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Speaking tests often depend on text-only prompts, which can
narrow what learners say and how they say it. The current
research aimed to find out whether adding graphics would support
performance within a task-based speaking assessment. Sixty adult
ESL learners at CEFR B1-B2 completed the same narrative task
under one of two conditions: a graphic-rich prompt or a text-only
prompt. The researchers scored the recordings with an analytic
rubric adapted from established speaking scales, targeting four
constructs: lexical diversity, syntactic complexity, content
organization, and fluency. Three trained raters scored all
performances after a brief calibration session. The researchers
estimated agreement using intraclass correlation coefficients.
Group differences were tested with independent-samples t tests.
Learners who received the visual prompt performed better on all
rubric dimensions. Speech was more coherently sequenced and
delivered at a steadier pace, and raters showed consistent
judgments. Participants reported that the visuals made planning
easier, reduced uncertainty, and kept them on track. Although the
work centers on a single narrative task and one proficiency band
in one program, the pattern of results points to a practical, low-
cost change in assessment design. Well-constructed visual
prompts can strengthen performance and increase the perceived
authenticity and comprehensibility of task-based speaking tests.

1. Introduction

Speaking is an essential building block of communicative competence and is a specific
focus of language assessment (Bachman, 1990; Luoma, 2004). Task-based language assessment
aims to assess linguistic performance by means of real-world tasks to elicit authentic language use
(Norris, 2009); however, when it comes to the speaking assessment, the prompts or questions for
traditional speaking tests are text-based with limited visual or graphic support. In fact, in many
contexts where test-takers are asked to speak about a text-based prompt or abstracted topic, such
prompts may not sufficiently engage learners or adequately reflect their communicative
performance (Fulcher, 2003). The question to be investigated in this study was why visuals (images,
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graphics) are overlooked in speaking test prompts. Visual prompts—whether these be picture
prompts, story sequences, or infographics—are intended to support context, cognitive load, and spark
richer language use; however, these visuals remain uncommon in standardized speaking
assessments. This is an important oversight given the potential of using graphics to (a) enhance the
quality of language produced and (b) reduce learner anxiety.

Therefore, this study examined whether graphic-rich prompts could influence performance in
ESL speaking assessments. Building on task-based assessment research, which stresses creating
tasks that resemble real communication, this study compared two groups of learners. One group
completed the speaking task using a sequence of images, while the other worked with the same task
presented in text. While multimodal input has been discussed in language testing, there is still little
direct evidence showing how visuals shape the quality of learners’ spoken responses, the
consistency of raters’ judgments, or how students themselves perceive such tasks. By tgki i

that learners would find the graphic-rich prompts clearer, more engagi
would add to the validity of using visuals in speaking assessment. To ad iJues, this study

text-only prompts?
The first objective was to examine whether ima
vocabulary, greater syntactic complexity, clearer or, i and smoother fluency. the

text-only tasks?

The objective of this research ghd¥tion was
steady when images are introduced /5S¢ inter-ra
important to determine whether visuals
whether they might actually make judgmecNg@nore consistent by grounding performances in a
shared storyline.

test whether the reliability of scoring holds
reliability is crucial to fairness, it was also

2. Review of
2.1 Task-Based

Task-based language assessment (TBLA) rests on a straightforward premise: tests should
reflect how people actually use language to accomplish goals. Foundational accounts argued that
meaningful, goal-oriented tasks reveal ability more clearly than decontextualized items (Brindley,
1989; Long & Norris, 2000), a view reinforced in later syntheses that frame performance as
communication in context rather than display of abstract knowledge (Norris, 2016). Recent
empirical work has extended this case with classroom and program-level evidence. In a direct
comparison with a Present—Practice—Produce model, task-based assessment elicited more
functional language use and stronger vocabulary retention (Noroozi & Taheri, 2022). Classroom
implementations that require learners to plan and deliver task-focused speaking have likewise
reported gains in oral proficiency, including greater lexical reach and confidence relative to
conventional activities (Panduwangi, 2021). Parallel developments in testing practice are visible in
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high-stakes contexts, where speaking components increasingly incorporate task-based designs to
better capture situated communication (East, 2021).

Attention to authenticity has also guided new exam development. A recent digital speaking
exam for young learners of Dutch grew out of a needs analysis that mapped real communicative
situations to test tasks, demonstrating that realistic scenarios can be standardized even for
heterogeneous cohorts (Long, 2005). Despite such momentum, practice does not always match
principle. Many speaking tests still rely on minimal, text-only prompts that provide little context
and limited opportunities for interaction, a design choice that can depress both engagement and the
quality of evidence about ability (Figueras, 2020). The trajectory of findings across these studies
points to a workable remedy: align prompts and tasks more closely with the kinds of communicative
work learners actually do. Within that effort, graphic-rich materials offer a plausible means to
increase authenticity and comparability by supplying shared context for content gegeration and
discourse organization. This rationale underpins the present focus on whether, and
speaking assessments benefit from visual support.

2.2 Visual and Multimodal Prompts

Recent work treats visuals as part of the speaking task rather tha
offers a short, coherent sequence of images tied to the communicative
map a storyline, and keep delivery steady. Studies that asked learners

rs plan faster,
rate f@m four to six
i ils and cleaner

during timed speech (Ahmed, 2020).

These patterns of performance have bee rved across various contexts, from adult
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classroo inner Arabic courses, and they remain
consistent when picture sequences are accq fe iding questions that focus learners’
y" (Sarmiento-Campos et al., 2022).

assessments, moving beyond their peakingtasks. Using eye-tracking technology, Kwon
Sl e gfocessing but also increase task engagement,
providing further evidence of their effective in enhancing language test performance.

Process and perception evidence help cla

then tell the st e associated with higher participation and confidence during delivery (Le
Huong Hoa et al JP2022; Zahran, 2022). Together, these strands suggest that visuals help at
precisely the mOment many speakers struggle, the few seconds when ideas must be selected,
ordered, and realized as speech.

The advantages are conditional on design. Picture sets that look similar on the surface can
elicit different profiles of fluency, lexis, and complexity, which makes piloting and equivalence
checks essential before operational use (de Jong & Vercellotti, 2016). Recent development studies
outline practical controls that preserve support without cueing content: use culturally transparent
images with comparable topical load, add one short cue under each frame, allow brief silent
planning, and limit notes to keywords so reading does not replace speaking (Kakitani & Kormos,
2024). Reliability can be maintained when scoring procedures are explicit. In classroom validation,
raters calibrated on anchor responses and applied a functional adequacy scale with stable agreement
across picture tasks, indicating that visuals can be integrated without compromising score
consistency (Koizumi & In’nami, 2022). The overall implication of post-2015 research is therefore
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balanced but encouraging. Well-designed visual or multimodal prompts make speaking tasks more
comprehensible and engaging while supporting dependable scoring, provided that test
specifications, rater calibration, and materials quality are handled with the same care expected of
any high-stakes assessment.

2.3 Speaking Performance Constructs

Speaking performance in tests is usually assessed in four areas. In this study, speaking
performance is judged in four areas: lexical diversity (word variety), syntactic complexity (how
flexible and well-structured the sentences are), content organization (whether the ideas unfold in a
clear, sensible order), and fluency (speed and smoothness, with fewer long pauses). These constructs
matter in practice. In timed narratives, for example, raters listen for whether a speaker names key
participants and events, varies word choice as the story progresses, uses connectiveglanguage to
mark time and cause, and maintains a steady pace without long hesitations. Treati features
as separate lenses produces a more complete picture of what the task elicits and
actually responding to.

Recent work has refined how these constructs are measured in spee
a central concern is length sensitivity, since very short and very long r
ratios. A large validation study showed that common indices such a
inconsistently across different response lengths, while moving-window i MATTR and

practical consequences for analysis. Many projects now fix
length-robust indices alongside any traditional ratios. S lexity has seen similar
methodological attention. Automated pipelines are incrgg@ pute clausal and phrasal
measures from transcripts, and findings indicate th S es, such as how utterances
are segmented and disfluencies are handled, can shj plexity values in meaningful ways (Eguchi

analyzed or report

& Kyle, 2023). Clear segmentation rules and a doc ed cleaning procedure are therefore not
just conveniences, they are prerequisites fg -

Fluency and organization link mo howMisteners form holistic impressions. In a
recent study of 160 standardized mglad Yl number of silent pauses was the strongest

predictor of human scores, with grag 3 ity also contributing and lexical complexity
playing a smaller role; error-free product g sample, did not add unique explanatory power
(Hu et al., 2025). This pattern mirrors what raters report informally: sustained flow and clear

sequencing are highly salient during live scoring inor errors are less disruptive when the story
moves forward. The i n for construct repging is straightforward. Analyses should separate
and interpret lexical tactic complexXity, organization, and fluency rather than collapse

them int i ges in task design, including the introduction of visuals, may
i i an others and could shift how raters allocate attention during

2.4 Scoring ility aid Rater Agreement

Inter-rate ility is central to speaking assessment. In practice, strong agreement comes
from clear analytyrubrics, short calibration sessions with anchor responses, shared decision rules
for borderline cases, and routine monitoring. Recent guidance frames inter-rater reliability in
practical terms: use clear analytic rubrics, run short calibration sessions with anchor responses, agree
on decision rules for tricky cases, and double-score a small sample to monitor rater score drift.
Agreement is commonly reported with intraclass correlation coefficients, with thresholds and
reporting conventions outlined for applied research (Koo & Li, 2016). Framed this way, reliability
is not an abstract target but a routine part of test operations.

More recent studies show that high agreement is possible even when tasks are interactive or
technology-mediated. In an Al-supported conversational task, trained raters reached near-perfect
agreement, which suggests that novel delivery formats do not inherently destabilize scoring when
calibration is deliberate (Karatay, 2025). Observational work around interactive prompts points in
the same direction, indicating that format changes can be accommodated if rubrics and rater
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preparation are explicit (Ockey & Chukharev-Hudilainen, 2021). At the same time, recent evidence
helps explain where raters diverge: in a study of 160 standardized monologues, fluency features—
especially the absence of long silent pauses—were the strongest predictors of human scores, with
grammatical complexity also contributing; lexical complexity mattered less, and accuracy did not
add unique explanatory power (Hu et al., 2025). In practice, this means some categories invite tighter
consensus than others, and calibration should focus on how to weigh content and organization when
delivery is very smooth.

Training and transparency help on both the technical and experiential sides. A targeted
intervention that combined discussion of rubric criteria with attention to test-taker expectations
raised inter-rater reliability and improved examinees’ sense that scoring was fair (Doosti & Safa,
2021). Parallel comparisons of automated and human scoring suggest a workable division of labor:
automated systems align most closely with humans on concrete features suchgas rate or

& Safa, 2021; Hu et al., 2025; Karatay, 2025; Koo & Li, 2016; Ocke
2021; Xiong et al., 2023).

2.5 Learner Perceptions and Test Usefulness

A complete view of validity includes how test takers e
that affective factors such as anxiety and perceived fair
to produce in timed speaking, even when scoring
settings, many learners still report hesitation, fear
time pressure, all of which can depress perfor an
amplified in high-stakes contexts, so desigg

nce thgkask. Recent work shows
wh ners are willing and able
eria ar ed. In classroom and test
takes, and concern about “blanking” under

inaga et al., 2020). These concerns are
anning and clarify expectations are

not cosmetic; they influence the quality aj## ! age elicited
Visual prompts appear to helpfal t of planning. Across studies using picture
sequences, test takers were given a/ i indow—typically one to two minutes—plus

# During the speaking window that followed,

between events, and richer detail in the mido e story (Ahmed, 2020; Nasri et al., 2019).
Participants often put j — “‘easier to get Jarted,” “the pictures kept me on track”—which
aligns with accounts i

efulness also respond to transparent procedures. When raters discuss
criteria, s ances, and apply agreed decision rules, examinees report greater trust

2021). Survey ith university students suggests that static picture prompts are often viewed
as clearer and easj¥ to plan from than short videos, which some learners find distractingly dense for
timed tasks (Raja Nur Hidayah Yacob et al., 2025). There is growing interest in willingness to
communicate within test settings as well. Prompts that feel familiar and well scoped are linked to
higher willingness to speak at length, which in turn supports fuller samples of language for scoring
(Zhang & Zou, 2023). Taken together, these findings indicate that visual prompts can improve test
taker comfort and clarity while preserving score meaning, provided that materials are carefully
selected and procedures are made explicit.

3. Method
3.1. Participants and Setting

This study took place in a university language center, where one of the authors was teaching
two intermediate-level ESL speaking classes. The authors utilized these classes as the comparison
groups for this study: one received graphic-rich prompts and the other received equivalent text-only
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prompts. Due to students being enrolled through the university’s normal registration process, there
was no way that they could have been randomly assigned to the different conditions. That makes
the design quasi-experimental. Still, both classes covered the same curriculum and were taught by
the same instructor, which helped reduce instructional differences.

It is important to recognize two limitations here. First, without random assignment,
pre-existing differences between the groups cannot be ruled out. Second, because the instructor also
served as a researcher, there is potential for bias. To offset this, the authors used external raters who
were blinded to group membership and to the research’s hypotheses.

Sixty students agreed to take part, thirty in each group. Ages ranged from 18 to 35 (mean=24)
with mixed language backgrounds (Chinese, Spanish, Arabic). All had been placed in the high-B1
to low-B2 range on the CEFR, based on the center’s placement exam. Participation happened during
regular class hours, so almost everyone in both classes was involved; only one studenf declined to

placement scores and in their self-reported confidence using English.
3.2 Instruments

For the experimental group, the prompt consisted of a four-panel cartoo
everyday story where a character faced and resolved a small problem.
j the same key
: at the prompt for
two minutes, then retell the story in your own words with as you can.” They then had
up to three minutes to speak.
All tasks were carried out individually in the ts sat alone with a headset
microphone, while others waited outside to avoid the story ahead of time. Each performance

was recorded digitally. This setting gave the task &m t-like quality while keeping it embedded

in class.

The speaking task elicited a shor erimental group viewed a four-panel
cartoon showing an everyday proble bn; the comparison group read the same story
as an ~80-word passage. Prompts dif} i Oality. Students heard the same instructions in

three minutes of speaking, and a brief file check. To avoid
hallway until called. Recordings were captured through a USB
mputer and saved under anonymized IDs as mp3 voice recording
dio levels and noted any technical issues. Most students used nearly

syntactic compleXity, content organization, and fluency. Before scoring, the authors ran a 45-minute
calibration with eight anchor recordings that represented a range of quality. Raters reviewed the
rubric domain by domain, scored independently, then discussed any differences greater than
0.5 on the four-point scale until they reached consensus on scoring rationales. During live scoring,
20% of recordings were double-scored to monitor rater score drift; disagreements above the 0.5
threshold triggered brief recalibration. This routine kept scoring consistent while allowing raters
to note task-specific features (for example, whether speakers used clear temporal markers when
retelling the four-panel sequence).
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3.2.2 Rubric and Scoring. Performances were scored by three experienced ESL teachers who
were not otherwise involved in the classes. Before scoring, they met for a calibration session, where
they listened to six pilot recordings and discussed how to apply the rubric. This helped them align their
interpretations.

The rubric was comprised of four constructs: lexical diversity, syntactic complexity, content
organization, and fluency. Each construct was rated on a 10-point scale, based on descriptors
adapted from previously established frameworks (Fulcher, 2003; Luoma, 2004). Raters were trained
to listen for range and appropriateness of vocabulary, complexity of sentence forms, coherence of
the story, and smoothness of delivery. In addition to the 10-point scores, the authors also recorded
objective measures, including the type-to-token ratio (TTR) from the transcripts for vocabulary,
mean length of utterance (MLU) for complexity, and words per minute (WPM) for fluency.

All sixty recordings were scored independently by each rater, and their scores were later
averaged. For analysis, both category scores and a combined total out of 40 were rep
raters also noted holistic impressions and wrote brief comments, those were use
checks rather than formal analysis.

3.2.3 Post-Task Survey. Immediately after finishing the speaking tak. students comgieted a

engagement. Items were adapted from established work on test anxiety @d IneSs (Bachman
one item read,
“The prompt was easy to understand,” while another asked, “I s during this
speaking task.”

Two open-ended questions invited students to expl
suggest improvements. Some students wrote brief com
keep talking,” while others in the control group not
responses later became a part of the qualitative an

The task was carried out in Week 5 of the s tudents first previewed their prompts for
two minutes, then completed the three-mi ion? mances were recorded, transcribed,
and checked against the audio by the ref#® . ollowing week, the raters scored the

recordings independently using the ruj

At the same time, surveys wer, istered. o avoid bias, the items referred directly to the
type of prompt used — for instance, dents saw the phrase “text prompt,” while
experimental students saw “picture prompt. yeys were collected before any class discussion or

feedback took place, so impressions reflected 1 prediate task experience.

. ~ended responses were coded by two researchers independently and then
compared to iden@fy recurring themes. For example, in the experimental group, a common theme
was that visuals feduced anxiety, while in the control group several students described the task as
“harder to imagine.” These qualitative insights were used to interpret the numerical findings more
fully.

4. Results
4.1 RQL1: Speaking performance

4.1.1 Analytic Constructs and Overview. This study evaluated speaking performance with
four constructs that aligned with the rubric: lexical diversity, syntactic complexity, content
organization, and fluency. For lexical diversity and fluency, this study analyzed objective indices
derived from the transcripts and audio, and the authors report the parallel rubric scores descriptively
to show alignment. For syntactic complexity and content organization, the authors report the rubric
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scores and, where applicable, an objective index. Group comparisons used independent-samples t-
tests, with Welch’s correction when preliminary checks indicated unequal variances. Effect sizes
are reported as Cohen’s d with 95% confidence intervals. To orient the reader, Figure 1 previews
construct-level scores by condition and sets up the analyses that follow.

Figure 1

Analytic Rubric Scores by Construct and Condition

10
= Contral (text)
El Experimental [graphics)

Apalytic rubric score (1-10)

Lexical Syntackic Content Fluency

Note. Means on a 1-10 analytic rubric for |g tactic complexity, content

+1 SD. Three trained raters scored

4.1.2 Lexical Diversity. Lexical dive fVas indexed by type—token ratio (TTR), computed
ipn. The experimental group produced higher
TTR values on average t ental M = 0.50, SD = 0.05; control M = 0.45,
SD = 0.05). A Welchj indi iZtifference was statistically significant, t(55.8) =
, 1.45]. Rubric vocabulary ratings followed the same ordering

ions (“the key snapped,” “he knocked again”), whereas some control
narrations rep ral terms from the task instructions. These observations are provided only

4.1.3 Symtactic Complexity. Syntactic complexity was operationalized as mean length of
utterance (MLU, words per utterance) from the same transcripts. Students in the experimental
condition produced longer utterances on average than students in the control condition, experimental
M =10.7, SD = 1.5; control M = 8.9, SD = 1.5. Learners in the graphics condition scored 1.43 points
higher than those in the text condition on the 1-10 rubric, t(58) = 5.40, p <.001, 95% CI [1.00, 1.85].
Even the lower bound of the interval is a full-point gain, which raters would notice in practice. The
effect is large (d = 1.43, Hedges’ g = 1.41) and corresponds to r =~ .58 or about 34% of the variance
in scores explained by prompt type. Descriptive statistics for all outcomes by condition are presented
in Table 1.
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics by Condition (n = 30 per group)
Outcome Measure Graphic-rich M Text-only M
(SD) (SD)
Lexical diversity Type-token ratio (TTR)
0.50 (0.05) 0.45 (0.05)
Syntactic complexity ~ Mean length of utterance, words 10.7 (1.5) 8.9 (1.5)
per utterance (MLU)
Content organization ~ Analytic rubric, 1-10 8.2 (1.0 7.1(1.0)
Fluency Words per minute (WPM)
92.3(15.0)
Composite Sum of four rubric domains, 040  32.6 (2.5)
performance

each), variances were comparable, and the results remained consistent

test. Overall, the difference observed between groups was both d practically

meaningful. On a 10-point analytic scale, a 1-2 point lift typical long pauses,
clearer event links, and more specific wording.

Complexity rubric scores showed the same patteg ¢ pported descriptively as
approximately 7.9 of 10 for the experimental group and 6.6 G 1 bntrol group. Rater notes
from calibration, which focused on anchors for scores \ on multi-clause sentences
joined with explicit connectors as typical of the hig : Bentative sentence form in the
transcripts was, “He tried to open the door, but the ke, S0 he called aneighbor.” This example
is included only to concretize what longer utterances

4.1.4 Content Organization. Con s evaluated W|th rubric-based scores
that targeted narrative structure and cghg ng #equencing and Imklng across idea unlts

ant, t(58) = 4.07, p < .001, d 109 95% CI
3 are relevant to interpretation of the scale points,
without extending beyond the data. First, e it tenporal markers such as “first,” “then,” and

“because the key snap o0 he asked for helff”’) were listed in the calibration sheet as evidence
of cross-sgntence ion. ngtes document how the rubric was applied during operational

experimental group spoke faster on average than the control group
=15.0; control M = 81.2, SD = 15.0). An independent-samples t test
e, 1(58) = 2.69, p = .009, d = 0.69, 95% CI [0.15, 1.20]. Rubric fluency
objective index and are reported descriptively as approximately 7.2 of 10 for
roup and 6.1 of 10 for the control group. The authors did not separately code
silent pauses or filled pauses, so, the WPM value should be read as a rate measure at
the whole-performance level. Independent-samples t-test results for each construct are summarized
in Table 2.
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Table 2
Independent-Samples T-tests Comparing Conditions

Outcome Test t df p Cohen’sd 95% ClI

Lexical diversity (TTR) Welch t 350 558 .001 092 [0.40, 1.45] (d)

Syntactic complexity (rubric) Student t 540 58 <.001 143 [1.00, 1.85]
(mean difference,
points)

Content organizatio n (rubric)  Student t 407 58 <.001 1.09 [0.60, 1.55] (d)

Fluency (WPM) Student t 2.69 58 009 0.69
Composite performanc e (0-40) Welcht 710 555 <.001 176

4.1.6 Composite Performance. To summarize rubric-based per
the four analytic categories were summed to form a 0 to 40 corgposite.
achieved a higher composite mean than the control group (exp
M =28.7, SD = 1.9). A Welch’s t-test indicated a significan =7.10,p<.001,d
= 1.76, 95% CI [1.30, 2.30]. For a compact view of mag cision across outcomes,
Figure 2 reports Cohen’s d with 95% confidence interv T cadl vy contrasts: TTR, MLU,
content organization, WPM, and composite.

D = 2.5; control

Figure 2

Standardized Mean Differences Across OA

25

Cl)

Cohen's d (95%

) “(‘.‘” 2 \\“\"‘) \ k\u.(""( A\l . (\N"ﬂ'“\‘ 10 L))
e’ :1_“\1_:\'-‘ c r‘,.v,‘\.i""" oW et onef al
’
Note. Forest plot shows Cohen’s d and 95% confidence intervals for lexical diversity (TTR),
syntactic complexity (MLU), content organization (rubric), fluency (WPM), and the 0-40

composite. Positive values favor the experimental group.

4.2 RQ2: Rater Agreement

4.2.1 Calibration and Scoring Procedure. Three experienced ESL instructors served as
independent raters. The authors examined pairwise relationships in the composite scores to check
for simple forms of rater score drift. Inter-rater reliability for the average of three raters across 60
performances, was .80 overall and .61-.84 by category (lexical .64, syntactic .61, content .67,
fluency .84).
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4.3 RQ3: Learner Perceptions

Immediately after the speaking task, students completed a five-item Likert-type survey
rated from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree); item scores were averaged so that higher
values indicate more positive perceptions. Items asked about clarity, stress or anxiety, motivation,
helpfulness for organizing ideas, and engagement. Descriptive statistics for learners’ perceptions
across both conditions are summarized in Table 3.

Table 3

Post-Task Survey: Means (SD) by Group (1-5 scale)

Survey item Experimental (n = 30) Control (n = 30)
Clarity 4.3 (0.7) 3.8(0.8)

Stress / anxiety 2.1(1.1)

Motivation 4.5 (0.6)
Helpfulness for organizing ideas 4.3 (—)
Engagement 4.4 (—)

the stress/anxiety item
indicate less stress. Em-dashes mark standard deviatio 4lne source notes; add SDs
when available.
Open-ended responses were coded independentl 0 researchers and then reconciled. Short
excerpts are included here to ground the descrigti ents in the experimental class often
referenced sequencing support or recall next, pictures made it easy to keep
talking. In the control class, several regg@nses merg@ined the need to generate content had to think
of what to say, while a smaller set de# d enjoyind creative freedom, | liked making up details.

5. Discussion
The findings fro is study offer a mul@@®eted picture of how graphic-rich prompts (see
appendix A) can sh sessment of spedking skills. It is important to note that this is

story lies in howehe visuals seemed to function as a cognitive and linguistic scaffold.

Take, for instance, the task itself: a simple, four-panel cartoon about a man dealing with a
broken key. For the experimental group, this visual narrative was not merely an illustration; it was
a rich source of context. The authors observed that the image of the key snapping in the lock directly
prompted learners to use more specific, low-frequency vocabulary. Words like “snapped,”
“jammed,” “frustrated,” and “shoulder against the door” appeared in their transcripts. In contrast,
the control group, working from an 80-word written summary of the same event, often relied on the
prompt's own phrasing, repeating “couldn’t open the door” or using more general terms like
“problem.” This resonates strongly with Paivio's (1991) Dual Coding Theory. The images appear
to have provided a non-verbal channel of information, making it easier for learners to access and
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deploy a wider range of descriptive vocabulary tied to the concrete situation.

This scaffolding effect extended to syntactic complexity. The visual sequence, by its very
nature, depicted a chain of events with clear cause-and-effect and temporal relationships. This
seemed to encourage learners to produce language that mirrored these connections. The authors
frequently encountered multi-clause sentences in the experimental group's data, such as, “He tried
to open the door, but the key broke, so he had to call his neighbor for help.” The visual cues for “but”
(the failure) and “so” (the solution) were embedded in the panels. Conversely, many control group
responses were a series of simple, disconnected statements: “The man was at the door. The key
broke. He was upset.” It seems that when learners are freed from the cognitive burden of constructing
the scenario from text, they can reallocate their attention to crafting more complex grammatical
structures. This finding offers a positive twist on Skehan's (2009) trade-off hypothesis@lk this case,
the rich, image-supported content did not compete with complexity but actively syfported i

The most pronounced effect was on content organization. The four pictur
order explicit. Each frame signals who is involved, what happens next, an

in the experimental group noted in the survey, “The pictur
built-in organization reduced the cognitive load assggiat
allowing learners to focus on linking their ideasgs

e steps to follow.” This
ing the narrative flow,

meandered or missed key events. From a testing oint, this matters because it reduces
construct-irrelevant demands. The text-og s additional reading, inference, and
memory for plot structure; performange an be PN n by those skills even when speaking

transparent, so the score reflects the targgmeonsigct more directly: the ability to formulate and
deliver a coherent spoken narrative.

Finally, the gains in fluency and the co ghding drop in self-reported anxiety are likely
two sides of the same e graphic prompjRcted as a continuous and intuitive memory aid.
Students in each frame, which minimized those long, hesitant pauses
searchi e survey data confirmed this; students described the visual task
as engdging. One participant captured this perfectly, saying, “It was like
telling a This lower affective filter, a concept from Krashen (1982), appears to

have created holggfcal environment more conducive to fluent, continuous speech. The control
group's slower s rate and higher anxiety likely stemmed from the mental effort of constantly
holding and manjpulating the text-based scenario in their working memory.

This study’s findings, which indicate that graphic-rich prompts lowered self-reported
anxiety and enhanced fluency, resonate with Albargi's (2025) investigation into the Elicited
Imitation Test (EIT). Albargi speculated that the oral, imitative nature of the EIT might provoke
less anxiety than written exams like the OPT, a notion this data indirectly supports. While these
tasks differed—a narrative versus sentence repetition—both studies suggest that moving beyond
traditional text-heavy formats can create a more psychologically accessible assessment
environment.

The participants in this experimental group frequently described the visual task as less
stressful; one noted it was “like telling a fun story, not a test.” This aligns with the affective benefits
Albarqi associates with the EIT's modality. These graphic-rich prompts functioned similarly, not by

111



Hashim & Shaher (2026)

simplifying the linguistic demand, but by providing a concrete, shared referent that reduced the
cognitive and emotional burden of constructing a scenario from text alone. This shift appears to free
up cognitive resources, which in this study were reallocated to producing more complex language
and smoother delivery, and in Albargi's context, may facilitate a more accurate demonstration of
underlying proficiency.

Regarding the second research question and a central concern when introducing any novel
element into an assessment is whether it compromises scoring reliability. Would raters be influenced
by the presence of visuals, or would they struggle to apply the rubric consistently to responses
generated from pictures? This study’s results are reassuring on this front. The inter-rater reliability
coefficients (ICCs ranging from 0.61 to 0.84) are well within the acceptable range for performance

McNamara, 1996).
The calibration session held with the raters was likely critical here. By

performances and clarifying descriptors for scores of 5, 7, and 9 on each a ga
shared understanding of the constructs. Interestingly, during their scori noted
that the experimental group's responses were often easier to score f

fluency because the narrative was so grounded in the common visyaLsti . as a concrete

reference point for evaluating coherence. The slightly lower T8 i g sity (0.64) is not
surprising; as Fulcher (2003) has noted, judgments about vo
rater might value variety highly, while another mig i Qhi palhriateness. However, by

Most importantly, the analysis of the revealed no systematic bias. No rater
consistently scored the graphic-rich group higher acro boayd. This suggests that the raters were

and fluency—rather than being swaye the ideas. This is a vital point for test
validity (Kunnan, 2004); it indicates brences observed between groups can be more
confidently attributed to genuine di ing performance, not to a rater bias in favor of
a more engaging task.

modal stimu act was also more positive, reducing anxiety and increasing motivation.

Thisa enefit has direct implications for validity. When the test-taker is less anxious
and more engaged, they’re likely to put in maximum effort and show their true ability. A student
who remarks that it “didn’t feel like a test” is, in some sense, a compelling validation of its face
validity. This is in contrast to the control group where students exhibited some confusion; one
student noted, “T wasn’t sure if T was doing it right.” This uncertainty in the traditional text prompts
was irrelevant construct variance; performance was not only based on language ability, but on
someone's ability to understand what the tester was trying to accomplish. The graphic prompt, by
making the task demands visually explicit, helps to mitigate this threat to validity.

Finally, the positive learner perceptions in this study do more than just signal reduced
anxiety; they point toward a potential pathway for fostering greater learner engagement and
autonomy, a core goal of the "assessment as learning™ movement. Dorri et al. (2025) demonstrated
that enhancing students' assessment literacy—explicitly teaching them the criteria for good
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writing—empowered them to better evaluate their own and peers' work. This intervention, while
different in scope, operated on a similar principle: by making the task's organizational and content
demands visually explicit, the graphic-rich prompts demystified what was being assessed. Students
were not left to decode an abstract text prompt; instead, the images provided what one learner called
"the steps to follow."

This transparency arguably gave learners a clearer sense of the target, allowing them to
engage with the task more confidently. Where Dorri et al. (2025) found initial student reluctance and
a "lack of confidence" in acting as assessors, this study’s approach used task design to scaffold the
process for the learner. The visuals served as an intuitive rubric, making the assessment criteria more
accessible and, in turn, helping students produce a performance that was a more valid reflection of
their speaking ability, not their ability to interpret a daunting text prompt.

Visual support appears to benefit oral performance across delivery mog€s in ways that
mirror our results. In our task-based speaking test, graphic-rich prompts yielded{gi
lexical diversity, syntactic complexity, content organization, and fluencylSi
gains with audiovisual input have been reported at the tertiary lev
comprehension and formulation (Rahman & Jamila, 2024). Al-mediat ks also boost
performance and willingness to communicate (Abdulhussein Dakhi . ead together,
these findings support a shared mechanism: multimodal pr eous processing,
make the storyline and goal state more transparent, and entional resources for
message planning and delivery—precisely the cond iy our experimental group
outperformed the text-only group.

Affective evidence aligns with the o d fluency and organization gains. Our

participants reported lower anxiety with graphic-ric ; this tracks with work identifying
opaque task demands and time pressure a king-test anxiety and recommending
clearer criteria and scaffolds (Alshal Y The present design operationalizes those

d¥through images, which likely explains the

Hether via images, audiovisual clips, or supportive interfaces—test
with less anxiety. Programs can therefore improve both performance

6. Implications and Acknowledged Limitations

Translating these results into practice, there is a clear pathway for enriching how speaking
is both taught and evaluated. In the classroom, where assessment often doubles as a learning
opportunity, this study’s findings suggest that a simple shift from text to image can yield significant
dividends. It shows that these images are really helping students situate their thinking and accessing
more advanced language without the anxiety that often hinders performance. This isn’t just a small
change; it’s a strategic way to make assessment a more productive, and less anxiety provoking,
process. These graphic prompts are a good way to connect the principles of task-based learning to
how educators evaluate student capabilities, since these tests are meant to be assessing
communicative ability and not if a student is able to decode a difficult text prompt under pressure.
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For high-stakes standardized testing, this study should be seen as a proof-of-concept rather
than a direct prescription. This study demonstrates that incorporating visuals is feasible and need
not undermine scoring reliability. However, it is important not to overstate this study’s contributions.
This study was conducted with a specific population (adult intermediate ESL learners) on a single
narrative task. The quasi-experimental design, while practical, means the researchers cannot
definitively rule out the influence of pre-existing group differences, despite their similar placement
scores. Furthermore, the instructor's dual role as researcher, despite this study’s use of blinded
external raters, remains a potential source of bias.

Future research should therefore build on this foundation by employing larger, randomly
assigned samples to solidify the causal claims that can be tentatively made from this

of visual support. This study used a narrative task—a natural fit for a sequential i
how would visuals function in an argumentative task? Would an infographic d
data on, say, urban transportation, lead to more coherent and well-supporte

of a bustling market elicit different language than a written list of elem
The efficacy of visual prompts is not universal but is deegly i

clustered at the B1/B2 threshold. It is an open question wh innfr-level (A1/A2) learners
would benefit even more profoundly from the cont i /e scaffolding, or if the

dual challenge of decoding the image *and* prodycifig lang gnt become overwhelming.
Conversely, would advanced (C1) learners, wh dy possess strong internal planning and
discourse structuring skills, find such visuals less nece or even patronizing? A series of studies
varying proficiency level and task type wg rain of visual utility, moving us from

for whom* they are most beneficial.

7. Conclusion

the test-taker an esulting performance more interpretable to the rater.

This leads toA virtuous cycle: more authentic tasks that are more interesting and perceived as
less test-like and more meaningful communicative acts. These will also be more useful for getting
a representative and ratiable sample of a learner’s spoken language proficiency. So, while the
findings in this study are situated in a certain teaching and learning context and do not dictate the
policy direction of high stakes testing settings. These findings provide a concrete and empirical
contribution to a larger and immensely important conversation in language assessment that
educators should focus on: making evaluation tools that are not only statistically valid but
psychologically humane—a goal that will move us closer to an authentic and fair representation of
what a learner can do.
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Appendix
Example graphic with four panels shown to the students a part of the experimental group
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