time limitation, 

their own memory capabilities, or the dynamic nature of the discussions as they unfolded. S39 

pointed out that it was difficult to memorise a script, and regurgitate it during the assessment. 

The same opinion was shared by S9, who claimed that “I think the difficulties is uh memorise 

the points how to memorise…what to say and what to talk”. Another student, S31 stated that 

she initially attempted to script out her “dialogue”. However, “in a real time, we can't um… we 

can't follow the script. We just spontan (spontaneous).” 

In addition, a few groups explained that adhering to the script was difficult as the dynamics of 

the interactions distracted them from the points they initially planned. S12 shared that although 

it was not hard for her to prepare herself for the assessment, she faced difficulties when it was 

time for her to speak. She also cautioned that if someone “forgot the script, the rest would be 

muddled.”21 As such, some of the groups were not able to carry out their discussion exactly as 

planned, but instead completed the tasks with some deviation from their scripts. Group D related 

an instance when S17 forgot one of her points during their group discussion and S16 said, “I 

cover it, we have to cover. Don’t show that we didn’t know.”22 S15 then added that “but when 

we cover, then we forgot our line.” As a result, S16 said that “when it [the mistake] was covered, 

it changed completely”; hence, illustrating how deviation from plans could potentially lead to 

an unexpected outcome.  

Apart from that, most of the groups disclosed in the FGD that they prepared their own individual 

scripts, rather than a complete group script. S4 revealed that her group did not prepare a 

complete group script and stated that “we didn’t put the script, uh, wholeheartedly, fully. We 

just doing our point.” S24 highlighted one of the problems that her group faced and said that 

“everyone comes with their own output and that’s I think is our kelemahan (weakness)” as her 

group found it hard to coordinate their discussion. Additionally, most of the prepared scripts 

were not complete but were mainly notes or points that each member was responsible for within 

the group. S1 and S3 explained that their group worked together to prepare the points for 

discussion and later distributed the tasks accordingly to the respective group members. In their 

opinion, this allowed them to better organize their discussion. 
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Overall, it was discovered that there were two main approaches to script preparation. Once the 

roles of all of the group members were established, the group agreed on an outline and all the 

group members added their own elaboration to the outline for their own scripts or notes. 

Alternatively, each of the members wrote their own individual scripts and later arranged these 

scripts to organize their discussion and turns. Regardless of which method was adopted, each 

group member was given the opportunity to provide input to the discussion. Based on the 

students’ individual preference, the scripts varied from brief note form to lengthier verbatim 

statements. 

6.2.3.2   Role assignment 

Although not significant in number, a few of the students expressed the view that the use of the 

group meeting assessment task was not relatable to that particular stage of their lives. S28 felt 

that although the discussion task itself was not difficult for her, she lamented that  

the situation we have faced is quite difficult because we have to play our roles as a 

project manager, as a finance. We have our own role… we act like we already have 

a job. But in real life we do not have any experience. So, I think it is quite difficult 

for us how to conduct the meeting like what madam [the EOP instructor] want. (S28) 

She later explained that this was due to their error when selecting their group project. In addition 

to being unfamiliar with the meeting setting, their group had chosen to set up a bridal boutique 

business and found that most of the members of the group were not aware of what the roles 

entailed. They admitted that they chose the project as they felt that it would not be difficult. 

Nevertheless, as they researched more about their project, they realised that they had 

underestimated the knowledge required to run a bridal boutique. S32 explained that the group 

had taken up a wrong project because  

we take the wedding planner because sounds it like interesting and easy. Familiar 

with us as a woman. So, maybe that influence us to do wedding planner. But… after 

we take a wedding planner, then we face there is a lot of problem. (S32) 

This error in Group G’s earlier decision making had led to their subsequent problems including 

not knowing the exact duties of their individual roles, and having to do more research to prepare 

for the assessment task. In this particular case, their limited knowledge of the subject matter had 

prevented them from fulfilling the assessment task to their satisfaction. This illustrates the need 

for the students to make informed choices when selecting a project to work on. Apart from 

choosing a project that interests them, they have to consider their familiarity with the topic, as 
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well as the background knowledge relevant to the project. This also exemplifies how the wrong 

choice of project and corresponding roles could jeopardise the outcome of an assessment.  

When Group B was asked about their overall opinion of their group’s discussion, the 

chairperson, S6 expressed the opinion that  

personally I’m disappointed too because I don’t make the meeting more menarik 

(interesting). Because that’s my job as a chairperson. I think I don’t have more idea. 

I’m blur and I feel sorry to all of us and… I disappointed too because I don’t have 

uh much time to practice and discuss because uh ada komitmen (commitment). There 

other commitment. (S6) 

As the chairperson of his group, S6 felt that it was his responsibility to make the group 

discussion a success, and that his inability to fulfill the required role had affected the overall 

performance of his group. This hinted that the assignment of a role which was perceived to be 

more influential or important than other roles might affect not only the students’ view of their 

achievement, but potentially affect the outcome of the discussion. Most crucially, such 

phenomena may threaten the fairness of the assessment method, especially when it is perceived 

that unfairness in terms of role assignment and subsequent opportunities to contribute are 

present in such setting. However, in the context of a meeting, the presence of a chairperson is 

obligatory (Asmuß, 2013; Deppermann, Schmitt & Mondada, 2010; Svennevig, 2012a, 2012b). 

For this reason, it is important that the non-chairing students do not take on peripheral roles that 

could potentially disadvantage them. This issue will be explored further in the next chapter. 

6.2.3.3   Fairness of the individual marks format 

As detailed earlier, students were allocated individual marks for the meeting assessment. In 

response to the question on whether they felt that the individual assessment format was fair, a 

majority of the students agreed that it was fair. Among the reasons given were that the marks 

awarded were based on the effort, ability, and input of the individual team member. Hence, each 

student received the marks they deserved based on their individual performance. S27 expressed 

the view that “during the meeting, if he did okay, he would get high marks. If I was not okay, I 

would get low marks. If everyone gets the same marks, it wouldn’t be fair.”23 Similarly, S7 

explained that awarding individual marks is fair  

because the marks were awarded based on one’s effort, not the group effort. The 

group had already worked hard to ensure that the assessment ran smoothly. But if 

for example, I was the one who interrupted the flow, if marks were reduced, my 

marks would be affected. So, appropriate for the individual.24 (S7) 
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Apart from that, S14 expressed the view that the individual marking format of the assessment 

was important for him. “It is through this that we know for example, what were my weaknesses, 

what were S13’s weaknesses. So, it’s okay. That’s fair.”25 S3 too supported the use of the 

individual marks and said that “it’s quite fair. You gave and you received. At the same time, he 

gave, we received, and we would get a lot of ideas from the questions that he gave, he too would 

get marks.”26  

From another perspective, when students were assigned individual marks, they were assured 

that their marks did not affect others, whether favourably or adversely. This is shown in the 

excerpt from Group H’s responses during the FGD. 

S35:  Perhaps individual marks are better because… there were some who performed 
better when speaking. Some stuttered more… It’s not fair if one person performed 
and the others get the same marks. 

S34: Because if I get low marks, it wouldn’t affect other people. 
S35: So, individual marks are better, better for me.27  

Apart from that, assigning individual marks increased the individual’s commitment towards 

completing the meeting task.  

For me, if the marks were given individually, it would be better.  Because he would 

know it came from him, right? His own marks. So, if he wants to give his 

commitment that would be okay because it doesn’t depend on a group marks. Each 

would get their own marks according to their own achievement.28 (S42)  

This opinion was supported by S40, who said,   

that’s true, because everyone has their own style. So, the individual marks are more 

important than the group marks. Maybe it’s also true that there’s teamwork in the 

group, but your own effort from your own abilities can be determined through the 

marks. Meaning, your own effort is still more important. Maybe the group could 

push its members. Apart from that, your own effort is more important than anything 

else.29  

Additionally, the individual marks format also discouraged free-riding among the group 

members. S39 justified the view that  

it’s fair because if a group marks was assigned, there may be someone who would 

think that even if he didn’t perform, there would still be a group mark. Everyone 

gets the same marks. But if it were individual marks, he would realise that if he 

didn’t perform during the assessment, he would get a low marks. Don’t question the 

fact later.”30  
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Meanwhile, a few students were unsure about the suitability of the individual marking format. 

They felt that the individual format would only work if all the members of the group were 

equally committed to the task. S13 stated that “for me if there’s no cooperation, it’s not fair. If 

everyone cooperates, then it’s fair. So, the point is cooperation.”31 Another student, S37, said 

that “I think I’m in the middle. Part of me say it’s better individually because uh like they say 

some do better and some do not, not quite good but… so, it’s not fair for me to get low mark 

then other, I think. But part of me say it’s good for team because um if I perform better and I 

can, I can help my friend.”  

One of the students in Group B, S7, expressed the opinion that while there were both advantages 

and disadvantages to the use of the individual marks format, it might be unfair for some students 

due to role limitation. She thought that a certain member of the group might have benefited out 

of the role assignment as the individual had been assigned a greater role, i.e. the chairperson, 

while others participated as regular meeting participants. She expressed the opinion that 

“chairman suppose to the one who got many so many part and content. So, only he can get the 

highest mark. So, it’s not really fair.” Nevertheless, she acknowledged that the advantage of 

individual marks was that “if there’re lots of mistakes and only that individual’s marks is 

reduced32, it’s okay, it’s okay. But for the advantage like he got more part and only he got the 

highest mark. That’s not really fair kan (right)?” Her groupmate, S8 disagreed and said “her 

opinion is different. Difference in opinions.” The chairperson of the group, S6, then remarked 

that “I feel that if you can speak, you get the marks. But the one who spoke more had more 

ideas. More marks then. Those who didn’t, didn’t get [the marks].”33 

On the other hand, a different perspective was expressed by S15 when she voiced her concern 

that  

I’m as a manager (chairperson) there, I’m seems like not doing nothing. So, I’m quite 

think that my marks will be down… but actually I think my group is doing really 

well because they are speak their own… opinion, idea. So I’m just listen and just 

writing. (S15) 

Similarly, S15, who was the chairperson for her group, saw herself more as an administrator of 

the meeting. She felt that she was constrained by her position as she was not able to express 

more ideas and give more suggestions as her turns were mainly taken up by the ‘discussion 

maintenance’ roles she was assigned to. However, S15’s view was opposed by her group 

member, S18, who maintained that “I think maybe it’s just her feeling that way, but for us, for 

our group, we can’t survive without her because… she is the most important. She provided the 

end product because she is the head.”34 This comment demonstrated that some of the students 
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were aware of the importance of having a chairperson to lead the meeting, and that it contributed 

to the success of the group discussion as a whole. As can be expected in a meeting context, the 

students had to build upon each other’s roles and participation to accomplish the task. The 

perceptions that the chairperson was constrained from contributing more to the discussion was 

in direct opposition to what some of the other students claimed: that they were deprived of more 

turns as they were not the chairperson of the group. S29 lamented that her non-chairing role had 

limited her input to her group’s discussion. These issues will be elaborated further in 6.2.4.3. 

One student disagreed with the individual marking format as she thought that their group 

collaboration deserved a group mark as it was conducted as a group, and depended on every 

member’s input. S36 stated that “I think marks for team lah. Because all… we all do the work 

together. So, we have to get the same marks because it’s fair to everyone. So, the hard work that 

we do is get reward something.” Therefore, in her opinion, the use of a group mark would be 

better as it took into account the group collaboration required for the assessment task, and 

rewarded everyone equally. Although the majority of the students supported the use of the 

individual marks format, the few that did not echoed a longstanding issue in the assessment of 

group work: how an individual’s performance can be interpreted in co-constructed group 

interaction. 

These concerns regarding the individual marks format were also reflected in the instructors’ 

FGD. Although the instructors acknowledged the need to take into account the group’s 

collaborative effort in order to promote team work, assessing this aspect was complex. This is 

partly attributed to the fact that the instructors felt that the group collaboration observed during 

the assessment sessions could have been staged, or pre-planned. On the other hand, the use of 

these pre-planned strategies could indicate the students’ awareness of the need for group 

collaboration, and the strategies by which they could perform the assessment task by utilizing 

all their members’ strengths whilst improving their weakness in the process. Arguably, the 

processes that the students went through in planning for these interactions required them to make 

use of their knowledge of the language and relevant interactional skills to prepare for the task.  

Additionally, as the students’ FGD had indicated, most of the groups were faced with unplanned 

incidents and scenarios which they had to tackle spontaneously. Results from the students’ FGD 

also revealed that this ‘surprise’ element had the potential to lead to either a positive outcome 

or a less than desirable one. These challenges will be discussed next. From this perspective, it 

can be argued that similar to unplanned tasks, the group discussion method has the potential to 

generate spontaneous responses from the participants. Meanwhile, the planned elements 

provided a fair chance for the students to prepare themselves prior to taking the assessment. 
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6.2.4 Challenges during the group discussion assessment 

This section presents the students’ views regarding some of the challenges of the group 

discussion assessment as well as some of the ways in which they dealt with these problems. It 

covers issues involving the unplanned interactions and difficulties related to these incidences, 

the reliance on scripts, the students’ roles within the group, group collaboration, and the 

performance of the individual students and their groups. These issues are discussed in relation 

to the challenges they posed to the students during the assessment, and how the student reacted 

to them.  

6.2.4.1   The unplanned incidents and interactions  

Among the challenges faces by the students were the unplanned incidents and subsequent 

interactions that transpired while the assessments were in progress. As most of the groups had 

roughly worked out an outline of how their meetings were to progress, many were unprepared 

when they encountered the unexpected. In one instance, S5 related how she was caught 

unprepared when she forgot her points. As a result of this lapse in memory, “I can’t memorise 

my point” and “sometimes fear overwhelmed me. So, there were lots of ideas, but couldn’t be 

explained.”35 It was the same case for S10, who admitted that he made a mistake and skipped 

one of the points the group was supposed to discuss. Nevertheless, this was straightened out 

when his group member, S8, asked him a question to remind him of the missed item. In such 

situations, when new contents or ideas are presented during the discussion, some students might 

not be well prepared to handle these emergent topics. Group E related an occasion when a new 

idea was presented to one of their members, S20, who failed to come up with a prompt reply. 

Fortunately, the other members pitched in and helped to resolve the matter raised. Similarly, 

some of the students were caught off guard when unexpected questions were posed to them. S19 

admitted to being surprised by unexpected questions from her group members and described 

these as “the pop-up question.” S22 experienced a similar scenario and explained that when it 

happened to her, “we’ll be like… blank, blur.”  

In another instance, S29 was surprised when another member of the group expressed 

disagreement with her ideas. She expected that the person she was addressing would agree and 

said “I asked S31 to agree with me but… she don’t seem to be agree for me.” S29 later explained 

that her suggestion may have been misunderstood. “Actually, I want to… decrease the 

number… invitation card. Because it kind of expensive, but she [S31] doesn’t seem to agree 

with me. Then, she came up with table number.” S29’s initial intention was to discuss the 

number of invitation cards for the wedding the group was organising but S31 had misunderstood 
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her question and responded by discussing the banquet table numbers, which consequently 

shifted the topic. S31 later explained her actions by saying that “I think suddenly my idea come 

and I think we doing the... wedding ceremony, the number table is important. Table number.” 

Hence, she decided to pursue that topic to add to their group discussion. S29 commented that  

this is also out of topic uh because before that, we do not talk about it. We do not 

talk about that before. But when we doing our actual meeting, they suddenly, they 

talk about the number… the number… uh, table number. (S29) 

As can be seen here, although Group G had initially planned their discussion topics, a new idea 

cropped up. This reflected another facet of the assessment where there is a gap between 

expectation and reality. Although the group had planned their discussion according to their 

agenda, a new topic was raised during the discussion which led the members to stray from their 

initial plan and developed another topic for discussion instead. When asked how this incident 

affected their group’s assessment, S29 responded that it affected their discussion time. As 

illustrated, when the group had to deal with unplanned contents, their timing was also affected. 

In this case, it might have contributed to the longer meeting duration of Group G (28 mins 33 

s). Although the group was able to produce a longer discussion, to some of the group members 

this was undesirable as they had to sacrifice some of the planned topics.  

In another instance, S24 described how their group strayed from their plan. “When we’re going 

to end our discussion, she asked too many questions but actually uh what she want to ask is… 

not in our plan.” As a result of these additional questions, Group F’s meeting was longer than 

they anticipated. (23 mins 20 s).  In addition, S24 elaborated that “at the beginning, we start and 

we already lost our plan… for example uh S27 part. She’s did not mention her part. Uh she 

didn’t ask me so I take her part. I need to cover it. So, I take her part and then… two of them uh 

they go randomly.” Consequently, there was a shuffling of roles which led to some confusion. 

S24 added that “I try to bring back the discussion to the line. But I don’t know. I failed.” In 

contrast, S1 viewed unplanned ideas positively and said “the point that we come out… and then 

while the conversation is like naturally there. Like, naturally come out in our idea and we just 

talk about that, without planning the idea or the point in our conversations.” He also perceived 

this as “extra point that we give.” 

These incidents underlined the limitations of pre-planned interactions. When the interactions 

were planned, any departure from the pre-agreed plan had the potential to lead to an uncertain 

outcome. On the one hand, the occurrence of these events might jeopardise the students’ plans 

and steer them away from their original intentions. On the other hand, such unplanned 

interactions could be viewed as potential opportunities for the students to show their ability to 
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handle impromptu interactions, and demonstrate their capacity to react spontaneously to the 

occasions.  

6.2.4.2   The reliance on prepared scripts 

Apart from the unplanned incidents and interactions, the students’ reliance on their prepared 

scripts also caused some problems during the meeting assessment. A number of students pointed 

out that they resorted to referring to their scripts in the meeting so that they were more in control 

of their performance. S12 admitted that as he was aware of his limited language abilities and 

that it was hard for him to construct grammatically correct sentences spontaneously, he 

“memorized, so [that he] knows a little bit.”36 Nevertheless, he later conceded that he had to use 

a combination of his scripted text and spontaneous sentences during the discussion and said that 

“some from the script, some were own sentence”37 and that it was “mix mix, combo.”  

S37 explained that although she tried to speak spontaneously during the discussion, she still 

brought her script with her because “I um afraid to forget what the main point… Nervous make 

everyone forget what to talk and what to…yeah, the idea. I too bring the script.” Her group 

member, S36 concurred with her and admitted that he brought his script to the meeting “because 

I was afraid of forgetting and if I was nervous, even easy sentences were difficult for me to 

pronounce.”38 S22 described what it was like when she forgot her script: “you want to talk about 

this, this, when suddenly... blank.” Under assessment conditions, it can be expected that when 

such lapses of memory occurred, it would inevitably affect the students’ performance. 

From the students’ point of view, the reliance on their scripts also posed some other challenges. 

S24 admitted that when her class instructor told her that they were not supposed to read from 

their scripts, she lost track of her ideas “because I don’t know what I going to do. I got really 

panicked and nervous and so what come out of my mind, I just say out.” Some students admitted 

to being rattled by the diversions when the discussion went out of script. S6 claimed that when 

the group members forgot their turns, they had to skip a few turns and ended up confused as to 

who should take up the next turn, and described the discussion as “chaotic”39.  Similarly, S13 

commented that if they “forget the script, the rest will be muddled.”40 Due to these mistakes, 

some of the groups expressed the opinion that their discussion became unorganised and the 

speaking turns were affected. In addition, when the discussion went off-track, it culminated in 

other problems. Some students also articulated how the diversion from the initial plan led them 

to miss some agenda items during the assessment. Two of the group members of Group H stated 

that they had each missed one agenda item. This might have led to the shorter discussion time 

of 15 min 55s for the group. Similarly, S15 related that their group (Group D) had forgotten to 
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raise one of their agenda items. This too might have been the cause of their shorter discussion 

duration (14 mins 46s).  

Another perhaps equally adverse effect of the missed agenda items on the students was revealed 

when S8 conveyed that he was “disappointed because I skip the script and make our, my friend 

blur in, uh and I’m… very sorry to my friend because I… I can't make better and I never did 

practice.” Due to this, S8 felt that his below par performance has adversely affected the group 

discussion.  

6.2.4.3   The individual performance 

When asked to rate their own performance on a scale of one to five: one, ‘very poor’; two, 

‘poor’; three, ‘average’; four, ‘good’; and five, ‘very good’, the students rated themselves 

between one and four. None of the students rated themselves as ‘very good’. Table 6.2 shows 

the individual rating of the students and the number of students for each scale. 

Table 6.2. Individual rating of performance in the group meeting assessment 

Scale number Description Number of students 

5 Very good 0 

4 Good 6 

3 Average 30 

2 Poor 4 

1 Very poor 2 

Students who felt that they were not able to perform as well as they hoped attributed their failures 

to the lack of language skills. S14 rated his own performance as ‘poor’. He explained that when 

he read in English, he tended to make pronunciation mistakes. “For example, if the actual word 

is ourselves, I read it as overseas.”41 Meanwhile, S24 exclaimed that “actually I’m still feel malu 

(shy) uh because I’m not good in English. So, I have, when I have an idea, I cannot try to random 

[be spontaneous] because I’m still… rasa tersekat (feel stuck).” As a result, she rated herself as 

‘average’ as she felt that she lacked the required language skills to express herself more freely. 

S40 claimed that she was “stuck” as she struggled with the vocabulary to explain her thoughts. 

She commented that she would have performed better if she had been more spontaneous. 

Expressing a similar view, S38 said that if he had to speak spontaneously, “I lost the words.” As 

such, he rated himself as ‘average’. Evidently, to these students, their limited language abilities 

prevented them from being able to spontaneously contribute to the discussion.  
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S38 rated his performance as “very poor” and expressed the view that “all of us, we have the 

confident to talk but what we want talk uh we don’t have a word to talk.” His team member, 

S40, who rated himself as ‘average” supported this and elaborated that “there’s high confidence. 

But, if it’s in Bahasa Melayu, we might be able to convey it. However, when it’s in English, we 

sometimes couldn’t find the words to convey our thoughts. So, all the subsequent ideas are 

jammed.”42 From these instances, it can be observed that students who were aware of their 

weaknesses in certain aspects of the language tended to rate themselves as average or below 

average.   

Apart from that, there were students who attributed their less than successful performance to 

nervousness. S34 revealed that “during the meeting um I feel a bit nervous because there are the 

lecturer to judge, to give marks to me how uh how I talk uh perform. So, it quite a bit nervous 

for me. A bit shy.” Likewise, S36 shared the view that he was a bit nervous when it was his turn 

to speak. He said “I was nervous when I wanted to speak because I’m shy to speak. I have a bit 

of a problem. Too shy to speak.”43 This highlighted the difficulties in dealing with the stress 

generated under assessment conditions. Despite what was reported earlier in 6.2.2.3, that the 

group setting eased stress to a certain extent, some students might still have been reluctant to 

speak up even when they had their group members’ support. 

S21 said that one of her main problems was that “I want to interrupt but I don’t know. I just… 

I not confident to interrupt.” In her opinion, her inability to interrupt others was disadvantageous 

as she was not able to contribute more to the discussion. Similarly, S10 admitted to having 

problems trying to interrupt others during the discussions. He said that it was “difficult to 

interrupt.44 Yeah, because I couldn’t get what part I must do... mencelah (interrupt).” When 

asked about the difficulties he faced during the discussion, S1 too revealed that he had trouble 

with “how to interrupt while the conversation is running.” As can be observed in these instances, 

the lack of knowledge on how to interrupt others prevented these students from contributing 

their ideas. In view of such circumstances, it was justifiable that the instructors included the 

teaching of standard meeting phrases to provide the students with ready-made phrases that they 

could use when faced with such situations. 

In addition, there were students who admitted that they did not perform well as they did not 

prepare themselves well ahead of the assessment. S2 acknowledged that she frequently missed 

their informal group discussions, and therefore was not well prepared for the assessment. She 

continued that “I don’t have preparation, preparation for this agenda… yeah, meeting 

assessment. And um… my English, astaga, berbelit-belit (goodness, convoluted). I cannot 

speak English well.”  
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As highlighted in the earlier part of this chapter, some students felt constrained by the roles 

assigned to them. S2 rated her performance as ‘average’. She reasoned that  

because I don’t come up with my… idea. I just interrupt their discussion. Uh and my 

part is only a financial, so, I just uh talk about finance… I should speak more but I 

think it’s will once menggangu (disturb) ours meeting if I interrupt the idea and 

discussion too much. So, uh I let them [speak]. (S2) 

In this instance, the student was aware that she needed to participate in her group’s discussion 

actively in order to score better marks. However, as her role in the discussion was financial 

manager, she was reluctant to interrupt the other members when they discussed matters related 

to their respective departments. Additionally, she was worried that her interruption would affect 

the group discussion, and therefore allowed the other members to talk while she refrained from 

upsetting the flow of the discussion. 

In one of the instances described earlier in 6.2.3.3, S15, who was the chairperson of her group 

meeting, felt that the individual marks format was disadvantageous to her as her role limited her 

input to the discussion. She also added that “in a very formal meeting uh I have to act as a 

manager”, and hence had to manage the discussion and make room for the other members to 

express their ideas. She then continued that “actually in my mind, I think I want to be a very… 

laissez faire person.” This intention of hers further prevented her from interfering with the other 

group members’ ideas and instead assigned her a facilitative role which she thought stifled her 

contribution to the discussion.  

On the positive side, some students conveyed that they had performed better than they expected. 

One student, S29 rated herself ‘good’ on the scale as she was fairly satisfied with her 

performance. She stated that “I can speak more than I expect… I can bring on some ideas.  So, 

it just okay for me to play a role in the meeting.” Another student, S20 who also rated herself as 

‘good’ said that “I think I interrupt much and speak much more… beside, even I use simple 

language but I can speak. I can interrupt one by one of them.” S34 felt that she was able to 

perform well as she “try not to look at the script and try to memorise all the key point.” To her, 

the ability to speak without relying on the script was indicative of a good performance. S36 too 

felt that his performance was good and said, “I tried to do my best”45 For S36, putting his best 

effort has enabled him to perform well during the assessment. 

6.2.4.4   The group performance 

The FGD participants were also asked to rate their group performance using the same scale of 

one to five: one, ‘very poor’; two, ‘poor’; three, ‘average’; four, ‘good’; and five, ‘very good’. 



183 
 

Overall, the students gave a score of between three to five to their groups and none of the 

students rated their group as below average. Table 6.3 shows the group rating and the number 

of students for each scale. 

In general, most groups attributed their inability to perform well to the lack of preparation for 

the group assessment. All of the members of Group I rated their group performance as average 

for this reason, because it led to a shorter discussion. S38 felt that their group discussion was 

too short. His team member, S39, agreed and stated that their assessment was “singkat (brief)” 

and that most of the group members were not ready for the assessment as they kept referring to 

their scripts. Another group member, S40 suggested that it might be due to the lack of practice 

as the group members seldom met up for discussion to prepare for the assessment. In addition, 

members of Group I explained that, although they wanted to lengthen their discussion, they were 

not able to do so as they did not have ample ideas to discuss. Nevertheless, S40 shared the 

opinion that although the group had to rely on their scripts, there were still some spontaneous 

elements in their group discussion.  

Table 6.3. Group ratings of performance in the group meeting assessment 

Scale number Description Number of students 

5 Very good 6 

4 Good 18 

3 Average 18 

2 Poor 0 

1 Very poor 0 

Another group that unanimously scored their group performance as ‘average’ highlighted a 

similar problem. S7 admitted that  

honestly, we just only bincang (discussed) this assessment in WhatsApp. Because 

he uh field trip for a week. Before the field trip, the whole week mid-sem holiday. 

So, all of us going home so there’s no time to meet up and… try to the real [practice] 

uh. Maybe, so, kurang memuaskan (not satisfactory). (S7) 

Another group member, S6 conveyed that “I disappointed too because I don’t have uh much 

time to practice and discuss because [don’t have time] uh… there other commitment”. From this 

feedback, it can be gathered that the lack of preparation not only affected the output of the group 

discussion, but also inevitably the members’ emotional state and it led to self-consciousness and 

guilt.  
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The inability to comply with the required minimum assessment time might also be one of the 

reasons why the groups thought that they were not able to perform as well as desired. Based on 

the data collected, most of the groups (six out of nine) did not manage to fulfil the required 20 

or 25 minutes for their meeting assessment. The three groups of students that unanimously rated 

their groups the lowest on the rating scale (three), Group I, B and C, were among the groups that 

were well short of the assessment duration (7 min 37 s, 11 min 14 s, and 16 min 19 s 

respectively). On the other hand, Group F (23 min 20.5 s), A (26 min 9.6 s) and G (28 min 33.4 

s) used more time than allotted to complete the meeting tasks. Despite their longer assessment 

duration, only Group A rated their group performance as ‘good’ and ‘very good’, while members 

of Group F and G rated their groups as ‘average’ and ‘good’.  S24 of Group F rated her group 

performance as ‘average’ while the other three members of the group rated their group ‘good’. 

She explained that “I think our group is done very good but the same time, I feel like it just uh 

my personal… this is my personal because I think quite a lack perform so I think 3 because of 

me.” This echoed the concerns discussed earlier on the marking format adopted and how it could 

potentially affect the students if group marks were awarded instead of individual marks.  

S29 conveyed that the group discussion was “not good” for their group and described her 

group’s interaction as “weird”. She was the only member of Group G who rated herself higher 

(‘good’) than the group (‘average’). S29 further elaborated that “it’s comfortable but just funny.” 

Although she thought that she had performed well individually, she felt that the awkwardness 

among the group members had adversely affected their group performance. S28 reasoned that 

it was “because it difficult to speak other language than our language.... Because we usually 

speak in our language. So, it kind of funny when we talk at our friend’s face.” Nevertheless, she 

rated the group performance as ‘good’ and herself as ‘average’. Another group member, S31 

described the meeting discussion as “awkward”. Meanwhile, S32 exclaimed that “when I 

speaking in English, they laugh to me and I cannot do.” In this particular group, the members 

were made up of five females who had known one another since semester 1 (approximately two 

years) and they came from the same state in Malaysia. For this group, the rapport between the 

group members appeared to have had an effect on their group performance. This issue on 

familiarity between the test takers will be discussed further in the next chapter.  

Groups that gave themselves a lower score also felt that their performance was affected by the 

unorganised turns as highlighted in the earlier part of this chapter. S8 stated that “sometime we 

uh we are blur-blur [a colloquial expression that means confused or clueless]… like it’s not 

organized… Bingung (Confused), nervous.” She felt that when the meeting discussion did not 

progress smoothly, the flow of the discussion was halted, upsetting their group performance.  
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Table 6.4 presents a comparison of the number of students assigning higher or same individual 

or group ratings for their group performance. Overall, only one student from Group G rated her 

individual performance higher than her group’s performance. S29 attributed this to her ability 

to contribute to the discussion and participate in the discussion even though she used “simple 

language”. Meanwhile, 15 students (23.7%) rated their individual performance equal to their 

group performance. A majority of 26 students (61.9%) rated their individual performance lower 

than their group performance. Appendix X shows the individual and group performance ratings 

given by each of the students.  

Table 6.4 The number of students assigning higher or same individual or group ratings  

Group Higher 
individual rating 

Higher group 
rating  

Same rating for 
individual and 

group 
A 0 5 0 

B 0 2 3 

C 0 2 2 

D 0 4 0 

E 0 4 1 

F 0 3 1 

G 1 2 2 

H 0 3 2 

I 0 1 4 

Total 1 26 15 

It is interesting to note that although the students were given the same rating scale to rate their 

individual and group performances, a majority of the students awarded higher scores to their 

groups compared to their individual scores. It could be that the students tended to reward the 

group based on a set of criteria different from the ones they used to judge their own performance. 

Nevertheless, the implication is that a group mark could yield better results for the students as 

opposed to individual marks. Equally thought-provoking is that although the students were more 

likely to score better if awarded group marks, most of them still prefer the individual marks 

format.  

6.2.5   Recommendations for the group assessment 

Based on their experience of the meeting assessment, the students were asked to provide 

recommendations for a successful group assessment. A majority of the students expressed the 

opinion that having face-to-face informal discussion sessions prior to the actual assessment was 
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a pre-requisite for a successful meeting. S34 stated that it is imperative for students to have such 

a meeting:  

For me, we have to manage our time and we have to discuss. We have to have a long 

discussion about before meeting because when we have a long discussion, uh even 

though thirty minutes before, thirty minutes last night we practice that’s helps. So, 

if we have a long more discussion, I think it help us to run our discussion or meeting 

smoothly. (S34) 

S21 reiterated that “practice, practice, practice is much, the more important. Because… before 

the practice today, that we do before the assessment group, we never meet. So, we don’t know 

what they will ask and there are main lack for practice.” In her opinion, preparations in the form 

of face-to-face practice would better prepare them for the formal assessment event. 

As indicated by S37, “we need more time and practice because practice makes perfect, right?” 

This is further supported by S36 who expressed the view that  

for me uh also we have to manage our time more, more properly. Because uh we 

have to do a discussion face-to-face so we can know uh what are the people mistake 

so we can help them. So, we have to more face-to-face discussion, to help each other. 

(S36) 

Therefore, face-to-face meetings are not only important for the group’s preparation, but they 

can also provide the chance to help each other out as they prepare for the meeting assessment. 

All of the student participants agreed that early preparation was vital for success. S42 

recommended that preparations be done earlier so that any shortcomings could be corrected and 

attended to. By doing this, the individual within the group and the group itself would be more 

attuned to the assessment task. In addition, with early preparations, the group members would 

be able to discuss and agree on the meeting agenda or contents for their group discussion. S34 

exclaimed that “the most important thing was to discuss earlier so that everyone is ready because 

firstly, ready. Secondly, you will know what you want, what you have to do, what you have to 

say, your parts. That is important.”46 Early preparations would also allow all the members of the 

groups to familiarize themselves with their individual roles. This would make the discussion 

better as everyone is clear about their roles and how they each could contribute to the discussion. 

As advised by S8 “better uh prepare awal lagi lah (much earlier). Don’t last minute.” 

For these informal discussion sessions to be successful, it was also important that the members 

of the groups were willing to cooperate and share ideas for the benefit of the group as a whole. 

S33 said that “I think everyone should give their best or should be more openly. Don’t afraid to 
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talk about it. So, when they discuss on what this like and we can, maybe we can make 

improvement about an idea.”  

Another student suggested that it is essential for the group to set a clear objective on what they 

intended to achieve at the end of the meeting. S15 exemplified how during their informal 

discussion, they initially suggested to collaborate with KFC as part of their project. However, 

through their discussion, they realized that  

that’s not attainable. Then, we think that we want to discuss uh we want to improve 

our profit, profit our product but not… just want to make sure that uh that goals is 

attainable. That’s all. That’s why we come up with new ideas. (S15) 

As can be seen in this case, Group D’s informal discussion had helped the group to devise a 

workable plan, and refine their discussion topic for their meeting assessment.  

S42 felt that individual preparation was as important as having group practices. “Self-

preparations is necessary. That is actually what is most important, self-preparation.”47 To 

prepare oneself, S38 suggested that “if we want to talk in front of people, in front of the 

people,… we have to talk with our self. Just… face the mirror and we try to talk with our self.” 

Another student suggested that as part of their individual preparations for the assessment, they 

should also use English more in their daily lives in order to feel comfortable using the language. 

S39 recommended conversing with international students as it was a good way to practice using 

the language as international students would normally use English. S32 recommended to take 

full advantage of the University’s ‘English on Tuesday’ policy to practice using English in the 

campus. As for S17, she spoke English to her father at home to help improve her English. 

A few of the students also highlighted the need to be mentally and physically ready for the task. 

Mental preparation was required as one had to be confident of one’s abilities in order to perform 

well. In S40’s opinion, “it’s the mental preparation. For example, before this meeting, there must 

be a positive mindset. Apart from that, the confidence to perform the routine is necessary. 

Although afraid, you must be brave.”48 In addition to being mentally prepared, some students 

also felt that it is essential to be physically prepared for the task by ensuring that one had enough 

rest and food prior to sitting for the assessment. S1 advised that “we must take some food before. 

That’s important so that we not feel so tired. We get uh full energy before meeting.” Hence, 

from their perspective being mentally and physically prepared were also some of the essential 

aspects to prepare the students for the assessment task. 
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6.3 Summary  

This chapter presented the students’ perceptions of the use of the formal meeting as an 

assessment method. It discussed the appropriacy, advantages and disadvantages of such testing 

mode. In addition, the challenges faced by the students in performing the task were presented 

and steps to overcome these were proposed.  

As an assessment method, the EOP students felt that the group discussion provided them with 

the needed exposure to attune themselves to future workplace language needs. They also 

perceived the group format as less stressful as they were supported by other group members. 

The majority of the students also acknowledged the appropriacy of the group meeting 

assessment task and the fairness in its use to gauge an individual’s language abilities. While 

there might be some divergent views on the award of an individual marks for the meeting 

assessment, there was some consensus on the need for the group effort to be recognised.  

As the students’ FGD results indicated, there were a few challenges posed by the meeting 

assessment task that needed to be addressed. At the same time, a more effective group 

preparation is vital to ensure the success of the group discussion assessment, and most 

importantly, of the individual group member. The findings of this chapter will be discussed in 

relation to the EOP instructors’ perspectives, and previous related studies in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Discussion 

 

7.1 Overview of the chapter 

This chapter consists of two parts. The first part integrates the findings and discusses the broader 

issues they raise in relation to the three main research questions. It compares this study to 

previous related studies and discusses similar or divergent findings, and their significance. The 

second part considers the implications for group assessment and proposes: (i) revised criteria 

for the language component of the meeting assessment and, (ii) a framework for effective 

assessment.  

To address systematically the three main research questions (RQs) presented in Chapter Two, 

these questions are divided into sub-questions as follows. Except for Sub-Question 1.3, which 

is presented later in Section 7.8, all other sub-questions are addressed following the sequence of 

the research questions below.  

Research Question 1: How can ESP course developers and instructors design group discussion 

tasks that enable an effective assessment of the students’ communicative abilities? 

1.1 How to group students for the task? 

1.2 How to prepare students for the task?  

1.3 How to allocate marks to the students? 

Research question 2: Which strategies employed by English language learners may contribute 

to or detract from an effective assessment of their communicative abilities? 

2.1 What are the students’ strategies for pre-task planning? 

2.2 How do the students enact their roles during the task? 

Research question 3: What are the group interactional dynamics among students participating 

in a group discussion used for assessment? 

3.1 How do the groups manage topics and turn-taking? 

3.2 How is contingency achieved in the group interaction? 

While some of the research questions have been addressed to some extent in the results chapters 

(Chapters Four, Five, and Six), they are further discussed here.  
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7.2 Grouping students 

The first research question sought to establish the ways in which instructors could design group 

assessment tasks to enable an effective assessment of the students’ communicative abilities. To 

answer this, it is necessary to discuss two aspects related to the task design, namely grouping of 

students and preparing the students for the task. RQ1.1 is discussed here (7.2) while RQ1.2 is 

addressed in the next section (7.3). 

As discussed earlier in the literature review, group membership can potentially impact a 

student’s performance in a group work. Previous research on group work has suggested that 

scores could be affected based on the test takers’ familiarity with their interlocutors 

(Nakatsuhara, 2009, 2011; O’Sullivan, 2002; Ying, 2009), extraversion levels (Nakatsuhara, 

2009, 2011; Ockey, 2006), and proficiency levels (Attan, 2014; Gan, 2010; Nakatsuhara, 2011; 

Watanabe & Swain, 2007). Findings of the present study indicated that a high number of the test 

takers reported feeling more relaxed knowing that they were among peers familiar to them, 

corroborating Ockey et al.’s (2013) earlier claim that familiarity reduces test takers’ stress level. 

It was also evidenced in their initial preference at the beginning of the course to be grouped with 

those they knew rather than with strangers. In Ying’s (2009) study, it was concluded that there 

was a higher degree of difficulty when groups were made up of strangers. Moreover, Ying 

revealed that discrepancies exist between the test takers’ beliefs that they would perform better 

when grouped with strangers than with peers they were familiar with, and the results that 

indicated that this was not so. In contrast, Ockey et al.’s (2013) study found that there was no 

statistically significant difference between the scores of the students whether they were grouped 

with classmates or non-classmates. However, they conceded that familiarity with the other test 

takers seems to alleviate stress, leading to a more “communicatively relaxing atmosphere, which 

benefited every candidate in that group” (p. 122). It should be pointed out at this juncture that 

unlike in one-off assessment conditions, such as those in experimental studies, the test takers in 

this study were assessed with the same groups of students throughout their project-based EOP 

course. As such, a certain level of familiarity had been established by the time they sat for the 

meeting assessment, even when they were initially grouped with strangers.  

In the present study, most of the test takers had entered the university with lower band scores 

(Bands 1 and 2) on the Malaysian University English Test (MUET), a prerequisite English 

proficiency test for admission into local public universities. They are considered ‘very limited’ 

and ‘limited’ users of English. Possibly due to their generally uniform proficiency levels, the 

students did not feel threatened by their group members. It is also likely that the familiarity 

between the test takers helped to somewhat alleviate this as they were aware of the members’ 
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strengths and weaknesses, and hence were able to interact more collaboratively. Attan’s (2014) 

study revealed that test candidates performed better when grouped with those of the same level 

of proficiency, compared to when they were placed in mixed ability groups. She noted that the 

most pertinent issues in grouping students were the level of “threat” and degree of 

“connectivity” among the students. According to her, a higher level of threat increases 

insecurities and decreases confidence. At the same time, a lower degree of connectivity, i.e., 

“the ability to follow the arguments presented” (p.253), between the test candidates presented a 

greater communication barrier between them. In contrast, Watanabe and Swain (2007) found 

that test takers benefited from mixed proficiency pairings especially when their interaction was 

collaborative in nature.  

Nakatsuhara (2011) studied the effects of extraversion and proficiency on different group sizes 

(groups of three and four members) and found that extraversion affected the larger groups in 

terms of topic initiation and the amount of talk, while the proficiency effect was greater in the 

smaller groups. In another study, Ockey (2009) found that raters awarded higher scores to 

assertive test candidates when they were grouped with only non-assertive speakers, and lower 

scores when they were grouped with only assertive test takers. On the other hand, Berry (2004) 

found that introverts performed better when placed in a group with a higher level of extraversion 

than a group with a lower level of extraversion. Despite the contradictory results found between 

Ockey’s and Berry’s studies, there was a shared concern that test takers’ abilities might be 

perceived differently based on the groups they were assigned to. To counter this, Ockey (2009) 

recommends the following:  

When the group oral is employed, it may be necessary for raters to be able to also 

take into account some of the personal characteristics of one’s group members, 

such as their assertiveness. While the extent to which raters would be able to 

achieve this is not clear, making them aware of possible effects of personal 

characteristics of group members may help them assign more valid scores. (p.180) 

Since test takers’ personality was not a controlled variable in this study, comparison with these 

previous studies is not possible at this juncture. However, even if this variable is controlled, it 

is highly likely that some disparities will still exist between group members. Although ideally 

the test takers’ personality traits have to be considered when grouping students, there is one 

caveat. As Ockey (2009) has cautioned, how this can be accomplished remained unclear.  

In a study which investigated the grouping preferences of undergraduates and postgraduates in 

group work, it was found that students who prioritised attainment preferred to self-select their 

group members (Analoui, Sambrook, & Doloriert, 2014). Meanwhile, those who focused on 
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exchanging of ideas and learning from group work experiences favoured the instructor 

allocation mode. The authors contended that when students are aware that certain tasks can be 

performed independently, they are unlikely to work collaboratively with the others, which 

defeats the purpose of the group work. It is, therefore, important that the members of the group 

are assigned complementary roles so that each will have to rely on the other group members for 

a successful task outcome.  

Results from these previous studies further accentuate the complexity of group interactions and 

how an individual could both affect and be affected by the interlocutors in their groups. Overall, 

the instructors in this study seemed inclined to provide the best possible opportunity for their 

students to perform well. This is evidenced by the instructors’ tendency to allow their students 

to select their own group members, in keeping with their conviction that students could perform 

better when grouped with those they are familiar with. However, as we have seen, allowing 

students to pick their own group members may not work out as well as expected. As other 

researchers have cautioned, group membership is an area that warrants attention as the success 

of group work could be affected by the composition of the group. They propose that grouping 

should take into consideration aspects such as the differences in personality, familiarity between 

members, as well as the students’ language proficiency, to list a few considerations. However, 

taking into account the practicality of making such distinctions for the high numbers of students 

taking the EOP course, it may not be feasible to do so. Nonetheless, the instructor participants 

of this study revealed that they were aware of these aspects and had taken them into account 

when assigning students’ marks. 

7.3 Preparing students for the task  

As proponents of institutional talk research have attested, meetings constitute a genre distinct 

from other institutional talk, and from ordinary conversation (Angouri & Marra, 2010; Asmuß 

and Svennevig, 2003; Drew & Heritage, 1992; Schwartzman, 1989; Svennevig, 2012a, 2012b). 

Arguably, formal meetings are in themselves ritualized to the extent that the teaching of meeting 

skills is required.  The planned interaction has to reflect conformity to this genre, and the 

behaviours of the participants are to an extent, constrained by the context. As is evident, teaching 

meeting skills is obligatory prior to the assessment. Not only will the students benefit from a 

greater understanding of the functional role of a meeting, but they will also be equipped with 

the necessary knowledge of how to organize, and participate in a formal meeting. As the students 

had shared, many were not familiar with the exact processes involved in a meeting and 

experiencing this first hand in a familiar setting is necessary to provide them with a basic 

understanding of the mechanisms involved.  
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Results of the present study indicated that some of the students had misunderstood the 

instructors’ advice to prepare notes for the assessment task. Whereas the instructors had 

repeatedly stressed the use of notes as a prompt, a few of the students interpreted this as general 

consent to using scripts for the task and they prepared extended notes or scripts to refer to during 

the assessment. Similarly, Kunitz’s (2015) study on group planning found that there was a 

misinterpretation of the teachers’ instruction to plan for a simple outline and instead, the students 

prepared what constituted written scripts for their presentations. Kunitz, therefore, 

recommended embedding planning time in the classroom with the expectation that doing so 

would allow the teachers to monitor students’ interpretations of the test-tasks. All of the EOP 

instructors reported allocating in-class planning time for the students to prepare for their 

assessment. However, they conceded that as class hours were limited, a larger portion of the 

time was spent on clarifying the task requirements and providing meeting language input. 

Nevertheless, as reported in Chapter Five, the instructors were able to conduct some role-plays 

for language practice.   

Lam (2018) observed that when students were given a longer planning time, they were able to 

pre-plan ideas for the interaction. Even though it was pre-planned, it allowed the test candidates 

to “forge the appearance of constructing a spontaneous response”, which enabled them to 

proceed with the discussion more smoothly (p. 391). As such, they benefitted from the pre-

planning since some of the ideas were established beforehand. For a few of the students in this 

study, the longer pre-task planning time gave them the opportunity to script their talk. One way 

this can be mitigated is for the instructors to check the students’ notes and approve them for use 

before the assessment task. In van Batenburg et al.’s (2016) study of the use of scripted speech 

in a paired interaction task, test candidates were provided with the “task input sheet” for use 

during their assessment “to reduce cognitive load” (p. 83). Similarly, trained interlocutors were 

given prescribed scripts to standardize their linguistic and interactional contribution to the test 

event. Notwithstanding the scripting, the researchers found that the candidates’ interactional 

ability and linguistic accuracy could be measured reliably with both holistic and analytic rating 

scales. Although there are substantial differences between van Batenburg et al.’s study and the 

EOP meeting assessment with regards to task setting and planning time, the significance of their 

findings to the present study is that, despite the preplanned nature of the input, a valid assessment 

of the test takers’ interactional competence (IC) is still possible. As East (2016) has pointed out, 

pre-rehearsed scripting “does not necessarily disauthenticate the assessment” (p. 27). 

Considering that the assessment is part of a group project that the students engage in for the 

EOP course, it constitutes not just an assessment event but also a part of an on-going activity 

associated with their overall project. For this reason, there is a real need for the students to make 
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viable decisions and offer practical recommendations in the meeting that will contribute to the 

development of their group project. In other words, the embedding of the meeting assessment 

task acted as an incentive for the students to ensure that they conducted their discussions 

seriously as the decisions made would affect the next stage of their course work. This is an added 

value to the assessment task as it prompted further learning on the part of the students. Moreover, 

the feedback obtained from the instructors after the assessment, which is usually given in the 

following lesson, would also be helpful in guiding the students in the next stage of their project.  

7.4 Pre-task Planning 

The second research question concerned the strategies employed by the English learners and 

how they contributed to or detracted from an effective presentation of their communicative 

abilities. These include strategies in pre-task planning, topic management and turn-taking, role 

enactment, and in establishing contingency in interaction. RQ2.1 is discussed here (7.4) while 

RQ2.2 is addressed in the next section (7.5). 

Results of the students’ focus group discussion (FGD) indicated that while students were 

concerned about their accuracy, their need to convey content seemed to have taken precedence 

in accomplishing the task. As can be expected, to a certain extent this affected accuracy but not 

necessarily fluency. Within the groups, there seemed to be a high tolerance for inaccuracies 

since most errors were left unchecked. This is either because the test takers themselves did not 

correct those mistakes as they could still understand the message, or that they were preoccupied 

with other things, i.e., thinking of a suitable response or preparing for their turns.  

Concerning the group preparation, a few of the groups also indicated their tendency to resort to 

the use of their L1 in their pre-task planning discussion, and attributed their lack of practice in 

using the target language to this. The instructors also reported observations of such switching in 

their classes. Although both groups of respondents did not seem to view the phenomenon 

positively, it is possible that L1 was needed especially at the initial planning stage, as there was 

a greater focus on the content and organisation of the task at that point. Translanguaging, 

therefore, was employed to help the students with the scaffolding needed during this time of the 

preparations to cope with the content demands of the task. “When we make space tor students 

to use all the linguistic resources they have developed to maneuver and navigate their way 

through complex content, myriad learning opportunities open up…. which in turn helps students 

learn more successfully (Garcia et al., 2017, p. 8). If this was the case, there was a high 

probability that the planning session would neglect language practice. This could explain the 

lack of attention to accuracy on the part of the test takers. Nevertheless, it cannot be ruled out 
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that the content planning, even though conducted in L1, involved some language preparations. 

This is because it was likely that the test takers’ note-taking would require them to put ideas into 

words, phrases, or perhaps even sentences for the notes to be used as prompts in performing 

their roles in the meeting. A few of the students explained that some of them used the group 

discussion time to ask others questions regarding vocabulary and specific terminologies that 

they used for their meeting, such as ‘vendors’ and ‘drop ship’. Arguably, any planning done 

would inevitably involve both content and language preparation. Considering the lower 

proficiency of most of the test takers, there is a case for the use of L1 in their planning for the 

assessment task. This is especially so for them to be able to convey and clarify their ideas more 

effectively. Only when they had established the purpose and organisation of their discussion 

would they be able to proceed with the language preparation for the task.  

Previous studies on group interactions found that test candidates’ performance did not improve 

if their pre-task planning was not well structured (Foster & Skehan, 1999; Lam, 2018). Foster 

and Skehan (1999) compared group-based pre-task planning to control groups (solitary and no 

planning) and found that there was no significant difference in terms of performance between 

the group-led and the control groups. In other words, the group planning did not lead to better 

test performance. However, as the duration of the group-led planning in Foster and Skehan’s 

study was not made explicit, it is not possible to rule out that the perceived lack of effect on 

performance could be attributed to the limited time allocated for planning. In another study, 

Park (2010) investigated the role of pre-task planning on form and found that it has no effect on 

the test candidates’ performance. She attributed this to the discrepancy between the planning 

strategies and the demands of the assessment task. One can argue that regardless of the length 

of time given, pre-task planning is ineffective if not well executed. For the same reason, if the 

focus of the planning is placed on content, it is likely that focus on form will be neglected, and 

vice versa. The provision of pre-task planning time is not always recommended when assessing 

IC in oral test as it could lead to a more parallel pattern of interaction rather than a collaborative 

one (Nitta & Nakatsuhara, 2014). However, in the case of the present study, pre-task planning 

was essential in light of the EOP construct measured in the meeting assessment. This was 

especially so as the pre-task planning helped ensure that the group members engage with the 

agenda topics and interact collaboratively to attain a mutual objective. As demonstrated in the 

CA of the group assessment (Section 4.1), pre-planning was necessary for topic development 

and turn-taking to progress smoothly. 

Results of the students’ FGD also revealed that some of the groups had difficulties to meet up 

for practice and resorted to the use of WhatsApp, a messaging platform, to plan for their 

assessment. They cited this as one of the reasons for their inability to perform well as they did 
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not engage in proper planning. Considering the much longer preparation time made available to 

the test takers compared to the typically shorter duration in most high stakes testing contexts, 

this claim seemed to be unfounded. Nevertheless, it was possible that without a clear duration 

set for task preparation, the students had the tendency to view it as optional or less important. In 

contrast, groups that were able to have face-to-face planning and practice sessions tended to 

attribute their lack of performance to their own individual weaknesses, citing reasons such as 

lack of proficiency or confidence. It was reported that although they were able to meet for group 

preparation, they prioritised planning for the content and organization of the meeting, and 

neglected the language aspect. There was also evidence that some of the students perceived 

language preparation as an individual process rather than a group endeavor, and hence did not 

pay much attention to this aspect of the task planning.  

One way to capitalise on planning time is to have separate preparation sessions for the group 

and the individuals. While the group planning time can be used to plan for content and the 

structure of the meeting, the individual planning time can be used to focus on language practice. 

Through this approach, the students would be able to prioritise and focus their attention on one 

aspect at a time before moving on to the other. Moreover, this would allow both aspects to be 

covered more thoroughly for the test takers to be able to perform more efficiently. Most 

importantly, instructors should stress that the pre-planning is essential for a more effective 

performance of the assessment task. 

 

7.5 Enacting roles  

One of the distinguishing features of a meeting compared to ordinary conversation or other 

institutional talk is the presence of a chair as well as a meeting agenda (Asmuß, 2013; Asmuß 

& Oshima, 2010; Boden 1994; Deppermann et al., 2010; Pomerantz & Denvir, 2007; Svennevig, 

2012a, 2012b). Pomerantz and Denvir (2007) listed the following roles of a chairperson: 

(a) opening and closing the meeting, 

(b) introducing items or topics designated on the agenda, 

(c) facilitating the closing down of talk on one agenda item and the introduction 

of talk on the next agenda item, 

(d) allocating turns-at-talk by formally granting participants the right to be the next 

speaker, and 

(e) sanctioning inappropriate meeting conduct. (pp. 31-32) 

Task setting for a meeting assessment should, therefore, allow the chairperson to enact these 

roles in order to simulate a workplace meeting. In accordance with the norms of this genre, the 
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legitimacy of a topic raised by the chairperson is indisputable as the agenda has warranted that 

the topic should be raised and dealt with during the meeting (Pomerantz & Denvir, 2007; 

Svennevig, 2012b). Nonetheless, the topics are subject to debate and are negotiable. In practice, 

the agenda outlines the meeting structure and a departure from it risks making the meeting 

ineffective in resolving the agenda items.  

In a number of ways, the appointment of a chairperson is beneficial for the group as a whole as 

the individual taking this role can actively monitor the discussion to make sure that it stays on 

track. The chairperson can act as a point of reference, and a “structural device” to guide the 

discussion (Orlikowski & Yates, 1994, p. 544). Typically, the chairperson has greater control in 

managing the direction of the discussion (Angouri & Marra, 2010; Asmuß, 2013; Asmuß, & 

Svennevig, 2009; Pomerantz & Denvir, 2007; Svennevig, 2012a, 2012b). To a large extent, the 

chairperson is not only guided by, but also bound by the agenda to manage the interaction 

according to the preferred course of actions. This, to a few of the chairpersons in this study, was 

detrimental to their performance as it curbed their creativity and regulated their actions and 

contributions to the meetings. One of the concerns about unfairness in the appointment of a 

chairperson as expressed by some of the students was that the individual assigned to perform 

the role would have more chance to speak, and hence more opportunities to score marks. This 

was indeed the case in Van Moere and Kobayashi’s (2003) study where they found a positive 

relationship between the number of words spoken by the test takers and their test scores. In 

contrast, in a study of paired interaction between different proficiency pairs conducted by Son 

(2016), “talking more did not yield higher scores or vice versa” (p. 58).  In the present study, 

the instructors expressed the view that they did not equate quantity of input to higher scores. 

Nevertheless, as the students’ final marks were not available for analysis, this claim could not 

be validated. 

From another perspective, Ockey’s (2009) study found that assertive speakers were rated higher 

when they were the leaders of non-assertive groups, and lower when they led groups with 

equally assertive speakers. Thus, as demonstrated in Ockey’s study, and likewise in the present 

one, being assigned a lead position is not necessarily an advantage, and there are more factors 

at play in addition to the individual’s role. As Pomerantz (2007) points out, there is much 

variability in chairpersons’ enactment of their roles. As such, being assigned a chairperson role 

does not guarantee more chances to speak and subsequently obtain better marks. Likewise, as 

concluded in He and Dai’s (2006) study, even when test takers have equal powers, the desired 

conversational features may not be elicited, hampering the efforts to measure their speaking 

abilities.  
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Another problem observed was the execution of the chairperson’s duties. As detailed in Chapter 

4, the decision to co-chair a meeting, as was done by Group B, complicated the interaction, 

especially when the primary chairperson and the co-chair themselves were not familiar with 

such arrangements, or when they did not coordinate the roles efficiently. As this was the 

students’ first attempt at conducting a formal meeting in the target language, they would have 

been well advised to avoid such an arrangement, unless they were confident of their abilities to 

coordinate the distribution of the chairperson’s duties. Findings of this study indicated that the 

students’ knowledge of the chairperson’s duties needs to be broadened. While some students 

felt that the chairperson’s role entitled a speaker to more talk time, some of those who had taken 

on this role felt constrained by it. Therefore, the interpretation of a chairperson’s role as 

performing merely managing functions has to be rectified. The students should be made aware 

of all the other functions performed by a chairperson, and that adopting this role does not 

constrain one’s input to the meeting discussion in any way. 

One way to overcome the perceived unfairness as a result of the power asymmetry between test 

candidates is to allocate symmetrical roles to the members of a meeting. This may create a more 

neutral platform on which the students could potentially contribute equally to the group 

discussion. However, it could also be argued that for the meeting task to be as close to a real 

workplace meeting as possible, the assignment of roles could not be avoided, especially so for 

the vital role of a chair. One important observation made by He and Dai (2006) in their study 

was that “conversational features do not appear in speaking tests just because we introduce 

speaking partners with equal social power” (p. 393). In many tasks involving role playing, 

absolute equality is not possible. Therefore, during the planning for their projects at the 

beginning of the semester, it is important for the students to discuss with their instructors their 

preferred roles to ensure that they do not take on peripheral roles that could potentially 

marginalise them. Moreover, as stated earlier, the importance of the preparation for the roles 

should not be discounted as knowledge of their specific responsibilities is vital in ensuring a 

successful performance of their assessment task.  

Results of the study also revealed that a few of the test takers attributed their perceived lack of 

performance to the difficulties in enacting the roles they undertook. They believed that their 

inability to understand the roles could be explained by the fact that the roles assumed were 

unfamiliar to them, and that they did not yet have such experience. Role enactment, therefore, 

entails that the students conduct the required research to enable them to familiarize themselves 

with their roles and duties. This will not only provide the students with an understanding of what 

is expected for each role; the additional research work will also provide them with ideas on how 

they could contribute to the content of the group discussion as a whole. This subsequently can 
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help in improving both the quantity and quality of each student’s contribution. Moreover, the 

students need to ensure that they have selected complementary roles for each of the members of 

the group. At the same time, they need to be aware of their own capacities in enacting those 

roles.  

7.6 Topic management and turn-taking  

The third research question concerns the interactional dynamics of students participating in a 

group oral assessment. RQ3.1 relating to topic management is discussed in this section while 

RQ3.2 concerning contingency in interaction is addressed in the next section (7.7). 

It was found that there was generally a similar pattern in terms of how the group meetings were 

structured and organised. As detailed in Chapter 4, the opening and closing of the meeting 

assessment follow a typical meeting structure. The meeting begins with the chairperson greeting, 

welcoming, and stating the meeting agenda, and ends with a formal closing, announcement of 

the date of the next meeting, and a show of appreciation for the attendees for their participation. 

Ritualized opening and closing, akin to the ones described here, are distinctive features of a 

typical group discussion (Luk, 2010). 

The turn-taking processes performed by the groups were quite systematic and characterized by 

the chairperson- or agenda-oriented patterns. In addition, there were also instances of other-

select and self-select turn-taking patterns. Such interaction patterns conform to a typical meeting 

and are the characteristics of this genre (Asmuß & Svennevig, 2009; Boden, 1994; Deppermann 

et al., 2010; Ford, 2008). As each of the meetings was moderated by a chairperson, turn-taking 

was orderly and a fairly balanced offering of turns was observed. In all of the groups observed, 

without fail, each of the members of the groups was given the chance to elaborate on their 

respective agenda items. Nevertheless, the time each of them took to elaborate on their ideas 

varied. 

At the same time, the agenda was fairly determinant in coordinating the turns in the discussion. 

As a result, the students’ interactions could be perceived as being constrained by the formal 

meeting structure in terms of the predictability of the turn-taking behavior. Nevertheless, as 

previous studies of workplace meetings have shown, this predictability is expected. This is a 

good indication that the present assessment task has some plausibility and is efficacious in 

emulating real workplace meeting interactions. Similar to what was postulated by Svennevig 

(2012b), the introductions of agenda items by the chairperson were typically “short and 

‘elliptical’, frequently taking the form of a simple announcement of a ‘headline’ or title” (p. 63). 

In the context of this study, this is likely to be a result of the pre-task planning for the agenda, 
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and hence acceptance of the topic was automatic. As illustrated in Chapter 4, the announcement 

of an agenda item was usually the signal for the person-in-charge of that topic to take up the 

next turn. This had the effect of excluding other students from taking the turn. It is, therefore, a 

tacit form of nominating the next speaker to proceed with the ensuing discussion (Lerner, 2003; 

Svennevig, 2012b).  

The conversation analysis (CA) revealed that despite the pre-determined agenda items, a topic 

could shift, leading to a departure from the main topic, albeit usually constrained within the 

primary agenda topic. One such example was reported in Chapter 6 when one of the group 

members of Group G suggested reducing expenses by printing a smaller number of wedding 

invitation cards, another member raised the question of the banquet table number as it struck her 

then that it was something important that they should discuss. It was also found that most of the 

groups’ topics of discussion were closely centred on the main agenda. Only a few instances of 

topic shifts were observed and these were not pursued extensively. Bearing in mind that the 

meeting was an assessment, it is plausible that test takers were reluctant to veer away from the 

meeting agenda as it could potentially affect the outcome of their discussion should they fail to 

resolve their agenda items. This constraint on the part of the test takers, who might seem to have 

taken a safe course, may have had the effect of restricting the natural development of the 

discussion. Nevertheless, adherence to the agenda meant that they were more likely to stay on 

topic and on task. Despite the fixedness of an agenda, “transitions between subsequent phases 

of activity as defined by the agenda fully remain an interaction issue which is managed locally” 

(Deppermann et al., 2010, p. 1700). Due to this, the in situ actions and interactions of the meeting 

participants will largely determine the implementation of the meeting agenda and the actions 

that follow. Svennevig (2012b) exemplified that despite the “known-in-advance” nature of the 

topics in meetings, participants could deviate or digress from the known topic based on their 

orientation towards the subject under discussion (p. 55).  

Furthermore, the subsequent development of the topic raised may be sustained or terminated 

subject to the other members’ reaction to it (Svennevig, 2012b). Deppermann et al. (2010) 

explained: 

Even if courses of action are scheduled in advance by an agenda and even if all 

participants reciprocally orient to this agenda, the interactional implementation of 

this agenda still has to be accomplished with a permanent sensitivity to the ever 

changing local situational conditions of the action. This process requires continuous 

reciprocal monitoring and sequential as well as simultaneous co-ordination of the 

activities of all the participants involved in the collective action. (p. 1715) 
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A recurrent theme in the studies of interactions is the juxtaposition of the symmetry in ordinary 

conversations and asymmetry in institutional interactions (Drew & Heritage, 1992; Linell & 

Luckmann, 1991). Drew and Heritage (1992) pointed out that “institutional interactions are 

characteristically asymmetrical” (p. 47). Within the field of CA, the term asymmetry has been 

used interchangeably with other terms, “like ‘inequality’ (‘or inequity’), ‘dominance’ and 

‘imbalance’... All these seem to be opposed to terms like ‘symmetry’ (in, e.g., participation), 

‘equality’ or ‘commonality’ (of knowledge), ‘mutuality’ and ‘reciprocity’ (in, say, interaction 

and dialogue)” (Linell & Luckmann, 1991, p. 2).  

Even though the formal meeting structure ensured an even distribution of turns to a large degree, 

there was scope for asymmetrical interaction once the participants were responding interactively 

to each member’s formal turn. Asmuß and Svennevig (2003) postulated that the uneven 

distribution of knowledge between participants could result in an asymmetry in the meeting 

interaction. This poses one of the biggest challenges to the meeting assessment task as any 

asymmetry in the test setting may be seen as undermining its validity. Regardless of whether the 

asymmetries are in terms of the speakers’ role, linguistic ability, or topical knowledge, they pose 

potential threats in terms of the fairness of the assessment task. Linell & Luckmann (1991) 

posited that asymmetry is inherent in any type of communication and pointed out that “if there 

were no asymmetries at all between people, i.e. if communicatively relevant inequities of 

knowledge were non-existing, there would be little or no need for most kinds of 

communication!” (p. 4). For this reason, it is expected that asymmetries exist between 

individuals of different positions or taking on different roles. Following this argument, in a range 

of ways, asymmetry potentially shifts from person to person and from time to time throughout 

the course of an interaction. In much the same way, asymmetry possibly decreases as the 

individuals increase mutual understanding when they locally construct their discourse. Indeed, 

in the case of the present study, asymmetry in the interaction shifts from topic-to-topic among 

the participants as they move from one agenda item to another.  

For a majority of the groups, a fairly lengthy stretch of talk was observed when a new agenda 

item was introduced and explained before the other members were offered turns to comment or 

contribute to the discussion item. At this stage of the discussion, most of the test takers in this 

study had distinctively longer turns when presenting the contents they were responsible for. The 

present study also found that lengthier turns at talk were more common when a candidate 

presented information that was not known to the other members of the group. In other words, as 

a result of the task feature, even weaker candidates were required to produced longer stretches 

of talk due to the specific knowledge that they each had regarding the topics (or agenda items) 

assigned to them. This was viewed as a fair opportunity for the weaker students to contribute to 
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the discussion and demonstrate their abilities. The execution of this lengthier stretch of talk, 

however, was very much dependent on the communicative abilities of each individual. Luk 

(2010, p. 37) refers to this long stretch of talk as the “front-loading content delivery frame” 

where test candidates presented pre-prepared contents relating to their task. She found that when 

candidates took on this frame, their talk featured a higher word count compared to the response 

frame (when candidates engage with others’ talk).  

In the present study, when the front-loading content frame was engaged, it was dispersed at 

intervals fairly evenly throughout the meeting as front-loading occurred mostly when an agenda 

item was raised, and before further discussion could take place. In his analysis of workplace 

meetings, Svennevig (2012a) referred to these as the ‘monological’ turns which “may be longer” 

and “less directly related to the previous turn” (p. 8). This is corroborated by the present study 

where each of the test takers was assigned an agenda item that was not necessarily directly 

related to the previous one.  It is also worthy of note that the content loading part of the talk 

presents a good opportunity for the instructors to assess the students’ individual communicative 

skills, especially in terms of accuracy and fluency. As pointed out by the instructors, they could 

only award marks after a student had spoken for a certain amount of time. Additionally, the 

shorter utterances in the form of responses to others’ ideas during the discussion of the agenda 

item might be too short for a feasible assessment of these abilities. Moreover, as argued in earlier 

chapters, these responses could be a result of the use of formulaic expressions which: (a) do not 

reveal the students’ actual opinions, (b) might be a mere recitation of the expressions to occupy 

a turn, or (c) give the impression that one is paying attention to the discussion. Similar to this 

finding, van Moere (2007) found that there were instances where examiners preferred test 

candidates to take long turns as it would provide a greater range of language samples for them 

to assess and award scores to, particularly with regards to grammar and vocabulary. It is also 

likely that longer turns would also be helpful for marking the other aspects of the students’ 

performance as well, for example, content. 

Typically, after the introduction of each agenda item, or topic initiation move, a series of 

responding moves followed. During this stage of the discussion, the discourse was characterised 

by shorter turns where the members of the group presented their opinions regarding the item 

being discussed. These were usually expressions of support or suggestions. At times, a slightly 

lengthier turn was observed when more clarification or elaboration was needed on a particular 

topic. At this topic development stage, when the students’ interactions were geared towards 

resolving the agenda items, their interactions were more dynamic in nature. Here, the 

participants’ needs for a resolution can be viewed as a catalyst for a collaborative interaction to 

take place. This portion of the discussion broadly conforms to the collaborative pattern of 
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interaction as suggested by Storch (2002) and Galaczi (2008), especially in the convergence of 

the discussion towards a mutual understanding and in the fairly balanced turn-taking during the 

interactive phase. Specific features indicating the high mutuality and equality patterns were 

manifested in the test takers’ exchanges, where there were high frequencies of overlaps, latches 

and interruptions. When participants engaged critically with others’ ideas, they produced more 

overlaps and interruptions as each competed for a chance to express their opinions (Gan, 2010; 

Goodwin & Goodwin, 1992). There was also evidence that topics were developed through 

contingency and reactiveness of the group members. These were shown through references to 

the previous speaker’s input and elaboration of the ideas presented earlier. By referring to the 

previous speaker’s input, the test takers were able to demonstrate their reactiveness to others’ 

talk. At the same time, they could contribute inputs that were contingent and relevant to the 

discussion topic. This will be further elaborated in the next section (7.7). 

It should be noted that, while it may be feasible to categorise dyadic communications according 

to their patterns of interaction, it is not so easy when four or more interlocutors are involved, at 

least not in the present case. Unlike in a general conversational or discussion task in a language 

class where there is usually a single topic, the multi-topic discussion featured in the meeting 

task through the agenda could generate multiple trajectories and asymmetries. Nevertheless, 

findings of this study revealed that in the few instances where some of the test takers seemed to 

have gone beyond the agenda topics in their discussion, the chairperson was successful in 

returning their attention to the agenda topic by swiftly summing up the topic and moving on to 

the next agenda item. It was also found that mutuality on one agenda item might be observable 

between a few of the participants but not the others. In other words, some participants might be 

more invested in one topic than the others. As a result, reciprocity in terms of the amount of 

interaction generated on some topics may be comparatively higher than others and vice versa. 

One concern highlighted by previous studies on group work is the ineffectiveness of some group 

discussions to produce collaborative interaction among the participants. It was found that when 

the members of a group did not interact collaboratively, the resulting discussion did not foster 

evidence of interactional competence. In cases where discussions were reported to be 

unproductive, these group work situations were either ineffective in providing a good discussion 

outcome, or eliciting the skills targeted (Luk, 2010; He & Dai, 2006). It was, therefore, 

suggested that an effective group work activity should be able to generate a collaborative pattern 

of interaction for the participants to yield maximum benefit. Concerning this, the EOP course’s 

project-based framework deserves some credit as such structure contextualised the meeting task 

within a broader context. For this reason, there was not only a clear objective for the meeting, 

but the outcome of the meeting was also equally important as the decisions made would be 
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implemented in the next stage of the group project. Owing to this as well, the test takers had a 

real need to resolve their agenda items and reach a consensus in their meeting, which 

consequently stimulated a more collaborative pattern of interaction.  

The meeting task is another illustration of the tension in language assessment between having 

consistency and structure in the interest of reliability, and having realistic interaction that serves 

the interest of validity. As is often the case in performance testing, validity concerns could not 

be easily addressed as, according to Moss (1992):  

these assessments typically permit students substantial latitude in interpreting, 

responding to, and perhaps designing tasks; they result in fewer independent 

responses, each of which is complex, reflecting integration of multiple skills and 

knowledge; and they require expert judgment for evaluation. Consequently, meeting 

criteria related to such validity issues as reliability, generalizability, and 

comparability of assessments—at least as they are typically defined and 

operationalized—becomes problematic. (p. 230) 

In the case of this study, one of the threats to reliability is the variability of the topics of the 

group meetings. As each of the groups determined their own agenda, they had greater freedom 

in terms of their input and responses to the meeting topics. For this reason, consistency in terms 

of the topics for discussion could not be established between the groups. Nevertheless, such 

performance test features attend to the more contemporary validity criteria: “authenticity” and 

“interactiveness” (Bachman, 1996); and “fairness”, “cognitive complexity”, and 

“meaningfulness” (Linn, Baker, & Dunbar, 1991).  

It is also noteworthy that allowing the students to work on a project of their choice and have a 

say on the assessment topics is a reasonable way of empowering them. It would also help sustain 

their interest and engagement throughout the duration of the course. As indicated by the findings 

of this study, the resulting meeting assessment interaction clearly embodies the institutional 

genre it emulates, making it a legitimate task for the EOP course. A greater concern is how to 

ensure that the assessment task is enhanced in its efficacy as a tool for assessing the students’ 

interactional competence. 

 

7.7 Contingency in interaction 

Collaboration is indispensable for a successful group discussion. Results from the CA revealed 

a number of ways in which the test takers supported one another in the co-construction of their 

interaction. This included support through contingency of the interaction in topic development 

and turn-taking allocations. Results of the present study illustrate that producing utterances that 
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are contingent on to the previous speaker’s utterance is desirable to indicate one’s understanding 

and engagement with the topic. For contingency to be achieved, there should be a clear link 

between what was presented earlier and the responses that follow. Test takers in the present 

study illustrated this by referring back to a previous speaker’s idea, commenting, supporting, 

elaborating, and negotiating meaning (asking for clarification, and checking understanding). 

This is unlike what was found in Luk’s (2010) study, where test candidates had the tendency to 

avoid meaning negotiation for fear that it would reveal their weaknesses in expressing 

themselves clearly. In her study, apart from the fewer occurrences of clarification requests, there 

were also a few obvious instances where clarifications were required, but not given. Similarly, 

He and Dai (2006) reported that only a small number of test candidates produced the meaning 

negotiation functions. The candidates were also not reactive to others’ comments and only 

provided a minimal response to others’ contributions. In contrast, more than half of the test 

takers (22 out of 42) engaged in negotiating meaning in this study. This is in accord with the 

findings of van Moere (2007), who found that the meaning negotiation function accounted for 

20% of the language functions (LFs) recorded in his study of a group discussion. One possible 

interpretation of this finding is that the meeting task required that the students understand each 

other’s ideas succinctly in order to comment on them so that they could jointly come to an agreed 

resolution. Therefore, without a clear understanding of one another, it was not possible to 

compose a suitable comment to support, reject or justify the ideas, and this would subsequently, 

jeopardise their attempts to reach a consensus.  

One of the teachers interviewed in Luk’s (2010) study explained that her students did not 

elaborate on their peers’ ideas. Rather, they waited for their turns or for an opening to present 

the contents which they had prepared, and did not focus on listening or responding the other 

members. This was also reflected in He and Dai’s (2006) study, where they found that there was 

a strong emphasis on the part of the candidates “to display their best possible performance” (p. 

45), especially in situations where they could not react instantly to others’ input. They concluded 

that the candidates viewed the assessment event as an opportunity for them to perform 

individually and not to participate in a meaningful discussion.  

Even when there are one or two active and proficient members in the team, it may be hard to 

generate a dynamic interaction without other members who are equally capable of supporting 

or sustaining such lively discussion. This could potentially affect the more proficient students 

as it restricts them from performing to their best abilities. On one hand, when grouped with the 

weaker students, they may resort to using simpler vocabulary and sentence structures to make it 

easier for the weaker students to comprehend. On the other hand, if the more proficient students 

are able to help the weaker students by assisting them with vocabulary, negotiating meaning and 
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prompting the weaker students to participate, they might be viewed as having greater 

interactional competence and be assigned higher marks for displaying these abilities; this was 

pointed out by some of the instructors who viewed these traits positively. If this is the case, the 

gap between the more proficient students and the weaker ones might be made more apparent, 

and could put the weaker students at a disadvantage, portraying them as less interactionally 

competent.   

As meetings are primarily tied to an agenda with pre-allocated turns apportioned by the 

chairperson, speakership needs to be negotiated (Ford and Stickle, 2012). As can be gathered 

from the students’ responses, negotiating turns could be particularly stressful, with some failing 

or dreading to do so. Furthermore, obtaining a turn is of considerable importance as it provides 

the turn-takers with more opportunities to demonstrate their language competence. As reported 

in Chapter 6 (6.2.2.2), students were aware that getting others to engage in their talk through 

comments and suggestions was equally important as presenting their own ideas. The instructors 

had also made clear that the discussion task required that the test takers obtained feedback from 

other members of the group. Due to the explicit instructions provided by the instructors, the test 

takers made conscious efforts to engage with the other members. Obtaining feedback from 

others was also beneficial for the test takers as they could develop their topics further 

collectively.  

Perhaps knowing the limited time for each of them to contribute, most test takers paid close 

attention to available openings in the discussion, and did not wait too long before bidding for 

the next turn. However, it was noted that some of the self-selected turns were occupied by the 

use of formulaic expressions, such as ‘what about you (name)’, ‘for me, I agree with (name)’, 

‘that is a great suggestion’ without further elaboration, especially for the weaker members of 

the group. This meant that the opportunity available was not utilized fully. Lam (2018) 

established in his study that candidates with lower proficiency were inclined to make use of 

formulaic responses when unable to respond contingently to the previous speakers’ utterances. 

Meanwhile, mid-proficiency candidates were able to provide some contingent responses and 

back reference to the previous speakers’ ideas, while higher proficiency candidates were more 

capable of reformulating, providing justifications, and extending the previous speakers’ 

contributions. Regardless of their proficiency levels, most of the test takers in this study were 

able to demonstrate that they could react contingently to the discussion, albeit with differing 

levels of complexity in their responses.  
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7.8 Marks allocation 

This section addresses the final sub-question (1.3) regarding the marks allocated for the meeting 

assessment. Although assigning an individual mark based on each student’s contribution to the 

group discussion may seem fair, some questions arise as to whether this practice is justifiable. 

Specifically, in the way an individual’s performance can be independent of the performance of 

the whole group, and the extent to which the judgment based on this performance is a reflection 

of the individual’s ability?  Likewise, Almond (2009) expressed the concern that an individual’s 

marks “may wrongly be read as single measures of individual graduate attainment rather than 

being, at least in part, directly dependent on the input from peers” (p. 146).  He investigated the 

effects of group marks and individual marks on the overall marks of individual test candidates 

and discovered that those who scored higher individual marks were rater lower in the group 

component. In contrast, those who scored lower individual marks obtained higher group marks. 

He cautioned that “group assessment could however, in some cases, be almost a lottery in that 

it is dependent on the input of, perhaps relatively unknown, peers” (p. 146). By the same token, 

He and Dai (2006) questioned whether a group score is indicative of an individual’s abilities.  

To improve individual accountability, Mello (1993) recommended penalizing uncooperative 

group members by deducting the group marks assigned to them. She admitted: 

although the method used does happen to be punitive in nature, the objective is to 

coerce those students who would otherwise tend to be uncooperative and/or 

nonparticipatory to become actively involved in the group and its process, thereby 

providing the group with a greater potential to gain the benefits of group work (p. 

257). 

From the perspectives of a majority of the instructor and student participants in the present study, 

the individual scoring format should be retained for the various advantages cited in the earlier 

chapters (Sections 5.3.2.2 and 6.2.3.3). However, concerns highlighted by some of these 

respondents, although not significant in numbers, could be addressed by the introduction of a 

group interaction component to the present marking scheme. The demand for group 

collaboration to be taken into consideration calls for attention to be paid to this aspect during 

the students’ assessment. As some students had pointed out, the collective effort of the group 

should be rewarded as such. At the same time, with the inclusion of a group component in the 

assessment scheme, the instructors will be able to reward students for their efforts towards the 

overall success of the meeting in achieving its objectives. Therefore, it is suggested that a 

separate assessment item with corresponding marks is apportioned for this purpose. Through 
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this means, the individual marks format can still be retained while group collaboration can be 

awarded accordingly.  

The observation of the assessment sessions and the post-interviews also revealed that there were 

some issues concerned with the variable length of the meeting assessment, in particular meetings 

that were short and the complexity in marking that stemmed from these. One direct implication 

of a short meeting time was that the test takers who did not contribute much were penalized in 

terms of their marks for content. A feasible solution for this it to place a timer, visible to all of 

the group members if possible, on the meeting table. The test takers could also use the timer 

function on their mobile phones for this. By the time the test takers reached the Any Other 

Business (AOB) item of their agenda, the members would be able to gauge if they needed to 

extend their talk in order to reach at least the minimum duration required. It is also recommended 

that additional points or topics are prepared for back-up use during AOB to extend talk time. 

Appointing a timekeeper would also be helpful towards this end. Another possible way to 

manage this is through the test administration procedures, which will be discussed in 7.12.4. 

As acknowledged by the instructors, the processes involved in assigning marks for each of the 

individual students were quite taxing, more so when the meetings came up short. While in some 

instances the instructors were able to assess the students despite a shorter assessment time, in 

others they had to devote additional time to finalise their marks. When a group produced a longer 

discussion, the instructor was likely to be able to complete the assessment immediately 

afterwards. On the other hand, if the interaction was short, the instructor might not have 

sufficient time to assign marks to all the group members, especially when the meeting was 

poorly conducted. Another possible explanation to this scenario is that while some instructors 

preferred to complete the assessment on the spot, others might prefer to take some extra time to 

review their notes after the assessment before finalizing the marks. This raises the issue of the 

quality of the assessment. One way to overcome this is to consider video recording the 

assessment sessions so that they can be reexamined later especially for reviewing marks 

purposes. The availability of visual data would be especially helpful as the examiners have to 

assess four to five test takers simultaneously in a live situation. Towards this end, it is 

recommended that stduents are made accustomed to being video recorded earlier during the 

course; for example, during classroom practice. It is also important that this process is 

standardized and that the required video recording equipment is made available. Nevertheless, 

it should be note that practical constraints might not allow for such provisions. 

7.9 Revising the language criteria of the meeting assessment   
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Another concern expressed by the instructors is the challenges posed by the marking scheme, 

specifically the generic language component of the meeting evaluation (see Section 5.4.2.1). It 

has to be pointed out at this juncture that during the data collection stage, the researcher was 

alerted to the requirement to align the EOP course assessments to the stipulated CEFR B2 

benchmark, and therefore has taken into account the CEFR criteria in making a 

recommendation. At the same time, the instructors also suggested incorporating relevant 

illustrative descriptors from the CEFR into the existing marking scheme to meet this need. This 

is a positive direction towards a more standardized and accurate assessment of the students’ 

language abilities. One of the ways to achieve this is to examine the language functions (LFs) 

elicited through the assessment, and align these to the CEFR’s descriptor scales for formal 

discussion and meetings. This is illustrated in Table 7.1. It is also important to note that the 

corresponding LFs included in the table are those that yielded the higher percentages of test 

takers’ use (ranging from 50% to 90.5%) based on the LFA detailed in Chapter 4 (see Table 

4.2). Examples of these LFs can be found in the Group Meeting Checklist (GMC) in section 

4.2.3.  

Table 7.1 CEFR’s descriptor scales for formal discussion and meeting and the corresponding 
language functions 

Level Descriptor scales for formal discussion and meetings Corresponding Language 
Functions 

B2 

Can keep up with animated discussion, identifying accurately 
arguments supporting and opposing points of views. 
Can express his/her ideas and opinion with precision, 
present and respond to complex lines of arguments 
convincingly. 

(Dis)agreeing  
Supporting 
Negotiating meaning 
Expressing/Asking for 

opinions  
Justifying opinions 
Suggesting 
Asking for confirmation/ 

Confirming 
Elaborating 
Commenting 
Asking for/Providing 

information 

Can participate actively in routine and non-routine formal 
discussion. 
Can follow the discussion on matters related to his/her field, 
understand in detain the points given prominence by the 
speaker. 
Can contribute, account for and sustain his/her opinion, 
evaluate alternative proposals and make and respond to 
hypothesis. 

Based on the corresponding LFs listed in Table 7.1, the existing criteria for the language 

component of the meeting evaluation form (Table 7.2) could be revised as presented in Table 

7.3. 

Table 7.2 The existing delivery, language and grammar components  

Delivery, Language and Grammar 

Enthusiasm and vocal variation 

Preparation and knowledge of materials (confidence) 

Vocabulary and use of appropriate words (Meeting terminologies) 

Freedom from distracting “Uh”s & “Like”s, etc. 

Pronunciation, enunciation, audibility and clarity 

Grammar 
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Table 7.3 The recommended revisions for the language and delivery components 

Language and Delivery 

Can present with confidence and enthusiasm (vocal variation, e.g., 
freedom from monotone). 

Can use accurate vocabulary and grammar (appropriate meeting 
terminologies and sentence structure). 

Can speak with correct pronunciation (enunciation, audibility and clarity). 

Can speak fluently (free from lengthy/frequent pauses and distracting 
fillers, independent of notes). 

Can contribute ideas, and suggest alternatives. 

Can respond to ideas by (dis)agreeing, commenting, confirming, and 
negotiating meaning. 

Can sustain discussion by elaborating, supporting, and justifying 
opinions.  

The recommended revisions incorporate ‘can do’ statements, which are characteristic of the 

CEFR. They incorporate the LFs that corresponds to the B2 level descriptor scales for formal 

discussions and meetings. In this revision, four of the descriptors from the original CEFR list 

are integrated into the recommended version. As some of the behavioural features stipulated in 

the CEFR list were broader, these were represented more explicitly in the recommended version 

of the marking scheme based on the existing criteria used for the assessment. For example, at 

the CEFR B2 level, students ‘can keep up with animated discussion, identifying accurately 

arguments supporting and opposing points of views (see Table 7.1). This requires that the 

studens be able to ‘present with confidence and enthusiasm’, as well as can sustain the 

discussion by ‘elaborating, supporting, and justifying opinions’. The abilities to peform these 

language functions are, therefore, specified in the recommended revision for the language and 

delivery component (Table 7.3). This is in accord with Galaczi and Taylor’s (2018) 

recommendation for the CEFR descriptors to be further refined to meet the stakeholder’s need. 

In addition, to improve the interpretation of the assessment items and criteria, a supplementary 

document clarifying each of the steps on the scoring scale (1 to 5) could be devised to 

accompany the meeting evaluation form.  

The qualitative bottom-up approach in this study was undertaken to provide a better insight into 

the language produced by the test takers to corroborate the recommendations made for the 

marking scheme. At the same time, the post-interviews and focus group discussion with the 

instructors revealed concerns related to the marking scheme and the need to align it with the 

benchmarked CEFR level, which has in turn illuminated aspects that required improvement. As 

the meeting task is capable of eliciting LFs that are typical of this genre, the assessment could 

cater specifically to assess the test takers abilities in using these LFs. In that way, it provides a 
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focus on the students’ interactional competence, which is not assessed through the other 

components of the EOP project assessment, i.e., portfolio, presentation and test.  

7.10 Validation model 

Arguably, as stakeholders, test takers are the ones directly and most critically affected by test 

task construction. Therefore, test takers’ views should be taken into account in decisions related 

to their assessments (Bachman & Palmer, 2010; Elder, Iwashita & McNamara, 2002; Ockey, et 

al., 2013; Shohamy, 2001). Students are concerned about being given the chance to engage in 

decisions related to their classroom learning. This extends to both the curriculum as well as the 

evaluation processes (Hayward, 2012). In view of this, to a certain extent, test takers should be 

empowered to make decisions affecting them, especially in high stakes examinations where the 

results may negatively affect their overall success.  At the same time, instructors’ concerns 

regarding the viability of the assessment task and the efficacy of the marking scheme, which 

were recurrent issues raised in this study, also have to be addressed. The instructors’ feedback 

cannot be disregarded and has to take precedence as they are the ones implementing the task, 

and the overall EOP course’s project work from inception to completion. The validation model 

for the meeting assessment is presented in Figure 7.1. 

Figure 7.1 illustrates the multiple facets affecting the design of an oral assessment task. The core 

stakeholders in this study are the test candidates and the instructors who were the examiners 

(indicated by shaded ovals). The solid arrows indicate the two-way relationship between the 

connected items. The dashed arrows show how the additional inputs obtained through this study 

are channeled to provide feedback to the assessment processes. Meanwhile, the outputs of the 

study are indicated by hexagons.  

From the meeting assessment, the test takers’ language samples were obtained and analysed. 

Results of the both the CA and LFA provided information regarding the interactional practices 

and language output, and revealed whether these corresponded to the targeted abilities. 

Specifically, the LFA revealed the LFs elicited during the meeting assessment, and these were 

then used to generate the GMC as described in Chapter 4. The GMC in turn can be used for 

future validation of the test constructs, and as a resource for the teaching and learning of 

language in meeting in the EOP classroom.  

As illustrated in the model, the language samples obtained from the assessment were compared 

to the assessment criteria to identify any mis(matches). This process not only allowed the 

examiners to assign scores to the test takers (when they matched) but also illuminated the skills 

that the test task could elicit but was not captured in the assessment criteria (when they 
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mismatched). Furthermore, detailed analysis of the discrepancies between the elicited discourse 

and the assessment criteria revealed aspects in which the criteria could be refined. This 

performance data-driven approach (Fulcher, 1996a; Fulcher, Davison & Kemp, 2011; Turner & 

Upshur, 2002; Upshur & Turner, 1999; Youn, 2015) is an effective way to enhance the validity 

of the rating criteria.  

 
Figure 7.1 Validation model  

At the same time, the instructors provided information regarding competences not captured by 

the existing marking scheme, and highlighted the need to align the test to an external benchmark. 

This information was then utilized to revise the assessment criteria. As a result, the CEFR-

aligned criteria for the language component of the EOP meeting assessment were suggested 

(Table 7.3). Similarly, test candidates raised concerns regarding the individual marking mode 

and this in turn led to the recommendation of a separate group component, ‘overall contribution 

to the group discussion’, for the assessment criteria. These processes are continuous and 

cyclical, and indispensable in validating the task constructs.  
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7.11 Suggested uses for the Group Meeting Checklist (GMC) 

As presented in Chapter 4, the GMC included additional LFs unique to the meeting task setting 

and not commonly found in other types of pair or group interaction (i.e. interviews, or ordinary 

group discussion tasks). The additional interactional and managing interaction functions are 

essential for the task, and their prevalence indicates the need for such LFs to be incorporated in 

the GMC. At the same time, the elicitation of these LFs substantiated the efficacy of the group 

oral format to generate the targeted interactional behaviour, and make possible the assessment 

of these competences.  

As can be gathered, the GMC is quite comprehensive and therefore not feasible for real-time 

assessment use in its current form. Nevertheless, it provides a list of the LFs elicited in the 

meeting assessment, which is vital information in validating the task. Moreover, the GMC 

provides relevant examples of the phrases for each of the LFs and these could be used in class 

for the teaching and learning of meeting language, such as useful phrases and terminologies.  

7.12 Towards a framework for group oral assessment 

The framework proposed here is based on the synthesised findings of the present study. As can 

be expected, when any form of group assessment is undertaken, there are specific procedures 

that are essential in various stages of the administration of the assessment task to cater to the 

group context. These include the grouping procedures, pre-task planning, task settings, and test 

administration. These stages are illustrated in the framework for group oral assessment in Figure 

7.2.  

7.12.1 Grouping procedures 

In general, there are three basic means by which the test takers can be grouped: self-select, 

instructor-assign, and random grouping. In the self-select method, testtakers are empowered to 

form their own groups by selecting their group members. In such circumstances, testtakers have 

the tendency to choose those a) they are familiar with, b) who share a similar schedule, or c) 

who come from a similar background (hometown, program of study, or faculty). The instructor-

assign method usually involves prior consideration of the individual characteristics of the test 

takers, i.e., personality or proficiency. This method usually requires some time for the instructors 

to get to know the students beforehand, or for the students to complete some form of personality 

or proficiency test. Alternatively, groups can be formed randomly, e.g., drawing lots or arranged 

by numbers. It has to be pointed out that the meeting assessment of this study is unlike other 

assessments that apply ad-hoc random or student-select grouping. In the case of this study, the 



214 
 

instructor did not have a major role in grouping students. Instead the students were instructed to 

select their own group members at the beginning of the semester, when the instructors had not 

had the chance to get to know their students, and did not have the information required to enable 

them to assign groups based the students’ individual characteristics. Nevertheless, as the 

students had worked with their group members since the beginning of the semester, there was a 

certain level of familiarity among them by the time of the meeting assessment. This had also 

benefitted the test takers as they were able to capitalize on their knowledge of each group 

member’s strengths and weaknesses in task planning as well as role assignment. Although not 

applicable in this study’s context, where possible it is recommended that test takers’ individual 

characteristics be taken into account in grouping students or when assessing their performance 

as these can affect group cohesiveness and performance (Gan, 2010; Nakatsuhara, 2009, 2011; 

Ockey, 2006; O’Sullivan, 2002; Ying, 2009; Watanabe & Swain, 2007).  

7.12.2 Pre-task planning 

In a group assessment context, effective pre-task planning is frequently crucial to the success of 

a test task. Pre-task planning refers to the preparations to be undertaken prior to the assessment 

event. Figure 7.2 illustrates the pre-task planning involved in the meeting assessment task. The 

duration set aside for pre-task planning varies according to the test contexts. While most high 

stakes oral tests limit preparation time to immediately before the assessment event, some 

assessment conditions may require a longer preparation time be given to the test candidates due 

to the nature of the preparatory work that they are expected to do to fully prepare for the 

assessment task. For example, in Gan’s (2010) study, test candidates were asked to watch a film 

as part of the requirements ahead of their group oral assessment session. The activities 

surrounding pre-task planning are also wide-ranging, according to the specific task objectives 

and requirements. 

In the case of the present study, apart from taking on the roles assigned to them in their group 

project, the students also had to take on the roles of a chairperson or participants in a meeting. 

For this reason, they had to be clear about what they were each expected to do in relation to the 

roles that they took on. In order to do this, the test takers had to conduct some research regarding 

their individual roles and duties as part of their contribution to the meeting discussion. In 

addition, to prepare their group for the meeting assessment, the test takers had to also plan for 

the agenda of their meeting. During this stage of the planning, attention was placed on the 

organization of the agenda topics to be discussed, which included the turn-taking embedded 

within the topics. Hence, the need for a longer pre-task planning time.  
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Apart from planning for the content, pre-task planning also involves planning for the linguistic 

demands of the test task, specifically the use of meeting terminologies and standard meeting 

phrases. In most oral tasks, the evaluation of a test taker’s communicative abilities typically 

involves both content and language input. In terms of content, attention may be placed on the 

quality (i.e., creativity, complexity, maturity, relevance) and quantity of ideas contributed. 

Meanwhile, language input can be evaluated in terms of accuracy, fluency, and interactional 

ability. While both content and language planning could be done simultaneously, it is 

recommended that content preparation be dealt with before language preparation in the case of 

the meeting assessment, given the longer preparation time afforded to the students.  

 

Figure 7.2 A framework for group oral assessment 

Occasionally, pre-task planning may involve preparing supporting resources for use during the 

assessment session. To illustrate, in this study, the test takers were required to prepare a 

compulsory meeting agenda for the assessment. In addition, they were also given the options of 

including other supporting materials, such as handouts, financial reports or Power Point slides 



216 
 

for use during the assessment. In contexts where it is permitted, test takers may need to prepare 

individual notes for them to use as prompts during the assessment event. If this is the case, there 

should be a clear explanation of what constitutes an acceptable form of notes to be used for 

individual prompts to avoid any misinterpretation on the part of the test takers. Therefore, 

allocating an appropriate amount of pre-planning time is necessary for the test takers to be able 

to meet the demands of the test task.  

7.12.3 Task settings 

The task settings refer to the conditions under which the test task will be performed. These 

include considerations about the duration, procedures, physical settings, and resources for 

assessment use.  

Duration 

In a group context, factors such as the allocation of speaking time and timing play prominent 

roles in ensuring the fairness of the assessment (see 5.3.1). Unlike in individual or pair contexts, 

members of a group have to compete with several interlocutors for a turn. In such an 

environment, a pre-allocated speaking turn is necessary to ensure that each of the group 

members is given a chance to contribute to the group discussion. The use of the meeting agenda 

and the pre-allocated turns in the EOP meeting assessment were helpful towards this end as it 

helped ensure that each of the test takers was given a chance to contribute during the meeting. 

The duration of the assessment, therefore, should take into account the possible talking time for 

each of the individuals in the group. At the same time, the groups must meet the minimum 

required meeting time to enable the examiners to assign marks to each of the test takers.  

Task procedures 

Task procedures are concerned with the processes or steps involved in a test task. Some tests 

may require test takers to perform information-gap activities that entail the use of prompt cards 

and pictures, such as the one described in Nakatsuhara’s (2011, 2013) study. In the case of this 

study, the test takers were required to follow the procedures of a formal meeting (see 5.3.1.1). 

Prior to beginning the assessment, the group agenda was distributed to the members of the 

meeting and the examiner. As they were expected to have done pre-task planning outside of the 

assessment time, no planning time was given immediately before the assessment. Task 

procedures, therefore, are dependent on the activities that the test takers are expected to perform. 

The test takers will need to have a clear idea of the steps involved so that the test task can be 

performed efficiently.  
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Physical settings 

The room where the assessment will be held has to be conducive for the task as well. Physical 

settings refer to the infrastructure and setup of facilities necessary for the assessment. These 

may include the room setup, seating arrangements, projector screens, laptops, recording devices 

and timers. For example, in a meeting context, the layout of the meeting room and arrangement 

of the table and chairs are important. For the discussion to take place effectively, it is necessary 

for the test takers to be able to look at their interlocutors. At the same time, the examiner should 

have an unobstructed view of the interaction to evaluate the test takers’ performance. Therefore, 

a U-shape seating arrangement for the meeting would be ideal for the test candidates in such a 

context. Meanwhile, the examiner should be seated away from the main table to be somewhat 

unobtrusive and so that the students cannot see what the examiner is writing. Figure 7.3 

illustrates a sample of this setup. 

Where recording devices are utilized, their placement would also depend on the seating 

arrangements so that voices of the participants could be captured, and the right frames could be 

obtained in the case of video recording. A timer, if used, should also be visible to all of the test 

takers.   

 

Figure 7.3 U-shape seating layout  

Task resources 

Task resources are materials that are made available to the test takers for use during the 

assessment. As described earlier, some test tasks may provide reading texts, prompt cards, charts 

or graphs for the test candidates to study before the test, and as resources for them to use during 

the test. In the case of this study, the resources for the test takers included both compulsory and 

non-compulsory materials. To illustrate, the agenda was a compulsory document for all of the 

groups, and each group was required to provide a copy of this document to the examiner prior 

to beginning their test. However, other supporting materials such as sales reports, artwork or 

design samples, and the test taker’s individual notes were optional. Therefore, apart from 
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fulfilling test requirements, task resources are also dependent on the individual test taker’s 

preference as well. While students’ notes are allowed in the EOP meeting assessment, they 

should be made aware that lengthy scripts are prohibited and their notes will be subject to 

approval for use by the examiner before the meeting begins. Most importantly, the test takers 

should also be warned that they would be penalized for outright reading from their notes (see 

5.4.1.1. and 6.2.4.2).. 

7.12.4 Assessment system 

One of the core elements of any assessment endeavor is a comprehensive performance 

assessment or scoring system. This is vital for examiners to be able to assess test takers’ 

performance effectively. The key components include the assessment form, scoring rubric and 

the administration procedures.  

Assessment form 

The main concern in assessment form design is practicality, and more so in cases where the 

assessment involves a number of test candidates simultaneously (see 5.4.2.3). A well-designed 

form should be easy to read and uncumbersome to use. In terms of layout, it should be 

uncluttered with designated spaces to record marks and/or to write comments. Where possible, 

the items for scoring should also be arranged sequentially for ease of application. To illustrate, 

as explained by the EOP instructors, there were certain components that could be assessed 

earlier, such as presence and appearance. These components should therefore, be placed on the 

top half of the assessment form while other components such as language and content be placed 

on the bottom half of the form. Based on the observation of the assessment sessions, two of the 

instructors reduced the size of the assessment form, from A4 to A5, and photocopied them side-

by-side so that instead of just one, two test takers’ score sheets could fit into one A4-sized paper. 

This reduced the need to flip from one form to another as the score sheets could be placed next 

to one another on the examiner’s table, making it easier to view all of the students’ score sheets 

at once. One of the instructors explained that this also helps contribute towards the university’s 

eco-campus efforts. In view of this finding, this study recommends the use of the two-in-one 

version of the evaluation form as a standard format for the meeting assessment.  

Scoring criteria  

A test taker’s performance is usually compared against a set of criteria to determine how 

competent the individual is in performing a test task. In most instances, these criteria are largely 

determined by the test blueprint, or also referred to as table of specification for the test task, for 

the evaluation of the abilities specified. For this purpose, rubrics are used to guide scoring. 
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Rubrics can be in the form of checklists or rating scales, or even a combination of both. While 

a checklist is useful for determining if a specific behavior is elicited or not, a rating scale can 

provide more detailed descriptions in terms of the quality of a test taker’s performance, thereby 

making it more appropriate for assessing oral performance. Nevertheless, as highlighted by the 

instructors in this study, some criteria are harder to interpret than others are (see 5.4.2.2).. One, 

in particular, is grammar. A similar concern was expressed by Deygers and Van Gorp (2015) in 

their study on the use of a CEFR-based rating scale where the instructor participants pointed out 

that a criterion such as grammar was broader, and therefore more difficult to interpret. The 

authors also reported instances where the participants “overcome vagueness by creating their 

own objective criteria, such as the number rather than the type of errors” (p. 534). These further 

substantiate the need for a rating scale that could distinguish one level of performance from 

another. Hence, it is important that each score on the rating scale is accompanied by a 

corresponding descriptor so that it could be interpreted more accurately.  

As proposed in Section 7.9, language related criteria of the meeting assessment have been 

reinterpreted as ‘can do’ statements to align it to the required CEFR level. This was done as the 

meeting assessment is recommended for use to evaluate competences corresponding to this test 

task, i.e., interactional competence, since the test takers’ grammar accuracy could be better 

tested in the other test formats of the EOP course. Despite this, there is still a need for a detailed 

description of the score scales to clarify the kinds of performance expected at each scale level. 

This can be in the form of supplementary documents which the examiners could refer to before 

the meeting assessment.  

Administration procedures 

Administration procedures refer to the steps involved in the administration of the test. These 

include briefing the test-candidates and clarifying the task demands prior to beginning the test. 

For example, an examiner may need to instruct test candidates to read a text before starting a 

discussion. In cases where a test requires a test taker to perform a few tasks, the examiner may 

need to specify the order of the tasks and the time allocated for each. Additionally, if timers or 

recorders are utilised, the examiner may need to give explicit signals to the test candidates to 

indicate the time to start or to end the test. In the case of the present study, one of the major 

challenges in assessing the test takers is when the group meeting did not meet the minimum 

duration required for the test task. When this occurred, it was extra challenging for the 

instructors to assign marks to each of the test takers as they did not have a large enough sample 

of each test taker’s input due to the limited talk time (see 5.4.2.3). Therefore, more specific 

guidelines on the possible course of actions to be taken in such circumstances should be 
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stipulated. This would entail providing the examiners with a set of standardized instructions 

should the meetings come up short. These instructions may include explicitly asking the student 

to continue their discussion using one of the back-up AOB items that they have prepared. 

Alternatively, the examiners could be provided with a set of instructions as prompts. For 

example, ‘could you discuss what are the best ways to promote your business/project?’ or ‘could 

you discuss how your business/project is unique/different from others?’ Doing this would also 

help standardize the procedures for all the instructors involved in teaching the course.  

Although observation of the assessment sessions indicated that the instructors preferred not to 

intervene during the test, presumably to not interrupt the interaction, there may be instances 

where interventions may be required. For example, when there is a soft-spoken student, the 

examiner may need to use hand gesture to signal to that student to speak up, or failing which, 

call out the student’s name and ask him or her to speak up. The same can be done when a 

chairperson unintentionally leaves out an agenda item. When necessary, the examiner may also 

need to ask a quiet or passive student to contribute to the discussion, especially when the student 

did not participate in the discussion long enough for the examiner to assign a score. Therefore, 

it is necessary that standard procedures are in place to ensure smooth and standardised 

implementation of the test task across different groups, and examiners. Although putting in place 

these additional procedures may be more demanding for the examiners as they have to evaluate 

and monitor the performance at the same time, they are necessary to ensure that the evaluation 

of the test takers’ performance can be completed within the assessment duration.  

The framework for group oral assessment detailed earlier (Figure 7.2) has summarized the main 

considerations in implementing a group oral test. It also illustrates how these aspects are 

influenced by both the test objectives and activities surrounding the test. As illustrated, the group 

mode requires meticulous test administration to enable it to effectively assess test takers’ 

communicative abilities. In the case of the EOP meeting assessment, administering the test task 

is fairly demanding considering the pressure placed on the examiners by the number of test 

takers in each group, and the need to evaluate each candidate according to the various criteria 

within a fixed timeframe. 

7.13 Summary  

The chapter has discussed the triangulated findings from the previous chapters (Chapters 4, 5 

and 6) and related them to the relevant and wider literature. The CA approach to analyzing the 

data has revealed the interactional dynamics of students participating in the group meeting 

assessment, which in turn illuminated the meeting interactional structure as one that closely 



221 
 

resembles institutional meetings in typical workplaces. Meanwhile, the LFA has reveal the LFs 

manifested in such settings and highlighted the frequently elicited LFs which are unique and at 

the same time typical of such institutional genre. This provided the vital information required to 

refine the language component of the marking scheme. All these procedures are vital in ensuring 

that the constructs of the assessment task lead to, and correspond with the spoken language 

abilities displayed, making inferences about the test takers’ interactional competence possible. 

The scarcity of studies in similar EOP assessment context restricts the confirmatory or 

contradictory evidence to the findings of the present study. At this point, there is a lack of 

evidences corroborating with the ones found in this study to make a concrete evaluation as to 

whether the meeting assessment task is valid for the assessment of interactional competence, 

although evidences from this study suggest that this is the case. 

This chapter has also exemplified how the results obtained from the EOP meeting assessment 

can be used to provide in-depth details of the interactional strategies the test takers used to deal 

with these tasks. In addition, they revealed the steps taken by the instructors in ensuring a fair 

assessment of the students, and illustrated how this information can be utilized to further 

enhance the assessment task by taking into consideration the opinions of both groups of 

stakeholders. It has also recommended revised marking criteria for the language component of 

the meeting assessment to align it to the required CEFR level. Although constructed for the 

present study, the GMC and suggested framework for group oral assessment can be extended 

for use in other similar settings. 
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CHAPTER 8 

Conclusion 

8.1 Overview of the chapter 

This final chapter concludes the thesis by first summarizing the main findings of the study. It 

then highlights the contributions of this study to the research on group oral assessment and the 

pedagogical implications for classroom-based assessment and student learning. This is followed 

by the limitations of the study, and suggestions of potential topics for future research. It ends 

with some concluding remarks. 

8.2 Summary of research findings 

This study set out to investigate the use of a group oral task in assessing students’ IC in an 

English for Occupational Purposes (EOP) setting. It was conducted in Universiti Malaysia 

Sabah, and involved two groups of participants: three EOP instructors, and 42 EOP students 

who participated as nine intact groups. In total, approximately 14 hours of audio data was 

recorded and analysed. A bottom up qualitative research design was adopted, which included 

the conversation analysis (CA) and language function analysis (LFA) of the students’ actual 

meeting assessment, and qualitative analysis of observation, interviews and focus group 

discussion data.  

Through the CA, the researcher was able to take a closer look at the discourse produced and 

uncover distinctive interactional features of students participating in this type of group oral 

assessment. It revealed methods by which the students were able to manage agenda topics and 

distribute turns to ensure that each of the members was given a fair chance to share their opinions 

and participate in the discussions. Paying attention to the on-going development of the meeting 

by reacting contingently to each other’s ideas through comments, elaboration and meaning 

negotiation in co-constructing their interaction also proved to be beneficial for the group 

members. Nevertheless, for these to be made possible, it was vital that the assessment task was 

set so as to stimulate contingent interaction that promoted a collaborative pattern of interaction.  

The LFA performed allowed the researcher to examine the LFs produced to establish the 

efficacy of the meeting assessment task in producing the targeted abilities. It also made possible 

the identification of genre specific interactional and managing interaction functions which were 

subsequently incorporated into the Group Meeting Checklist (GMC). The additional LFs such 

as welcoming and greeting, commenting, asking for confirmation, confirming, instructing, 
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nominating, and concluding are functions that are characteristically used in actual workplace 

meetings. In fact, some of the expressions used for these functions are immediately associated 

with such institutional interaction. To illustrate, phases such as ‘good morning and welcome to 

our meeting today’, ‘I think we can bring this discussion to a close’, ‘let’s talk about the …’, 

‘we need to discuss…’ and ‘we’ll move on to the next agenda’ are proximately related to meeting 

talk. Familiarity with such expressions, which are easily transferrable to the workplace, is 

beneficial for EOP learners. As pointed out by Nguyen (2017), the ICs developed through 

classroom practice and training “may be repurposed to achieve relevant local tasks at the 

workplace” (p. 217). Overall, the findings of this study revealed that the use of the meeting task 

stimulated interactions that reflected this institutional genre, which supported the validity of its 

use in assessing the students’ IC.  

Meanwhile, the analysis of the students’ FGDs examined their perceptions regarding the use of 

the meeting assessment task, the difficulties they encountered when performing the task, and 

the strategies they employed in dealing with the task. The findings indicated that the students’ 

pre-task planning time had to be maximized. At the same time, pre-task preparations needed to 

include both content and language planning, preferably with attention first to the content before 

the language aspects. In addition, the instructors should also monitor and guide some of the pre-

planning activities, especially at the early stages of the preparation, to make sure that the students 

interpreted the task requirements clearly, and were making effective use of the preparation time.  

In addition, analysis of data drawn from the chairperson’s interview, instructors’ pre- and post-

interviews and focus group discussion (FGD) provided insights from the instructors’ 

perspectives, regarding several key concerns of the assessment task. As revealed by the 

instructors, it was important that the marking criteria were able to assess the abilities targeted 

so that a better gauge of the students’ IC could be made and more accurate interpretations of 

these abilities could be performed. The continuous need to update and revise the assessment 

according to contemporary pedagogical practices, and standardize it according to preferred 

external criterion were also seen as positive steps towards enhancing the effectiveness of the 

assessment in presenting a more accurate picture of the individual student’s communicative 

ability.  

8.3 Contributions and pedagogical implications 

This study appears to be the first that has reported the interactional dynamics of students 

participating in a meeting assessment task in the EOP classroom. As reported in the previous 

chapters, past studies on group interactions have focused on the use of group assessment tasks 
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in general language teaching settings, or the analysis of meeting interaction in institutional 

contexts. This study, hence, fills the gap by looking at a classroom-based group assessment task 

that is designed to prepare students for workplace interactions. 

An innovative aspect of this study lies in the GMC that was derived from the LFA of the 

students’ interactions, especially in the uncovering of the genre specific LFs, which makes it a 

significant contribution to the English for Specific Purposes literature on group assessment. In 

addition, the GMC provides fundamental information about considerations involved in 

designing tasks and establishing assessment criteria for use in similar test contexts. In the context 

of this study, it would also be a suitable resource for the development of the supplementary 

document to accompany the meeting evaluation form as suggested in the discussion chapter 

(Section 7.9), which can later be used to enhance the EOP instructors’ course briefing as part of 

the training and familiarization processes, and contribute to the pedagogic armoury of these 

instructors. In other contexts, the GMC can also be adapted or simplified for real-time 

assessment use. 

The results of the present study also have important implications for the design of group oral 

assessments. As illustrated in the validation model (Figure 7.1), there is a need to obtain real 

language samples from assessment events to validate the efficacy of the assessments in 

producing the desired outcome (Galaczi, 2008; Gan, 2010; Lam, 2018; Nakatsuhara, 2013; 

Ockey, 2014; O’Sullivan et al., 2002; Plough et al., 2018; Roever & Kasper, 2018). Up to this 

point, there is still a lack of evidence from previous studies, especially those specific to the EOP 

context, that establishes the match between what is produced and what is to be assessed.  

It is essential that the marking criteria of group assessment tasks be scrutinised to ensure that 

they are robust enough to capture the students’ interactional abilities and provide an accurate 

representation of these. Nevertheless, in previous studies on classroom-based assessment of 

group interactional tasks, little attention has been paid to the assessment criteria of group 

interaction, let alone in providing empirical evidence of the effectiveness of these in assessing 

the candidates’ interactional skills. The handful of studies that attempted this were limited to 

using the existing assessment criteria to validate the group tasks in terms of generating the 

targeted skills (Gan, 2013; Luk, 2010; May, 2009; van Moere, 2006), rather than questioning 

the robustness of those criteria. In fact, having appropriate criteria is not only essential for 

accurate interpretation of an individual’s skills, but also contributes towards distinguishing 

interactional abilities of group members who performed well and those that did not. With regards 

to this, the study has recommended CEFR-aligned criteria as detailed in the previous chapter 

(Section 7.9) which can be used to enhance the evaluation of the language aspects of the meeting 

assessment task.  
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At the same time, the expressed preferences of both the EOP students and instructors 

notwithstanding, it is worthwhile to be cautious about interpreting assessment performance 

based on the individual marks as it is arguably quite difficult to isolate and determine an 

individual’s interactional skills based on a co-constructed group interaction. As noted by some 

researchers, an individual’s performance in a group task is relatively dependent on the group 

input as a whole (Almond, 2009; Galaczi, 2008; He & Dai, 2006). Others, however, have argued 

that the disparities in the individual performances of the test takers can be attributed to their 

individual abilities in employing their linguistic resources (Chapelle, 1998; Kormos, 1998). This 

study, therefore, recommends that the individual marking format be retained while a separate 

component for group marks is allocated to evaluate the joint contribution of the test candidates 

to the success of the group as a whole. 

The validation model outlined in this study has also demonstrated how the constructs of the 

meeting task were validated, and the means through which the validation processes can be 

carried out to enhance the effectiveness of future test events. Most importantly, both the 

validation model and GMC can be used in future operational test settings and validating 

exercises. The findings of this study, hence, have also made significant contributions in this 

respect. 

The framework for group oral assessment tasks (Figure 7.2) is another novel aspect of this study. 

Up to this point, a group-based framework is still uncommon due to the scarcity of studies 

focusing on this mode of assessment. Taking into consideration the nature of such an assessment 

method, the framework outlines the comprehensive parameters of a group oral assessment task, 

from the initial grouping procedures to the scoring system. Concerning this, one of the 

pedagogical implications of group oral design is to set tasks that enable and promote a 

collaborative pattern of interaction. This can be fulfilled through careful tasks planning and 

consideration of the various facets detailed in the framework. Assessment design and planning 

should be prioritised as “conditions under which tasks are completed can have a marked effect 

in the resultant nature of performance” (Foster & Skehan, 1999, p. 241). The framework 

illustrated in this study can also be used as a point of reference for future studies on group oral 

task design and development.  

8.4 Limitations 

The limitations of this study are principally methodological and should be taken into account in 

the interpretation of the study’s findings. The first one is the absence of previous studies, 

specifically on the use of a meeting assessment task to test students’ IC, to inform the 
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development of the research design of this study. As comparable studies were not available for 

reference, it was felt that a bottom up qualitative approach was necessary to obtain the data 

needed to first explore the interactional behaviour of students participating in a meeting 

assessment. 

The second limitation concerns the CA where the audio recordings of the assessment were 

utilized (see 4.1). Undoubtedly, more detailed CA could be performed if video data was used. 

As noted in previous CA studies, video recordings can provide richer resources for analysis 

including the display of non-verbal behavior (NVB) such as gestures, eye contact, and body 

positioning and movement. Nevertheless, as mentioned in the methodology chapter, video 

recording was not adopted out of ethical concerns to prevent the data collection procedures from 

affecting the students’ performance. Nevertheless, it is acknowledged that more information 

could be gleaned through non-verbal data. Furthermore, previous studies on NVB have indicated 

its effects of the interactional behavior of language learners and test takers (Ducasse & Brown, 

2009; Ford & Stickle, 2012; Gan & Davison, 2011; Gullberg, 2006; Jenkins & Parra, 2003; 

May, 2011; Roever & Kasper, 2018; Plough et al., 2018). In the context of this study, had video 

recording been performed, the study of the test takers’ NVB might have revealed how these 

resources were used, and how they contributed to the interactional ability of the students.  

One possible drawback related to the LFA is that the data was analysed as complete transcripts 

of the group interaction where there was no demarcation or segmenting of the phrases or 

sentences into units of analysis for the coders to work with. Because segmenting might affect 

the integrity of the data, open coding was done to ensure that the data was contextualized for the 

coders to code according to their individual interpretations of the LFs. As a result, on a few 

occasions, each of the coders had coded different lengths of phrases or sentences and this 

contributed to the disagreements in coding, although these were minor. Continuing with this, 

some of the LFs elicited also served more than one function, which resulted in them being coded 

under two or more separate codes (see 4.2). This was also the case in Luk’s (2010) study, where 

she found that some utterances could carry more than one function “even though a core function 

can usually be identified in most cases” (p. 33). This too affected the inter-coder reliability. 

Nevertheless, as inter-coder agreement remained reasonably high, minor discrepancies in the 

results of the LFA analysis did not affect the overall reliability of the coding. 

With regard to the FGD with the students, it was understandably difficult for a student to remain 

neutral and there was a possibility that the students were affected by the social pressures around 

them, and hence might have given responses they deemed acceptable to the group and to avoid 

being confrontational (see 6.2). As such, they might not have expressed their genuine thoughts 

due to confidentiality concerns or sensitivity to the feelings of those present (Hennink, Hutter 
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& Bailey, 2011; Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest & Namey, 2005; McKay, 2006; 

Zacharias, 2012). This would have limited the quality of their input, especially in providing 

negative comments regarding the group performance or their group members’ contribution to 

the task. In addition, this might have also led the majority of the students to assign higher group 

performance scores compared to individual performance scores as the students were reluctant 

to grade their group performance as low in front of their group members. Moreover, as the FGDs 

involved several respondents, they were likely to have limited each individual’s opportunity to 

offer personal input during the session. The presence of other participants might have also 

prompted some to simply agree with or echo the others’ opinions.  

There are also some limitations associated with the ecological design adopted in this study. As 

all of the participating groups self-selected their group members (see 5.3.2.1), a comparison of 

the interactional dynamics of groups from different group formation strategies (i.e., instructor-

assigned or randomly assigned) could not be performed. It is possible that using other strategies 

to form groups will affect the interactional dynamics of the participants, and hence produce 

results dissimilar to the ones found in this study. Apart from that, it is considered a limitation 

that it was outside of the scope of this study to include the interactional analysis of each of the 

individual students and compare it to their corresponding assessment scores. This would have 

provided the opportunity to further investigate the scoring criteria and the individual marking 

format adopted for further validation work. 

Finally, reference should be made to the researcher as a member of staff involved in the design, 

development and implementation of the EOP group project for the Centre for the Promotion of 

Knowledge and Language Learning, where the study was conducted. For this reason, it cannot 

be ruled out that the researcher might have been less critical as an insider compared to an 

outsider in conducting the study. Similarly, the instructor participants might have been less 

critical of a course in front of someone who they knew was involved with the course design 

much earlier. While it may not be possible to be completely neutral, the researcher’s insider 

point-of-view proved to be instrumental in understanding the issues and concerns highlighted 

by both groups of student and instructor participants. In addition, this status has enabled the 

researcher to propose recommendations that were feasible in the context of the study for 

foreseeable future implementation.  

8.5 Future directions  

In addition to the recommendations associated with the limitations cited earlier, there are a 

number of related areas that future group oral assessment research may explore. An immediate 
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concern even at the development stage of this study is the lack of literature and pertinent study 

in similar EOP contexts to guide the undertaking of this study. Therefore, firstly, it is 

recommended that similar studies be undertaken to fill this void, and to enable future 

comparative analysis to be performed. It can be surmised that, based on the availability of a 

large number of English for the workplace textbooks and resource materials in the global market, 

it is a fairly universal subject of study, albeit under various subject titles (i.e., English for 

Occupational Purposes, English for the professions, Business English to name a few). Studies 

such as this one can be replicated or adapted, and undertaken in various settings to add to the 

limited literature on this area of inquiry. 

The second area worthy of further investigation is the trial application of the GMC in similar 

settings to confirm the LFs, and recommend additional ones where applicable. To the knowledge 

of the researcher, there were no previously reported CA nor LFA studies involving the use of a 

meeting as an assessment task, making the GMC apparently the first of its kind. Towards this 

end, another avenue for comparative analysis is a LF analysis of discourse in an actual 

workplace meeting to compare the LFs elicited in such a setting to those listed in the GMC.  

This would enable comparison of the LFs produced in the two institutional settings and the 

identification of any discrepancies between them to refine the checklist. Moreover, this would 

further enhance the efficacy of the use of the GMC in validating the construct of a meeting 

assessment. Although studies on meetings at the workplace had been reported in the literature, 

such as Angouri and Marra (2010), Deppermann et al., (2010), Djordjilovic (2012), Ford and 

Stickle (2012), Svennevig (2012a, 2012b), Van Praet’s (2009) and the Language at the 

Workplace Project at Victoria University (Victoria University of Wellington, n.d.), they were 

limited to the CA of the meeting interaction but not LFA.  

A further area of research that would potentially benefit future assessments of group interaction 

is the investigation of the contribution of non-verbal behavior (NVB) to IC through micro-

analysis of such behaviors in peer-to-peer discourse. As previous studies have pointed out, NVB 

plays an equally important role as verbal behavior in signifying interactional competence 

(Ducasse & Brown, 2009; Gullberg, 2006; Jenkins & Parra, 2003; May, 2011; Plough et al., 

2018; Hoever & Kasper, 2018). Nonetheless, it has to be cautioned that depending on the context 

and aims of the test, in some instances such micro-analysis of NVB for assessment purposes 

may not be directly applicable or necessary, such as in the case of Brooks’ (2003) study where 

she recommended the removal of references to NVB from O’Sullivan et al.’s (2002) original 

observation checklist to adapt it for use in the IELTS speaking test task for the reason that the 

tests were audio recorded rather than video recorded. Therefore, more in-depth investigations 

are required to gauge the applicability and feasibility of assessing NVB in interactional tasks. 
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The next recommendation is a follow-up to the present study to trial the revised marking criteria 

for the language component in future EOP meeting assessments. Although the study did not set 

out to review these criteria, the findings revealed this aspect as a viable focus of inquiry for 

further in-depth study. The present study has also recommended revised criteria for the language 

component of the EOP course. However, due to time and logistical constraints, pilot testing of 

these was not possible during the course of this study. As the revised criteria were customized 

for this specific setting, they should be piloted and validated in an experimental study to gauge 

its applicability for future assessment use. Continuing with this topic, the present study’s 

recommended revisions were limited to the language component of the assessment as this was 

the area of immediate concern highlighted by the instructor participants of this study. Therefore, 

the other components of the marking scheme may be worth investigating for a more 

comprehensive revision of the overall meeting assessment scheme.  

8.6 Concluding remarks 

In Malaysia, one of the reasons frequently quoted for graduate unemployment is the graduate’s 

lack of English language skills (Beritanasionalrtm rasmi, 2019, 8:11; Burgess, Cameron, Dhakal 

& Brown, 2018; Nankervis, Prikshat & Cameron, 2018; Juhdi, Pa’Wan, Othman & Moksin, 

2010; Prikshat, Nankervis, Priyono, Moh’d Saleh, Connell, & Burgess, 2018; Mohd Salleh, 

Emelifeonwu, Winterton & Kwok, 2018; Mohd Salleh, Mapjabil & Legino, 2019). Often, fresh 

graduates have failed to impress prospective employers as they were unable to express their 

thoughts and ideas well enough to secure employment. As a result, universities nationwide are 

tasked to ensure that their graduates attain an acceptable level of English to help alleviate this 

problem (Juhdi, et al., 2010; Mohd Salleh, et al., 2018; Mohd Salleh, et al., 2019) For this reason, 

it is important that efforts towards this end are investigated extensively to determine ways in 

which they can be enhanced for a better overall outcome. Furthermore, communicative 

competence in the target language is particularly important for graduates’ transition from higher 

education institutions to workplaces after they have secured employment.  As Doehler and 

Petitjean (2017) put it: 

Interactional competences, in particular, are central components of the wider social 

abilities by which people gain access to multiple institutional worlds, enabling them 

to pursue educational and professional goals in ever-changing environments. These 

competences are key to learning, academic or professional selection, identity 

construction, workplace socialization, professional integration and much more. (p. 

1) 
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This study has also underscored the importance of validating task constructs as well as 

determining the match between elicited output and the target domain. Most importantly, the 

study has demonstrated how workplace IC can be assessed effectively through an EOP group 

meeting assessment. Together with the GMC, the validating model enabled a systematic review 

of the test settings and constructs.  

Although this study has empirically demonstrated that the meeting assessment task could elicit 

discourse appropriate for the target domain, which subsequently facilitated the assessment of 

such interactional abilities, it has also demonstrated how the elicited interactions could be 

affected by various factors.  As illustrated in the framework for group oral assessment, various 

facets have to be taken into account in the undertaking of such a mode of assessment, such as 

the grouping procedures, pre-task planning, and task settings. The present study holds the view 

that, regardless of the group configuration, if meticulously planned and executed by both the 

instructors and students, the meeting assessment task is able to generate discourse that is 

reflective of this institutional genre, and most importantly, that enables the elicitation and 

assessment of the test takers’ ICs. Overall, the assessment process can be seen as cyclical, and 

a review of how the assessment is conducted should be done periodically to ensure that the 

assessments are updated, and continue to contribute towards an effective assessment of the 

students’ interactional skills.  

Nevertheless, as demonstrated in this study, the use of the group meeting discussion assessment 

in the EOP course is a valuable pedagogical strategy. It affords the instructors an alternative 

way to assess communication skills that is otherwise not possible in individual or pair formats. 

It also provides a possible means of gauging their students’ abilities to perform such 

communication functions in their future work places. With appropriately set group assessment 

tasks, procedures, and diligent implementation, it is possible for effective assessment of the 

students’ interactional abilities to be performed.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A Ethics approval 

 
  

Office of the Vice-Chancellor
Finance, Ethics and Compliance

The University of Auckland
Private Bag 92019
Auckland, New Zealand

Level 10, 49 Symonds Street
Telephone: 64 9 373 7599
Extension: 87830 / 83761
Facsimile: 64 9 373 7432

UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE (UAHPEC)

26-Sep-2016

MEMORANDUM TO:

Prof John Read
App Lang Studies & Linguistics

Re: Application for Ethics Approval (Our Ref. 017986): Approved

The Committee considered your application for ethics approval for your project entitled Developing a
framework for effective group assessment in the ESP classroom.

We are pleased to inform you that ethics approval is granted for a period of three years.

The expiry date for this approval is 26-Sep-2019.

If the project changes significantly, you are required to submit a new application to UAHPEC for further
consideration.

If you have obtained funding other than from UniServices, send a copy of this approval letter to the Research
Office, at ro-awards@auckland.ac.nz. For UniServices contracts, send a copy of the approval letter to the
Contract Manager, UniServices.

In order that an up-to-date record can be maintained, you are requested to notify UAHPEC once your project is
completed.

The Chair and the members of UAHPEC would be happy to discuss general matters relating to ethics approvals.
If you wish to do so, please contact the UAHPEC Ethics Administrators at ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz in the first
instance.  

Please quote reference number: 017986 on all communication with the UAHPEC regarding this application.

(This is a computer generated letter. No signature required.)

UAHPEC Administrators
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Appendix C Approval letter from the dean of CPKLL 
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Appendix D Participant information sheet (Course chairperson) 

 

  

1 
 

 
 

School of Cultures, Languages and Linguistics, Faculty of Arts 
Arts 1, Building 206, 14a Symonds Street, Auckland, 1010 

Phone: +64 9 373 7599 ext 73158 
 

The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 

Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 

 
 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 
(Course Chairperson) 

 
DEVELOPING A FRAMEWORK FOR EFFECTIVE GROUP ASSESSMENT IN 

THE ESP CLASSROOM 
 
Name of Researcher: Priscilla Shak  
Name of Supervisor: Professor John Read 
 
Researcher introduction 
I am Priscilla Shak and I am a PhD candidate in the School of Cultures, Languages 
and Linguistics, Faculty of Arts, the University of Auckland. My supervisor is 
Professor John Read. 

 
 

Project description and invitation 
The aim of the project is to gain a better understanding of group interaction in the 
assessment of the English for Occupational Purposes (EOP) course by careful 
documentation of the group dynamics involved in conversation between group 
participants. This will better inform testers and researchers within the field on the 
use of group assessments in the language classroom. As the EOP course 
chairperson, your expertise in designing and teaching the EOP course will provide 
useful information and insights on specific assessment procedures and measures 
taken in the design of the group oral assessment component of the course. 
However, participation in the research is absolutely voluntary. You are free to 
choose whether to participate or not, and what information you are willing to 
provide. It will not affect your employment status at the University at all. You 
should also not feel obliged to participate just because you have been my 
colleague. 

 
Procedures 
The study will involve an in-depth one-to-one interview session between you and 
the researcher. This interview will take place in your office, or in an agreed upon 
location at a time convenient to you. Before your interview begins, you will be 
asked to sign a Consent Form. The interview questions will cover general course 
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information including course and assessment design, guidelines, and instructor 
briefing procedures. The interview session may last up to one hour and will be 
audio recorded digitally and transcribed by the researcher. You will have the 
opportunity to edit the transcript if you would like to. 
 
 
Data storage/retention/destruction/future use 
The audio recording file and corresponding transcribed data will be analysed and 
the results will be used for the project only. The data will not be transferred to any 
public repository or used by any other party. The data will be kept by the 
researcher, locked in a secure cabinet at the researcher’s department for a 
minimum of 6 years. After the minimum storage time has elapsed, the soft-copy 
data will be permanently deleted and hard copy data will be shredded.  
 
 
Right to Withdraw from Participation 
You will be free to withdraw from participating in the research at any time. Even if 
you agree to being recorded, you may choose to have the recorder turned off at any 
time. You will also have the right to withdraw any data traceable to you up to 
31/12/2017. 
 
 
Confidentiality 
The confidentiality of your identity cannot be guaranteed. However, your 
participation will be kept strictly confidential to the researcher and your real name 
will be substituted with a code throughout the research. This same code will also 
be used as substitute of your real name in any future reports and publications so 
that your identity will not be disclosed. 
 
 
Rewards for participation 
In appreciation of your participation, we will offer you a voucher valued at RM100. 
You can also request a copy of the summary of research results by indicating this 
in the Consent Form. 
 
Thank you for taking time to read this information sheet. Should you have any 
questions, please feel free to contact any person listed below. 
 
Researcher:  
Priscilla Shak 

Phone: +(64) (9) 373 7599 Extn. 87499 (office) 
Email: psha628@aucklanduni.ac.nz  
Postal address: PhD Mailbox, Level 3, Arts 2, 
Building 207, 18 Symonds Street, Auckland, 1010 
 

Supervisor:  
Professor John Read 

Phone: +(64) (9) 923 87673 
Email: ja.read@auckland.ac.nz  
 

Head of School of 
Cultures, Languages 
and Linguistics: 
Professor Gary Barkhuizen 

Phone: +(64) (9) 923 8197 
Email: g.barkhuizen@auckland.ac.nz 
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For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair, The 
University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The 
University of Auckland, Research Office, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. 
Telephone 09 373 7599 extn. 83711. Email: ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz  
 
 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS 
COMMITTEE ON 26 SEPTEMBER 2016 FOR (3) YEARS, REFERENCE NUMBER 
017986. 
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Appendix E Consent form (Course chairperson) 

  

	

School of Cultures, Languages and Linguistics, Faculty of Arts 
Arts 2, Building 207, 18 Symonds Street, Auckland, 1010 

Phone: +64 9 373 7599 ext 87499 
 

The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 

Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 

	

CONSENT FORM  

(Chairperson) 

 
THIS FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF 6 YEARS 

 
Project title: Developing a Framework for Effective Group Assessment in the 
ESP classroom 

Name of Researcher: Priscilla Shak  
Name of Supervisor: Professor John Read 
 
Email contacts: psha628@aucklanduni.ac.nz, ja.read@auckland.ac.nz 
 
I have read the Participant Information Sheet, have understood the nature and 
procedures of the research and why I have been selected. I have had the 
opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.  
 
l I agree to take part in this research. 
l My participation is voluntary. 
l I understand that I will participate in an in-depth interview and a focus group 

discussion, and that my participation in both sessions will take about 2 hours. 
l I understand that my decision to participate or not will have no effect on my 

employment status at the University. 
l I agree (    ) / do not agree (    ) to be audio-recorded.  
l Even if I agree to being recorded, I may choose to have the recorder turned 

off at any time. 
l I understand that the audio recordings of the interview will be transcribed by 

the researchers. 
l I understand that I am free to withdraw participation at any time, and to 

withdraw any data traceable to me up to 31/12/2017.  
l I understand that the audio recording and the transcript will be kept by the 

researchers, and will be stored and backed up in digital form in a password-
protected file on The University of Auckland’s server for a minimum of 6 years, 
after which they will be deleted from the server.  

l I understand that the data will be analysed by the researchers and will be used 
for the project only. 
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l I understand that the Consent Form will be stored separately in a lockable 
cabinet in the research supervisor’s office in The University of Auckland. 

l I understand that my participation will be kept strictly confidential to the 
researchers throughout the research and my real name will not appear in any 
future reports or publications. 

l I wish (    ) / do not wish (    ) to receive the summary of the findings, which 
can be emailed to me at this email address: ___________________________. 

l I understand that I will receive a voucher valued at RM100 for my participation. 
 
 
 
Name _________________________________ 
 
Signature ______________________________       Date ________________ 
 
 
 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS 
COMMITTEE ON 26 SEPTEMBER 2016 FOR (3) YEARS, REFERENCE NUMBER 
017986.	
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Appendix F Participant information sheet (Instructor) 
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School of Cultures, Languages and Linguistics, Faculty of Arts 
Arts 1, Building 206, 14a Symonds Street, Auckland, 1010 

Phone: +64 9 373 7599 ext 73158 
 

The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 

Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 

 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

(Instructors) 
 

DEVELOPING A FRAMEWORK FOR EFFECTIVE GROUP ASSESSMENT IN 
THE ESP CLASSROOM 

 
Name of Researcher: Priscilla Shak  
Name of Supervisor: Professor John Read 
 
Researcher introduction 
I am Priscilla Shak and I am a PhD candidate in the School of Cultures, Languages 
and Linguistics, Faculty of Arts, the University of Auckland. My supervisor is 
Professor John Read. 

 
 

Project description and invitation 
The aim of the project is to gain a better understanding of group interaction in the 
assessment of the English for Occupational Purposes (EOP) course by careful 
documentation of the group dynamics involved in conversation between group 
participants. This will better inform testers and researchers within the field on the 
use of group assessments in the language classroom. As part of the project, in-
depth interviews will be conducted with the instructors of the EOP course to obtain 
information on the EOP course content, administration, and assessment 
procedures. As an EOP course instructor, your experience and expertise in teaching 
the EOP course will provide useful information and insights on specific assessment 
steps and measures involved in the group oral discussions and assessment of the 
course. However, participation in the research is absolutely voluntary. It is your 
choice whether to participate or not, and what information you are willing to 
provide during the research. It will not affect your employment status at the 
University at all. You should also not feel obliged to participate just because you 
have been my colleague.  

 
Procedures 
The study will involve two one-to-one interview sessions between you and the 
researchers. There will be a one-to-one pre-interview session conducted prior to 
the informal group oral discussion observation and the group meeting assessment 
observation events. Before your first interview begins, you will be asked to sign a 
Consent Form. The pre-interview questions will cover general course information 
including course assessment, student preparation for assessment, your 
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expectations and your views on the use of group oral discussion. After the pre-
interview, the researcher will perform a non-participant observation and audio 
record the formal group assessment event of the participating group(s) of students 
according to your assessment schedule. Upon the completion of the students’ 
formal discussion assessment event, you will participate in a one-to-one post-
interview session with the researcher. The post-interview will focus on the outcome 
of the assessment event, students’ group assessment results and your overall 
views regarding the students’ performance. Each interview session may last up to 
one hour. They will be held at your office or at a location convenient to you. Both 
the pre- and post-interview sessions will be audio recorded and transcribed. You 
will have the opportunity to edit the transcript if you would like to. 
 
 
Data storage/retention/destruction/future use 
The audio and transcribed data collected will be analysed and the results will be 
used for the project only. The data will not be transferred to any public repository 
or used by any other party. The data will also be kept by the researcher and will 
be locked in a secure cabinet at the researcher’s department for a minimum of 6 
years. After the minimum storage time has elapsed, the soft-copy data will be 
permanently deleted and hard copy data will be shredded. 
 
 
Right to Withdraw from Participation 
You will be free to withdraw from participating in the research at any time. Even if 
you agree to being recorded, you may choose to have the recorder turned off at any 
time. You will also have the right to withdraw any data traceable to you up to 
31/12/2017. 
 
 
Confidentiality 
The confidentiality of your identity cannot be guaranteed. However, your 
participation will be kept strictly confidential to the researcher and your real name 
will be substituted with a code throughout the research. This same code will also 
be used as substitute of your real name in any future reports and publications so 
that your identity will not be disclosed. 
 
 
Rewards for participation 
In appreciation of your participation we will offer you a voucher valued at RM100. 
You can also request a copy of the summary of research results by indicating this 
in the Consent Form. 
 
Thank you for taking time to read this information sheet. Should you have any 
questions, please feel free to contact any person listed on the following page. 
 
Researcher:  
Priscilla Shak 

Phone: +(64) (9) 373 7599 Extn. 87499 (office) 
Email: psha628@aucklanduni.ac.nz  
Postal address: PhD Mailbox, Level 3, Arts 2, 
Building 207, 18 Symonds Street, Auckland, 1010 
 

Supervisor:  
Professor John Read 

Phone: +(64) (9) 923 7673  (office) 
Email: ja.read@auckland.ac.nz  
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Head of School of 
Cultures, Languages 
and Linguistics: 
Professor Gary Barkhuizen 

Phone: +(64) (9) 923 8197 
Email: g.barkhuizen@auckland.ac.nz 

 
For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair, The 
University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of 
Auckland, Research Office, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Telephone 09 373 
7599 extn. 83711. Email: ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz  
 
 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS 
COMMITTEE ON 26 SEPTEMBER 2016 FOR (3) YEARS, REFERENCE NUMBER 
017986. 
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Appendix G Consent form (Instructor) 

  

Page 1 of 2 
	

	

School of Cultures, Languages and Linguistics, Faculty of Arts 
Arts 2, Building 207, 18 Symonds Street, Auckland, 1010 

Phone: +64 9 373 7599 ext 87499 
 

The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 

Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 

	

CONSENT FORM  

(Instructors) 

 
THIS FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF 6 YEARS 

 
Project title: Developing a Framework for Effective Group Assessment in the 
ESP classroom 

Name of Researcher: Priscilla Shak  
Name of Supervisor: Professor John Read 
 
Email contacts: psha628@aucklanduni.ac.nz, ja.read@auckland.ac.nz 
 
I have read the Participant Information Sheet, have understood the nature and 
procedures of the research and why I have been selected. I have had the 
opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction 
 
l I agree to take part in this research. 
l My participation is voluntary. 
l I understand that I will participate in a pre-interview, a post-interview and a 

focus group discussion which will all be audio-recorded. 
l I understand that my participation in all the research activities of the study will 

take about 2-3 hours. 
l I understand that my decision whether to participate or not will not in any way 

affect my employment status in the Centre or the University. 
l I agree (    ) / do not agree (    ) to be audio-recorded.  
l Even if I agree to being recorded, I may choose to have the recorder turned 

off at any time. 
l I agree (    ) / do not agree (    ) for the students’ discussion assessment to be 

observed. 
l I understand that the audio recordings of the interviews, the discussion 

assessment, and the focus group discussion will be transcribed by the 
researchers. 

l I understand that the interviews and the observation will not affect the scores 
I assign to the students. 
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l I understand that I am free to withdraw participation at any time, and to 
withdraw any data traceable to me up to 31/12/2017.  

l I understand that all the recordings and the transcripts will be kept by the 
researchers, and will be stored and backed up in digital form in a password-
protected file on The University of Auckland’s server for a minimum of 6 years, 
after which they will be deleted from the server.  

l I understand that the data will be analysed by the researchers and will be used 
for the project only. 

l I understand that the Consent Form and will be stored separately in a lockable 
cabinet in the research supervisor’s office in The University of Auckland. 

l I understand that my participation will be kept strictly confidential to the 
researchers throughout the research and my real name will not appear in any 
future reports or publications. 

l I wish (    ) / do not wish (    ) to receive the summary of the findings, which 
can be emailed to me at this email address: _________________________. 

l I understand that I will receive a voucher valued at RM100 for my participation. 
 
 
 
Name _________________________________ 
 
Signature ______________________________       Date ________________ 
 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS 
COMMITTEE ON 26 SEPTEMBER 2016 FOR (3) YEARS, REFERENCE NUMBER 
017986.	
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Appendix H Participant information sheet (Student) 
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School of Cultures, Languages and Linguistics, Faculty of Arts 
Arts 1, Building 206, 14a Symonds Street, Auckland, 1010 

Phone: +64 9 373 7599 ext 73158 
 

The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 

Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 

 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

(Student participant) 
 

DEVELOPING A FRAMEWORK FOR EFFECTIVE GROUP ASSESSMENT IN 
THE ESP CLASSROOM 

 
Name of Researcher: Priscilla Shak  
Name of Supervisor: Professor John Read 
 
Researcher introduction 
I am Priscilla Shak and I am a PhD candidate in the School of Cultures, Languages 
and Linguistics, Faculty of Arts, the University of Auckland. My supervisor is 
Professor John Read. 
 
Project Description  
The reason I am doing this project is to find out how students interact in the group 
assessments for the English for Occupational Purposes (EOP) course. The aim of 
the project is to see how different kinds of interaction may contribute to better 
learning by the students and a more valid assessment of their communicative 
abilities in English. I expect that the results from this project will benefit you by 
encouraging you to reflect upon your own learning practices and understand group 
interactional strategies. It will also help to make recommendations to language 
instructors, examiners and researchers within the field to enhance the 
effectiveness of their use of group assessments in the language classroom. 
Whether you agree to participate or not, and any information you provide during 
the research, will not have any influence on your course grade. Students will 
participate in the research in their existing groups in the EOP course, together 
with their course instructor.  
 
Invitation to Participate 
As part of the project, you are invited to participate in this study as a student 
participant. You are invited to participate because your experience participating in 
group discussions within the EOP course will provide useful information on the 
nature of group interaction that occurs during informal and formal group oral 
discussions and assessment of the course. To find potential participants, like you, 
I have extended the same invitation to your other EOP course group members. 
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Your participation in the research is absolutely voluntary and you may decline this 
invitation to participate without penalty.  
 
Project Procedures 
If you and your group choose to participate, I will ask you to sign a Consent Form 
and complete a short questionnaire about yourself. I will give the questionnaire a 
code number, so I know it is yours. Then you will be involved in three stages of 
data collection. Firstly, there will be an observation of an informal group discussion 
between you and your group members. During this first round of observation, your 
group discussion will be audio recorded from the beginning to the end. This audio 
recording and observation event will be held in a pre-assigned language classroom 
with only your group members present at a time agreed by you, your group 
members and the researchers. The duration of this observation and audio 
recording will be determined by the length of your group discussion, estimated 
between 20-30 minutes.  
 
Then, there will be a second observation of a formal group discussion assessment 
event of you and your group members during your meeting assessment. Again, 
this discussion event will be audio recorded from the beginning to the end. As 
stipulated by the meeting assessment requirement, this will be approximately 20 
minutes. This will be done in a location determined by your class instructor for 
your assessment.  
 
Finally, after completion of your group assessment, you will be asked to participate 
in a focus group interview with your other group members. During this stage, the 
researcher will interview you and your group members together in a consultation 
room. While in progress, you will listen to selected segments of your group 
discussion and invited to comment on these segments. The focus group interview 
session will also be audio recorded and may last for 45-60 minutes. I will transcribe 
the interview and you will have the opportunity to edit the transcription if you 
would like to. 
 
Data storage/retention/destruction/future use 
I will collect the data by audio recording all informal and formal group discussions 
as well as the focus group interview session. All audio recordings and the 
transcribed data collected will be analysed and the results will be used for the 
project only. The data will not be transferred to any public repository or be used 
by any other party. The data will also be kept by the researcher, locked in a secure 
cabinet at the researcher’s department for a minimum of 6 years. After the 
minimum storage time has elapsed, the soft-copy data will be permanently deleted 
and hard copy data will be shredded.  
 
Right to Withdraw from Participation 
You have the right to withdraw from the discussion/focus group, and leave at point 
of time during the discussion/focus group without giving a reason. However, it is 
not possible to have the recorder turned off or have your comments edited out of 
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the transcript due to the conversational and contextual nature of the group 
discussion and focus group. 
 
Confidentiality 
The preservation of confidentiality is paramount. The information you share will 
remain strictly confidential to the researcher. Your identity will also be kept 
confidential and your real name will be replaced by a code throughout the research. 
This same code will also be used as a substitute for your real name in any future 
reports and publications.  
 
Rewards for participation 
In appreciation of your participation we will offer you a voucher valued at RM50. 
If you wish, you can also request a copy of the summary of research results by 
indicating this in the Consent Form. 
 
Thank you for taking time to read this information sheet. Should you have any 
questions, please feel free to contact any person listed below. 
 
CONTACT DETAILS  
Researcher:  
Priscilla Shak 

Email: psha628@aucklanduni.ac.nz  
Local contact details: 
Phone: +(60) 88 320000 Extn. 5337 (office) 
Room 35, Level 2, Pusat Penataran Ilmu & 
Bahasa, Universiti Malaysia Sabah. 
 

Supervisor:  
Professor John Read 

Phone: +(64) (9) 923 7673  (office) 
Email: ja.read@auckland.ac.nz  
 

Head of School of 
Cultures, Languages 
and Linguistics: 
Professor Gary Barkhuizen 
 

Phone: +(64) (9) 923 8197 
Email: g.barkhuizen@auckland.ac.nz 

 
For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair, The 
University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of 
Auckland, Research Office, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Telephone 09 373 
7599 extn. 83711. Email: ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz  
 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS 
COMMITTEE ON 26 SEPTEMBER 2016 FOR (3) YEARS, REFERENCE NUMBER 
017986. 
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Appendix I Consent form (Student) 
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School of Cultures, Languages and Linguistics, Faculty of Arts 
Arts 2, Building 207, 18 Symonds Street, Auckland, 1010 

Phone: +64 9 373 7599 ext 87499 
 

The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 

Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 

CONSENT FORM  

(Students) 

 
THIS FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF 6 YEARS 

 
Project title: Developing a Framework for Effective Group Assessment in the 
ESP classroom 

Name of researcher: Priscilla Shak  
Name of Supervisor: Professor John Read 
 
Email contact: psha628@aucklanduni.ac.nz, ja.read@auckland.ac.nz 
 
I have read the Participant Information Sheet, and I have understood the nature 
and procedures of the research and why I have been selected. I have had the 
opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.  
 
l I agree to take part in this research. 
l My participation is voluntary. 
l I understand that I will be audio-recorded and observed during the group 

discussions. I will also participate in a focus group interview which will be 
audio-recorded. 

l I understand that I need to fill out the Basic Information Form before the focus 
group interview. 

l I understand that my participation for all the research activities of the study 
will take about 2 hours. 

l I understand that once I agree to be recorded, I will not be able to request for 
the recorder to be turned off as the recording event involves other participants. 

l I agree not to disclose any information that I have obtained through the focus 
group interview to any other parties. 

l I understand that the audio recording and observation of the formal 
assessment session will not affect my assessment scores or my course grade. 

l I understand that the audio recordings will be transcribed by the researcher. 
l I understand that I am free to withdraw from participation and leave the 

discussions/focus group at any time. However, I will not be able to withdraw 
any comments made during the discussions and focus group due to the 
conversational and contextual nature of the discussions and focus group. 

l I understand that all the recordings and the transcripts will be kept by the 
researchers and will be stored in digital form in a password-protected file on 
The University of Auckland’s server for a minimum of 6 years, after which they 
will be deleted from the server.  
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l I understand that the data will be analysed by the researchers and will be used 
for the project only. 

l I understand that the Consent Form and the Basic Information Form will be 
stored separately in a lockable cabinet in the research supervisor’s office in The 
University of Auckland. 

l I understand that my participation will be kept strictly confidential to the 
researchers throughout the research and my real name will not appear in any 
future reports or publications. 

l I wish (    ) / do not wish (    ) to receive the summary of the findings, which 
can be emailed to me at this email address: ___________________________. 

l I understand that I will receive a voucher valued at RM50 for my participation. 
 
 
 
Name _________________________________ 
 
Signature ______________________________       Date ________________ 
 
 
  
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS 
COMMITTEE ON 26 SEPTEMBER 2016 FOR (3) YEARS, REFERENCE NUMBER 
017986.	
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Appendix J Interview guide (Course chairperson) 
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INTERVIEW	GUIDE		

(Course	Chairperson)	

 

Opening remarks 

- Greetings. 
- Brief introduction to the purpose of the interview. 
 

Main questions 

1. What are the main objectives for the use of the group discussion assessment 
format in the EOP course? 
 

2. What are the skills tested in the group discussion assessment? 
Follow-up: 
a) What are the specific language skills that the students are expected to be 

able to demonstrate? 
 

3. Are the students assessed individually or as a group? 
a) Why is this done? 
b) Is this selected mode of assigning marks useful? 

 
4. How does the group discussion assessment results contribute to the overall 

final marks of the students for the course? 
 
5. For the group discussion assessment, is there any specific marking scheme to 

adhere to. 
a) Do you think that the marking scheme is suitable for assessing the language 

abilities of the students? 
b) Do you think that the marking scheme allows for a fair judgement of each 

of the students’ performance? 
c) Are you satisfied with the current marking scheme? Why/Why not? 
d) Is there any part of the current marking scheme that you plan to improve 

on? If yes, what are the improvements you plan to make? Why? 
 

6. How did you prepare the EOP instructors to use the group discussion 
assessment in class? 
a) Was there any instructor’s training conducted? If yes, how was it 

conducted? 
b) What did you do? 
c) Were there any specific guidelines that you gave to the EOP instructions? 
d) Was the instructor’s training effective? Why/Why not? 
e) How did you ensure that the EOP instructors adhere to the marking scheme?  
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f) What were the important advice that you gave to the EOP instructors before 
implementing the group assessments? 
 

7. Have you experienced any difficulties in implementing the group assessments 
in the EOP course?  
Follow-ups if yes: 
a) What were they? Could you give me an example? 
b) What do you think were the causes? 
c) What did you do to overcome them? 
d) What do you think can be done to prevent them in future? 

 
8. Based on your previous experience, how was the overall result of the students’ 

performance in the group discussion assessment? 
Potential prompts: 
a) Are you happy with the overall performance? 
b) Were there any complaints regarding the use of the group assessment from 

the EOP instructors? 
c) Were there any complaints regarding the use of the group assessment from 

the students? 
 

9. Do you think that the group discussion assessment format is suitable for 
assessing the EOP students’ language abilities/skills? 
Follow-ups if YES: 
a) Why? 
b) How? 
Follow-ups if NO: 
a) Why? 
b) What methods would you suggest for assessing language skills? 

 
10. In your opinion, is the use of group discussion assessment in the EOP course 

a fair method for assessing the students? 
Follow-ups if YES: 
a) Why? 
b) Please elaborate why you feel that it is a fair assessment. 
c) What steps are put in place to ensure that the students are treated fairly in 

the group discussion assessment? 
Follow-ups if NO: 
a) Why? 
b) Please elaborate why you feel that it is a not a fair assessment. 
c) What would you suggest to improve the fairness of the group discussion 

assessment? 
 

11. Please describe your overall opinion regarding the use of the group discussion 
assessment in the EOP course.  
Potential prompts:  
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a) Do you think the EOP instructors were comfortable with the use of group 
discussion assessment in their EOP classes? 

b) Do you think the students were comfortable with the use of the group 
discussion assessment in their EOP course? 

c) Based on previous outcome, are you satisfied with the result of the use of 
the group discussion assessment in the EOP course? 

 

 

Concluding remarks 

- Ask the interviewee if he/she has any comments to add. 
- Ask the interviewee if he/she has any questions. 
- Thank the interviewee. 
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Appendix K Pre-interview guide (Instructors) 

 

  

Page 1 of 2 
 

PRE-INTERVIEW	GUIDE		

(Instructors)	

Opening remarks 

- Greetings. 
- Brief introduction to the purpose of the interview. 
 

Main questions 

1. How long have you been teaching the EOP course? 
 

2. Based on your previous experience, what do you think can be achieved by 
using the group discussion assessment? 

 
3. Please describe your overall experience in assessing the group discussion 

assessments in your language classes?  
Potential prompts:  
a) Are you comfortable with the use of the group discussion assessment in 

your EOP class? 
b) Are you happy with the results of the previous group discussion 

assessments? 
 

4. Have you experienced any difficulties in implementing the group discussion 
assessments in your previous classes?  
Follow-ups if yes: 
a) What are they? Could you give me an example? 
b) What do you think were the causes? 
c) What have you done to overcome them? 
d) What do you think can be done to prevent them in future? 

 

5. From your previous experience teaching the EOP course, were there any 
complaints regarding the use of the group discussion assessment from the 
students? 
Follow-ups if YES: 
a) What were the complaints? 
b) What did you do? 
c) What were your advice to the students? 
d) What steps have you taken to prevent it from happening in the future? 

 
6. How do you plan for the group discussions assessment to ensure that your 

students are ready for it? 
Possible prompts: 
a) What kinds of activities or practices do you ask the students to perform? 
b) What kinds of materials do you use to help your students prepare for the 

discussion assessment? 
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c) What kinds of tasks do you assign the students to get them ready for the 
assessment? 

d) What are the important advice that you would give to your students to 
prepare them for the assessment? 

 
7. Do you have knowledge of what the students are doing to prepare for their 

assessment outside of class hours? Please elaborate. 
 

8. What types of student preparations do you think are important for a successful 
group discussion assessment?  
a) Why are they important? 
b) How would you suggest these preparations be done? 

 
9. How do you ensure that all members of the group will participate equally in the 

group discussion assessment? 
a) What do you do/say to encourage the students to participate and contribute 

to the discussion assessment? 
b) How do you make sure that each member will be given equal chance to 

demonstrate their language abilities during the discussion assessment? 
 
10. What are the specific language skills that the students need to have in order 

to perform well in the group assessment? 
 

 

Concluding remarks 

- Ask the interviewee if he/she has any comments to add. 
- Ask the interviewee if he/she has any questions. 
- Thank the interviewee. 
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Appendix L Post-interview guide (Instructors) 
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Appendix M Observation guide 
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Appendix N CA transcription conventions 

 
Transcription conventions 

[ Beginning of overlapping utterance 

] End of overlapping utterance 

= A turn latched immediately to a previous speaker’s turn with no overlap. 

The equal signs are also used to link different parts of a single speaker’s 

continuous flow of speech that has been carried over to another line, by 

transcript design, to accommodate an intervening interruption. 

(.) Pause shorter than .2 seconds 

(0.6) The length of a pause timed in tenths of a second 

° ° Softly spoken utterances, noticeably quieter than surrounding sounds. 

, Falling intonation within the turn 

. Falling intonation at the end of the turn 

? Rising intonation (not necessarily a question) 

- Halting or abrupt cutoff of sound 

: Lengthened vowel sound (extra colons indicate greater lengthening) 

> < Spoken faster than surrounding talk 

< > Spoken slower than surrounding talk 

shu:l{should} The pronunciation of the word uttered and the transcriber’s guess in curly 

brackets. 

(( )) Description of some phenomenon, e.g. laughter, cough 

( ) Doubtful transcription 

italics Non-English words 

…. Transcript or turn omitted 

→ Highlights points of analysis 

Adapted from Atkinson and Heritage (1984). 
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Appendix O Observation checklist (O’Sullivan et al., 2002: 54) 

Informational functions  
Providing personal information 
 

• Give information on present circumstances 
• Give information on past experiences 
• Give information on future plans 

Expressing opinions Express opinions 
Elaborating Elaborate on, or modify an opinion 
Justifying opinions Express reasons for assertions s/he had made 
Comparing Compare things/people/events 
Speculating Speculate 
Staging Separate out or interpret the parts of an issue 
Describing 
 

• Describe a sequence of events 
• Describe a scene 

Summarizing Summarize what s/he has said 
Suggesting Suggest a particular idea 
Express preferences Express preferences 
  
Interactional functions  
Agreeing Agree with an assertion made by another speaker (apart from 

‘yeah’ or nonverbal) 
Disagreeing Disagree with what another speaker says (apart from ‘no’ or 

nonverbal) 
Modifying Modify arguments or comments made by other speaker or by 

the test-taker in response to another speaker 
Asking for opinions Ask for opinions 
Persuading Attempt to persuade another person 
Asking for information Ask for information 
Conversational repair Repair breakdown in interaction 
Negotiating meaning • Check understanding 

• Indicate understanding of point made by partner 
• Establish common ground/purpose or strategy 
• Ask for clarification when an utterance is misheard or 

misinterpreted 
• Correct an utterance made by another speaker which is 

perceived to be incorrect or inaccurate 
• Respond to request for clarification 

  
Managing interaction  
Initiating Start any interactions 
Changing Take the opportunity to change the topic 
Reciprocating Share the responsibility for developing the interaction 
Deciding Come to a decision 
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Appendix P Basic information form 
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Appendix Q Focus group discussion guide (Students) 

 

  

FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW GUIDE  
 

(Students) 
 

Opening remarks 
- Greetings. 
- Introducing the project and the interview. 
- Asking the participants if they have any questions. 
 
Main questions 
1. Please describe your overall experience in conducting your group discussion?  

Potential prompts:  
a) How did you plan for your group discussions? 
b) What kind of activities did you do in your group discussions? 
c) What kinds of materials and equipment did you use during discussions? 
d) What kind of tasks did you have to do after the discussion? 
e) How would you describe your group discussion experience so far? 

 
2. Have you experienced any difficulties in participating in the group discussion?  

Follow-ups if yes: 
a) What were they? Could you give me an example? 
b) What do you think were the causes? 
c) Have you done anything to overcome them? 
d) What do you think can be done to prevent them in future discussions? 

 
3. How did you prepare yourself for your informal group discussion? 

a) What did you do? 
b) Was it effective? Why/Why not? 

 
4. How did you prepare yourself for your formal group meeting assessment? 

a) Was is different from your preparation for the informal group discussion? If 
yes, how was it different? 

b) What did you do? 
c) Was it effective? Why/Why not? 

5. What did you do to make sure that all members of the team have the 
opportunity to contribute to the group discussion assessment? 
a) What did you do to make sure that you have the opportunity to 

contribute to the discussion? 
b) Do you think that everyone was given the opportunity to contribute 

to the group assessment discussion? 
 
6. Was there any part of the actual discussion/meeting assessment event that 

stood out? Or that you think was significant? 
Follow-ups if yes: 
a) What happened? 
b) Why are they significant? 
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c) How do you think it affected the discussion? Positively/Negatively? Why?  
 

7. What do you think of your group’s overall performance for the formal 
discussion assessment event? 
Potential prompts: 
a) Are you happy with the overall group performance? 
b) Are you happy with your individual performance? 
c) How would you rate your overall performance from a scale of 1 to 5? 

(1=Very poor, 2=poor, 3=average, 4=good, 5-very good) 
 
8. What kind of preparation do you think is important for effective group 

discussion assessments?  
a) Why are they important? 
b) How would you suggest these preparations be done? 

 
9. Do you think group discussion assessment is appropriate for assessing your 

language abilities/skills? 
Follow-ups if YES: 
a) Why? 
b) How? 
Follow-ups if NO: 
a) Why? 
b) What method(s) would you suggest for assessing language skills? 
 

10. In your opinion, is the use of group discussion assessment fair for the students? 
Follow-ups if YES: 
a) Why? 
a) Please elaborate why you feel that it is a fair assessment. 
Follow-ups if NO: 
a) Why? 
b) Please elaborate why you feel that it is an unfair assessment. 
c) What would you suggest to improve the fairness of group discussion 

assessment? 
 

11. What do you think are the best way to demonstrate your speaking 
abilities/skills?  
Potential prompts: 
a) What kind of test methods do you prefer? Why? 
b) Are these methods better than group discussion assessment? 

If YES, how are they better? 
 
Concluding remarks 
- Asking the participants if they have any comments to add. 
- Asking the participants if they have any questions. 
- Thanking the participants. 
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Appendix R Focus group discussion (Instructor) 
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FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE  

(Instructors) 

Note: This interview guide will be accompanied by the marking scheme for the 
group discussion assessment.  

Opening remarks 

- Greetings. 
- Brief introduction to the focus group discussion. 

 
Before I start, I would like to remind you that there are no right or wrong 
answers in this discussion. I am interested in knowing what each of you 
think, so please feel free to share your opinions, regardless of whether 
you agree or disagree with what you hear. It is very important that I hear 
all your opinions. You probably prefer that your comments are not 
repeated to people outside of this group. Please refrain from sharing what 
is discussed here today. Let’s begin with the first question. 

1. What do you think about the topic that has brought us here today (group 
discussion assessment)? 

2.  I understand that in this centre, the course chairperson makes the majority 
of the decisions about the course design. What are the roles of the other 
instructors of the course in the decision making process? (Probe: In course 
design? Course assessment? Course content?) 

3. In your opinion, what are the major problems in the implementation of the 
group discussion assessment? 

(Let the participants express their opinions first. Then, discuss each of the 

following items if it has not been covered by the participants.) 

• Time constraints 

• Numbers of students in a group 

• Students who free-ride (or not contributing much to the discussion). 

• Students who monopolise the discussion 

• The different personalities 

• The marking scheme 

• The allocation of marks (individual versus group marks) 

• Whether the marks reflect the individual student’s language abilities  

• Whether the marks given is generalizable to other settings. (i.e. 

whether being able to perform well in the group discussion assessment 

means being able to perform in other oral tasks competitively as well) 

• (There may be additional problems or issues raised in the instructors’ 

interviews. Those items can be added to this list.) 
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•   

•   

•   

•  

 
1. What do you think can be done to overcome the problems you (the 

instructors) face? 
 

2. Could you provide any suggestions on how the group discussion 
assessment process can be improved? 

(Let the participants express their opinions first. Then, discuss each of the 

following items if it has not been covered by the participants.) 

• Planning 

• Strategies to ensure fair evaluation of the students 

• Marking scheme/criteria  

o Task versus construct considerations 

o How to ensure that the students’ individual skills can be captured 

and are reflected in their scores 

o How to ensure that the marking sheet is practical for use for the 

group discussion assessment 

 

Concluding remarks 

- Ask the participants if they have any comments to add. 
- Ask the participants if they have any questions. 
- Thank the participants. 
 

 



Appendix S Average Kappa values for all codes for all sources 

 
  

Kappa Agreement 
(%) 

A and B 
(%) 

Not A 
and Not 

B (%) 
Disagree-
ment (%) 

A and 
Not B 

(%) 

B and 
Not A 

(%) 
 SEF TA TU 

Average for all nodes & sources (unweighted) 0.9432 99.77 1.93 97.85 0.28 0.11 0.12  96.00 99.77 100.00 

Average for all nodes & sources (weighted by Source Size) 0.9423 99.77 1.89 97.88 0.23 0.10 0.12  96.07 99.77 100.00 

                     

Average  Acknowledging (unweighted) 0.9765 99.90 2.03 97.87 0.09 0.04 0.05  95.93 99.90 100.00 

  Acknowledging (weighted by source size) 0.9781 99.93 1.64 98.29 0.07 0.03 0.04  96.70 99.93 100.00 

                    

Average  Agreeing (unweighted) 0.9432 99.91 0.77 99.14 0.09 0.00 0.09  98.38 99.91 100.00 

  Agreeing (weighted by source size) 0.9298 99.90 0.66 99.24 0.10 0.00 0.09  98.58 99.90 100.00 

                     

Average  Asking for confirmation (unweighted) 0.9733 99.87 2.45 97.42 0.18 0.09 0.09  95.14 99.87 100.00 

  Asking for confirmation (weighted by source size) 0.9726 99.87 2.46 97.40 0.13 0.09 0.05  95.07 99.87 100.00 

                    

Average  Asking for information (unweighted) 0.9542 99.69 3.34 96.35 0.30 0.18 0.12  93.24 99.69 100.00 

  Asking for information (weighted by source size) 0.9453 99.68 2.88 96.80 0.32 0.21 0.11  94.11 99.68 100.00 

                     

Average  Asking for opinion (unweighted) 0.9283 99.47 3.58 95.89 0.53 0.17 0.36  92.61 99.47 100.00 

  Asking for opinion (weighted by source size) 0.9233 99.41 3.69 95.72 0.59 0.11 0.47  92.34 99.41 100.00 

                    

Average  Assisting (unweighted) 0.9155 99.93 0.39 99.54 0.07 0.04 0.03  99.15 99.93 100.00 

  Assisting (weighted by source size) 0.8523 99.87 0.38 99.49 0.13 0.06 0.08  99.11 99.87 100.00 

                     

Average  Assuming responsibility (unweighted) 0.9857 99.98 0.58 99.40 0.02 0.00 0.01  98.83 99.98 100.00 

  Assuming responsibility (weighted by source size) 0.9825 99.98 0.50 99.48 0.02 0.00 0.01  98.99 99.98 100.00 
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Average  Changing (unweighted) 0.8959 99.58 1.87 97.71 0.43 0.27 0.15  95.93 99.58 100.00 

  Changing (weighted by source size) 0.8807 99.51 1.83 97.68 0.49 0.36 0.13  95.93 99.51 100.00 

                     

Average  Commenting (unweighted) 0.9003 99.56 2.02 97.55 0.44 0.11 0.33  95.63 99.56 100.00 

  Commenting (weighted by source size) 0.9020 99.53 2.22 97.32 0.47 0.11 0.36  95.22 99.53 100.00 

                    

Average  Comparing (unweighted) 0.7948 99.99 0.02 99.97 0.01 0.00 0.01  99.96 99.99 100.00 

  Comparing (weighted by source size) 0.7948 99.98 0.04 99.94 0.02 0.00 0.02  99.90 99.98 100.00 

                     

Average  Concluding (unweighted) 0.9887 99.96 1.83 98.13 0.04 0.00 0.04  96.37 99.96 100.00 

  Concluding (weighted by source size) 0.9863 99.96 1.54 98.42 0.04 0.00 0.04  96.93 99.96 100.00 

                    

Average  Confirming (unweighted) 0.8810 99.88 0.44 99.44 0.12 0.08 0.03  99.00 99.88 100.00 

  Confirming (weighted by source size) 0.8626 99.85 0.47 99.38 0.15 0.11 0.04  98.92 99.85 100.00 

                     

Average  Deciding (unweighted) 0.9747 99.94 1.26 98.68 0.06 0.00 0.06  97.46 99.94 100.00 

  Deciding (weighted by source size) 0.9694 99.94 1.00 98.93 0.06 0.00 0.06  97.95 99.94 100.00 

                    

Average  Describing (unweighted) 0.9375 99.45 4.32 95.13 0.55 0.14 0.41  91.23 99.45 100.00 

  Describing (weighted by source size) 0.9424 99.53 4.01 95.53 0.47 0.14 0.33  91.88 99.53 100.00 

                     

Average  Disagreeing (unweighted) 0.9733 100.00 0.08 99.91 0.00 0.00 0.00  99.83 100.00 100.00 

  Disagreeing (weighted by source size) 0.9770 100.00 0.07 99.92 0.00 0.00 0.00  99.85 100.00 100.00 

                    

Average  Elaborating (unweighted) 0.9416 99.29 6.11 93.19 0.71 0.69 0.02  87.91 99.29 100.00 

  Elaborating (weighted by source size) 0.9375 99.29 5.71 93.58 0.71 0.69 0.02  88.60 99.29 100.00 
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Average  Expressing opinion (unweighted) 0.9190 98.05 12.99 85.06 1.95 0.40 1.54  75.97 98.05 100.00 

  Expressing opinion (weighted by source size) 0.9314 98.27 13.90 84.37 1.72 0.31 1.42  74.82 98.27 100.00 

                          

Average  Expressing preferences (unweighted) 1.0000 100.00 0.13 99.87 0.00 0.00 0.00  99.74 100.00 100.00 

  Expressing preferences (weighted by source size) 1.0000 100.00 0.13 99.87 0.00 0.00 0.00  99.74 100.00 100.00 

                     

Average  Granting permission (unweighted) 1.0000 100.00 0.14 99.86 0.00 0.00 0.00  99.72 100.00 100.00 

  Granting permissions (weighted by source size) 1.0000 100.00 0.08 99.92 0.00 0.00 0.00  99.84 100.00 100.00 

   	 	 	            

Average  Initiating (unweighted) 0.9408 99.95 0.43 99.51 0.05 0.05 0.00  99.08 99.95 100.00 

  Initiating (weighted by source size) 0.9443 99.96 0.34 99.62 0.04 0.04 0.00  99.28 99.96 100.00 

                     

Average  Instructing (unweighted) 0.9845 99.88 4.10 95.78 0.13 0.06 0.06  92.02 99.88 100.00 

  Instructing (weighted by source size) 0.9774 99.84 3.68 96.16 0.17 0.08 0.09  92.77 99.84 100.00 

   	 	 	            

Average  Interrupting (unweighted) 0.9839 99.99 0.24 99.75 0.01 0.00 0.01  99.52 99.99 100.00 

  Interrupting (weighted by source size) 0.9830 99.99 0.22 99.78 0.01 0.00 0.01  99.56 99.99 100.00 

    	 	 	            

Average  Justifying opinion (unweighted) 0.8795 98.20 7.25 90.95 1.81 1.17 0.63  85.02 98.20 100.00 

  Justifying opinion (weighted by source size) 0.8987 98.36 8.04 90.33 1.64 0.97 0.66  83.86 98.36 100.00 

                    

Average  Modifying (unweighted) 0.9850 99.98 0.51 99.47 0.01 0.00 0.01  98.96 99.98 100.00 

  Modifying (weighted by source size) 0.9639 99.97 0.47 99.50 0.03 0.00 0.03  99.03 99.97 100.00 

    	 	 	            

Average  Negotiating meaning (unweighted) 0.9846 99.98 0.58 99.40 0.02 0.02 0.00  98.83 99.98 100.00 

  Negotiating meaning (weighted by source size) 0.9739 99.97 0.53 99.44 0.03 0.02 0.01  98.92 99.97 100.00 

   	 	 	            

Average  Nominating (unweighted) 0.9541 99.94 0.59 99.35 0.06 0.03 0.03  98.76 99.94 100.00 
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  Nominating (weighted by source size) 0.9565 99.94 0.61 99.33 0.06 0.03 0.03  98.73 99.94 100.00 

    
 

                 

Average  Prompting (unweighted) 0.7255 99.97 0.05 99.92 0.03 0.02 0.02  99.87 99.97 100.00 

  Prompting (weighted by source size) 0.7061 99.92 0.10 99.82 0.08 0.04 0.04  99.72 99.92 100.00 

   	 	 	            

Average  Providing information (unweighted) 0.9497 98.69 14.78 83.91 1.31 0.30 1.01  73.90 98.69 100.00 

  Providing information (weighted by source size) 0.9449 98.75 12.39 86.36 1.25 0.30 0.94  77.35 98.75 100.00 

                     

Average  Reciprocating (unweighted) 0.8986 99.77 1.03 98.74 0.23 0.22 0.01  97.74 99.77 100.00 

  Reciprocating (weighted by source size) 0.9075 99.71 1.47 98.24 0.30 0.27 0.02  96.82 99.71 100.00 

   	 	 	                 
   

Average  Speculating (unweighted) 1.0000 100.00 0.24 99.76 0.00 0.00 0.00  99.52 100.00 100.00 

  Speculating (weighted by source size) 1.0000 100.00 0.27 99.73 0.00 0.00 0.00  99.47 100.00 100.00 

   	 	 	            

Average  Staging (unweighted) 0.9657 99.99 0.17 99.82 0.01 0.00 0.01  99.64 99.99 100.00 

  Staging (weighted by source size) 0.9491 99.97 0.26 99.71 0.03 0.00 0.03  99.46 99.97 100.00 

    	 	 	            

Average  Suggesting (unweighted) 0.9611 99.56 5.76 93.80 0.44 0.14 0.29  88.75 99.56 100.00 

  Suggesting (weighted by source size) 0.9717 99.58 7.80 91.78 0.41 0.11 0.30  85.26 99.58 100.00 

    	 	 	            

Average  Summarizing (unweighted) 0.9298 99.92 0.50 99.42 0.08 0.00 0.07  98.92 99.92 100.00 

  Summarizing (weighted by source size) 0.9303 99.92 0.50 99.42 0.08 0.00 0.07  98.92 99.92 100.00 
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Appendix T A sample of coded LFs in NVivo 12 
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Appendix U The EOP Meeting Evaluation Form 
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Appendix V Utterances in Bahasa Malaysia 

 
1 tak semua orang ada masa yang sama  

2 yang paling penting saya ada minta pendapat kawan juga lah macam apa lagi isi yang boleh 
kasi ngam sama tu masalah. Maksudnya huraian-huraian dia tu. Sebab semalam otak saya 
jam sikit (laughs). Jadi minta pendapat dari kawan lah, minta bantuan. 

3 ambil sikit daripada Google, research sikit-sikit. Lepas tu bahagian macam jawatan setiap 
dalam company tu tulah saya rujuk dari internet. 

4 langsung tidak tahu tentang 

5 cari lah dia punya… peranan. 

6   Bagi saya assessment ni saya anggap kena juga kerana mungkin sekarang ni kita tak nampak 
macam mana kepentingan-kepentingan BI ni. And then uh dalam masa 2 3 tahun lagi kita 
akan bekerja.  

7 betulkan satu-satu kalau salah. Kalau saya salah, dia betulkan. 

8 dia boleh isi kekurangannya, dia boleh isi kekuranganya. 

9 saling melengkapi. 

10 nasib ada kawan-kawan ni yang bantu sikit sikit jadi saya boleh lah sikit-sikit malam ni. 

11  bila apa, bercampur dengan satu group untuk buat ni… saya dapat lah push saya punya apa? 
[Limit] ah. Dia itu macam mana tengok dorang, push push. Jadi saya kena cuba untuk diri 
saya macam mana push. 

12 assignment ni… akan dibentangkan oleh assessment. Tapi benda tu tak payah nak di submit 
kan apa-apa. Cuma dia tengok daripada percakapan kitaorang, apa yang dikeluarkan, itu 
ja. Bagi saya, bagi saya okay juga lah, bagus lah. 

13 Lagi senang sebab kerja lebih senang. 

14 Memang memudahkan lah. 

15 banyak simpang [The literal translation is “many junctions”. However, in this context it is 
used as a figure of speech.] 

16 bagi saya memang patutlah sebab bahagian assessment ni dorang mahu menilai sejauh 
mana uh cara seseorag menerangkan dalam Bahasa Inggeris… Dia just tengok spontan dan 
tahu untuk bercakap dalam Bahasa Inggeris. 

17 bakat sendiri, macam yang kalau dapat cakap Bahasa Inggeris, macam kalau tak dapat 
macam berfikir juga macam mana nak bercakap. So,… sesuai lah untuk menunjukkan yang 
kita tu boleh bercakap Bahasa Inggeris atau tidak. 

18 terpaksa. Sebab kena tanya kan. Kena tanya lepas tu mahu menjawab. [Mahu suggest.] bila 
kita, bila mahu menjawab, kita mesti bagi idea yang baik. Lepas tu kena susun ayat yang 
bagus, yang cantik. Itulah saya bilang mahu paksa… kalau tidak, kita main sembarang saja, 
nanti merapu sembarang. 
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19 Biar pun tidak pandai pun terpaksa. Sebab dia terpaksa, mesti kau cakap Bahasa Inggeris 
juga lah. 

20 Benda ni ada kadang-kadang dia kena buat juga. Melalui itu juga dia belajar lepas tu dia 
boleh biasakan benda ni. Lepas tu dapat macam tambahkan keyakinan diri dia lah lepas 
daripada… assessment ni. Macam boleh cuba lagi untuk kedepan walaupun sebelum tu dia 
tak ada keyakinan. Macam benda ni boleh menambahkan keyakinan lah. 

21 lupa skrip tu, yang lain pun berterabur. 

22 tunjukkan yang kita tak tahu. 

23 time kita meeting kan, kalau dia okay kan dia dapat markah tinggi lah. Kalau saya tak okay 
saya dapat markah rendah. Kalau semua markah sama macam tak adil. 

24 Sebab markah tu dinilai dari apa yang kau usahakan, bukan dari usaha kumpulan. Kumpulan 
pun sudah berusaha untuk kasi assessment ni lancar. Tapi kalau kau yang, macam contoh 
kalau saya kan, macam yang bikin sekat. Kalau kurang markah, dari diri sendiri juga. Jadi 
ngam lah untuk individu. 

25 Di sini kita dapat tahu uh contoh kelemahan saya macam mana. Kelemahan S11 macam 
mana… Jadi okay lah [adil]. Adil lah tu. 

26 dia macam adil. Dia memberi, dia menerima. Dalam masa yang sama dia memberi, kita 
menerima dan kita akan mendapat banyak idea dari soalan dia bagi dan kita akan dapat 
markah, dia pun akan dapat markah. 

27 S35:    markah individu rasa mungkin lebih baik sebab… ada yang lebih perform time apa 
tu, bercakap. Ada yang lebih gagap… Tidak adil juga kalau yang lain satu orang 
perform, yang lain pun semua dapat markah yang sama. 

S34:    Sebab kalau saya dapat rendah, dia tidak effect sama orang lain. 
S35:    So, lebih baik markah individu, lebih baik bagi saya 

28 Kalau bagi saya, kalau markah itu diberi secara individu lagi eloklah, kira macam masing-
masing akan bagi komitmen masing-masing. Sebab dia tahu benda tu diri dia sendiri kan. 
Markah diri sendiri. Jadi kalau dia nak berikan komitmen tu, kira okay lah sebab bukan 
tengok dari markah yang apa, bukan markah kumpulan. Masing-masing tu akan dapat 
markah masing-masing berdasarkan pencapaian dia. 

29 betul juga lah, sebab setiap orang ada cara sendiri kan. Jadi markah individu tu lebih penting 
daripada kumpulan. Mungkin memang betul juga lah ada kerjasama dalam kumpulan tapi 
usaha tersendiri dari bakat tersebut dapat ditentukan dalam markah tersebut juga lah. 
Maksudnya usaha sendiri lebih penting juga. Mungkin kumpulan tu boleh push ahli lain. 
Disamping tu usaha sendiri juga lebih penting dari yang lain. 

30 Adil lah sebab uh markah kalau ambil markah berkumpulan, ada orang ni dia cakap biarlah 
aku tidak perform pun, markah kumpulan juga. Semua pun sama markah. Dia kalau macam 
markah individu ni, dia boleh fikir sendiri lah kalau kau tidak perform time buat assessment 
ni, kau punya markah kurang. Jangan mahu pertikaikan nanti kan. 

31 Bagi saya um jika tiada, apa ni, tiada kerjasama tak adil lah. Kalau uh semua bagi 
kerjasama, adil lah. Jadi point dia kerjasama lah. 

32 kalau banyak salah kalau individu tu saja yang kena minus mark 
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33 Rasanya boleh cakap boleh dapat markah lah. Tapi yang banyak cakap banyak idea dia lah. 
Banyak markah lah. Yang tidak, tidak lah. 

34 I think mungkin S15 ja perasaan dia macam tu tapi kami, kamilah, our group, tak boleh hidup 
tanpa dia sebab… dia adalah utama. Dia yang ‘pembekal produk’ sebab dia kepala dia. [The 
literal translation for ‘pembekal product’ is “product supplier”. However, in this context it 
is used as a figure of speech.] 

35 kadang-kadang uh perasaan takut tu menyelubungi. Jadi banyak idea, tapi tidak dapat 
dijelaskan. 

36 hafal, jadi tahu sikit-sikit. 

37 Ada yang dari skrip, ada yang ayat sendiri. 

38 bawa tu sebab takut lupa sama kalau saya nervous kan, macam ayat yang mudah tu pun saya 
susah mahu sebut. 

39 kacau-bilau 

40 lupa script tu, yang lain pun berterabur. 

41 Contoh kan, uh perkataan yang sebenar ourselves jadi saya baca overseas. 

42 Keyakinan saja tu tinggi. Tapi tapi apa yang mahu dicakap tu, kalau macam cakap Bahasa 
Melayu mungkin boleh disampaikanlah. Tapi sekali Bahasa Inggeris kan, kadang kita mahu 
sampaikan tu kita tidak tahu perkataan tu. Jadi ter-jam semua terus idea kita yang di 
belakang-belakang tu. 

43 saya ada nervous sikit time mahu bercakap. Sebab uh, sebab…malu mahu bercakap. Ada 
masalah sikit uh malu cakap lah. 

44 susah mencelah 

45 Saya cuba buat yang terbaik juga lah 

46 yang penting tu haruslah buat perbincangan awal lah supaya semua orang tu dia bersedia 
sebab satu, sedia. Lepas tu kedua, dia tahu apa yang dia mahu, perlu buat. Apa yang dia 
perlu cakap, part-part dia mana satu. Itu yang penting lah. 

47 persiapan diri sendiri tu perlu. Itu sebenarnya yang paling penting, persiapan untuk sendiri. 

48 macam persiapan mental tu lah. Macam sebelum, sebelum meeting ni, mesti ada mindset 
positif. Lagi satu, apa… macam confident untuk menjalankan rutin ini juga perlu. 
Walaupun tidak berani kan. Tapi mahu beranikan diri juga lah.  
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Appendix W Transcription and translation conventions 

Italics	 Bahasa	Malaysia	(BM)	expression	

(parenthesis)	 The	closes	meaning	in	English	

[square	brackets]	 Additional	information	

“double	quotation	marks”	
and	block	quotations	

Participant’s	utterances	in	English	
Also	include	translated	expressions	in	English	

Superscripts1	
Utterances	translated	to	English	
All	original	verbatim	utterances	(in	BM)	are	presented	in	
Appendix	V	

…	 Transcript	omitted	
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Appendix X Individual and group performance ratings 

Group Duration of 
Assessment 

Student 
Code 

Individual 
Score 

Group 
Score 

A 00:26:09.6 

S1 3 5 
S2 3 5 
S3 3 5 
S4 3 4 
S5 3 5 

B 00:11:14.4 

S6 2 3 
S7 3 3 
S8 2 3 
S9 3 3 

S10 3 3 

C 00:16:09.2 

S11 3 3 
S12 3 3 
S13 1 3 
S14 2 3 

D 00:14:45.5 

S15 3 4 
S16 3 4 
S17 3 4 
S18 3 4 

E 00:13:28.1 

S19 3 4 
S20 4 4 
S21 3 4 
S22 3 4 
S23 3 4 

F 00:23:20.5 

S24 3 3 
S25 2 4 
S26 3 4 
S27 3 4 

G 00:28:33.4 

S28 3 4 
S29 4 3 
S30 3 3 
S31 3 3 
S32 3 4 

H 00:15:54.5 

S33 4 5 
S34 4 5 
S35 4 4 
S36 4 4 
S37 3 4 

I 00:07:36.6 

S38 1 3 
S39 3 3 
S40 3 3 
S41 3 3 
S42 3 3 

 




