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ABSTRACT

Existing L2 assessment frameworks inadequately represent cultural specificity, affective-technological interactions,

and integrated theoretical approaches. This quantitative investigation examines learner agency in EFL oral presentation

assessment through an integrated framework combining van Lier’s ecological approach, Norton’s investment theory, and

Kasper and Rose’s interlanguage pragmatics. Undergraduate EFL learners at a Saudi university completed a validated

questionnaire examining affective variables, interlanguage processing, technological preferences, and assessment literacy.

Statistical analysis revealed three patterns challenging Western-centric autonomy models. First, anxious investment

patterns showed learners experiencing pre-presentation anxiety while maintaining assessment engagement, with anxiety

positively correlating with strategic preparation behaviours, extending Norton’s investment theory to cultural contexts

where identity aspirations override emotional comfort. Second, overwhelming preference for computer-mediated assess-

ment correlated with environmental control desires, self-assessment capabilities, and anxiety management, demonstrating

that technological affordances enhance rather than compromise authentic learner agency. Third, sophisticated assessment

literacy combined with collaborative learning preferences revealed collective autonomy—culturally specific expressions

integrating individual metacognitive competence with traditional values emphasising social learning. Cross-construct

analysis revealed systematic relationships supporting integrated theoretical explanations, with cultural factors mediating

relationships between individual capabilities and environmental preferences. Findings challenge deficit models, instead

supporting culturally responsive frameworks that recognize cultural specificity as a scholarly strength. The research

contributes theoretical understanding while informing evidence-based practices for inclusive L2 assessment design

*CORRESPONDINGAUTHOR:

Hissah MohammedAlruwaili, English Language Department, College ofArts, Jouf University, Sakaka 72388, SaudiArabia; Email: hissah@ju.edu.sa

ARTICLE INFO

Received: 7 June 2025 | Revised: 25 June 2025 | Accepted: 5 August 2025 | Published Online: 26 September 2025

DOI: https://doi.org/10.30564/fls.v7i10.10393

CITATION

Alshammari, M.A., Alruwaili, H.M., 2025. Learner Agency in L2 Assessment: A Sociolinguistic Investigation of EFL Oral Presentation Perceptions.

Forum for Linguistics Studies. 7(10): 573–589. DOI: https://doi.org/10.30564/fls.v7i10.10393

COPYRIGHT

Copyright © 2025 by the author(s). Published by Bilingual Publishing Group. This is an open access article under the Creative Commons Attribu-

tion-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/).

573

https://orcid.org/0009-0008-3839-6801
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7877-3076


Forum for Linguistic Studies | Volume 07 | Issue 10 | October 2025

through hybrid approaches integrating technological affordances, collaborative scaffolding, and identity construction

within culturally appropriate frameworks.

Keywords: cultural Responsiveness; Anxious Investment; Collective Autonomy; Technology-mediated Assessment; Oral

Presentation

1. Introduction

The theoretical construct of learner agency has gained

considerable attention in applied linguistics research, par-

ticularly within the paradigm of learner-centred L2 assess-

ment [1,2]. Learner agency, defined as learners’ capacity to

act purposefully and reflectively in their language learning

processes, represents a fundamental shift from traditional

behaviourist assessment models towards more socioconstruc-

tivist approaches that recognise learners as active participants

in the assessment process [3,4]. Within this framework, oral

presentation assessment serves as a particularly rich site for

investigating learner agency, as it requires the integration

of multiple linguistic competencies, including phonological

accuracy, lexical appropriateness, pragmatic awareness, and

discourse organisation [5,6].

The sociolinguistic dimensions of L2 assessment have

emerged as a critical research area, examining how social,

cultural, and contextual factors influence both assessment

practices and learner responses to assessment [7,8]. In EFL

contexts, where learners have limited exposure to authen-

tic communicative situations, oral presentation assessment

provides what Bachman and Palmer [9] term task authentic-

ity—assessment tasks that mirror real-world language use

demands. However, the effectiveness of such authentic as-

sessment depends significantly on learners’ perceptions, be-

liefs, and willingness to engage with the assessment process,

making learner agency a crucial variable in assessment va-

lidity [10,11].

Contemporary applied linguistics research emphasises

the importance of understanding assessment through mul-

tiple theoretical lenses, including social cognitive theory,

which posits that learning occurs through the dynamic in-

teraction between cognitive, behavioural, and environmen-

tal factors [12]. Within this framework, oral presentation as-

sessment represents a complex sociolinguistic event where

learners must navigate not only linguistic demands but also

social expectations, cultural norms, and institutional require-

ments [13,14]. The COVID-19 pandemic has further compli-

cated this landscape by introducing computer-mediated as-

sessment modalities, creating new opportunities to examine

how technological mediation affects learner agency and L2

performance [15,16].

From an interlanguage pragmatics perspective, oral pre-

sentations require learners to demonstrate not only grammat-

ical and lexical competence but also pragmatic awareness—

the ability to use language appropriately in specific social

and academic contexts [17–19]. Research in interlanguage de-

velopment suggests that learners’ perceptions of their linguis-

tic competence significantly influence their willingness to

engage in communicative tasks, creating what Dörnyei [20]

terms the motivational dimension of L2 learning. Under-

standing these perceptions becomes crucial for developing

assessment practices that support rather than inhibit interlan-

guage development.

This investigation contributes to current debates in

applied linguistics regarding the relationship between as-

sessment authenticity, learner autonomy, and L2 develop-

ment [21,22]. The following literature review establishes the

theoretical foundations for examining these complex rela-

tionships within culturally specific EFL contexts.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Theoretical Foundations of Learner

Agency in L2 Assessment

Learner agency has emerged as a central theoretical

concern representing a paradigmatic shift from structuralist

to post-structuralist understandings of L2 learning and as-

sessment [21–23]. Defined as learners’ capacity to act purpose-

fully and reflectively in their language learning processes,

agency represents a fundamental shift from traditional be-

haviourist assessment models towards socioconstructivist

approaches that recognise learners as active participants [3,4].

Oral presentation assessment serves as a particularly rich site
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for investigating agency, requiring integration of multiple

linguistic competencies, including phonological accuracy,

lexical appropriateness, pragmatic awareness, and discourse

organisation [5,6].

This investigation integrates three complementary the-

oretical frameworks. Van Lier’s [24] ecological approach con-

ceptualises agency as learners’ capacity for reflexive action

within their linguistic environment, emphasising dynamic

relationships between individual cognition and social con-

text. This positions L2 assessment as complex sociolinguis-

tic activities where learners negotiate identity, demonstrate

competence, and exercise autonomy [25]. Recent research by

Alruwaili [26] demonstrates how students exercise both eco-

logical adaptation and identity investment simultaneously,

supporting multi-framework approaches to understanding

learner agency.

Norton’s [27] seminal work on investment and identity

provides crucial theoretical grounding for understanding

learner agency in assessment contexts [28]. Norton argues

that learners’ investment in L2 practices reflects their de-

sire to acquire symbolic and material resources, challenging

traditional notions of motivation as individual psycholog-

ical traits [27–30]. In assessment contexts, investment mani-

fests through learners’ willingness to engage with evaluation

processes and their negotiation of academic discourse con-

ventions [25]. Alali and Alruwaili [31] extend this framework

by examining how Saudi EFL learners construct imagined

identities that sustain investment in English learning within

technical training contexts.

Kasper and Rose’s [17] interlanguage pragmatics frame-

work identifies pragmatic competence as comprising both

pragmalinguistic knowledge (form-function mappings) and

sociopragmatic knowledge (contextual appropriateness). In

oral presentation contexts, learners must demonstrate both

dimensions whilst managing real-time language production

under evaluative conditions [32–37]. Thomas’s [38] distinction

between pragmatic failure and grammatical error becomes

crucial, as pragmatic failures may be interpreted as social in-

competence rather than developmental phenomena [39,40]. Co-

hen’s [41] work on pragmatic consciousness-raising suggests

that explicit awareness of pragmatic conventions enhances

communicative performance, yet limited investigation exam-

ines how assessment anxiety affects pragmatic processing in

diverse cultural contexts.

2.2. Affective Variables and Cultural Media-

tion

Cross-cultural research reveals significant variations in

how affective variables influence L2 performance across

different cultural contexts [38,39]. Horwitz, Horwitz, and

Cope’s [42] foundational research established foreign lan-

guage anxiety as comprising communication apprehension,

test anxiety, and fear of negative evaluation. However, Wang

et al.’s [36] investigation of Chinese and Iranian EAP students

demonstrates that cultural values, educational traditions, and

linguistic factors fundamentally shape anxiety experiences,

with Iranian students showing higher communication ap-

prehension than Chinese learners despite shared EFL con-

texts. This cultural specificity becomes particularly relevant

for Saudi EFL contexts, where traditional pedagogical ap-

proaches emphasising accuracy over fluency and collectivist

cultural values prioritising group harmony may create unique

anxiety patterns not captured by existing Western-developed

instruments [7,8]. MacIntyre et al.’s [43] pyramid model of will-

ingness to communicate integrates stable personality traits

with situational variables, suggesting that learners’ assess-

ment participation depends on complex interactions between

individual differences and contextual factors [44,45].

Moving beyond deficit-focused models, Lin and

Wang’s [37] research reveals that foreign language enjoyment

and engagement significantly predict willingness to commu-

nicate, independent of anxiety levels, suggesting that culti-

vating positive emotional experiences may enhance commu-

nicative engagement more effectively than anxiety reduction

approaches. Dörnyei’s [20] L2 motivational self-system revo-

lutionised understanding by emphasising future self-concepts

and identity construction, suggesting that assessment engage-

ment reflects aspirational identity construction rather than

merely current competence [41,46,47].

2.3. Technology-Mediated Assessment and En-

vironmental Affordances

The integration of technology in language assess-

ment has generated substantial research interest, particu-

larly regarding computer-mediated communicative assess-

ment [15,48,49]. Warschauer’s [50] concept of technological

affordances illuminates how digital environments can en-

hance or constrain learner agency through temporal flexibil-
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ity, multimedia integration, and reduced social evaluation

anxiety, while potentially limiting nonverbal communication

channels [51,52]. Chapelle and Chapelle’s [49] framework for

computer-assisted language learning evaluation provides the-

oretical grounding emphasising language learning potential,

meaning focus, and authentic assessment contexts.

Emergency remote teaching during COVID-19 pro-

vided unprecedented opportunities to examine technology-

mediated assessment, though crisis contexts may limit gen-

eralizability [16,53,54]. While some studies report enhanced

learner confidence in digital environments [55], these find-

ings require cautious interpretation as contrasts with tradi-

tional assessment may reflect situational factors rather than

inherent technological advantages. The digital divide and

varying technological literacy levels create equity concerns

often overlooked in enthusiasm for computer-mediated as-

sessment.

The cultural specificity of technological engagement

becomes particularly relevant for assessment contexts, where

traditional evaluation formats may carry cultural legitimacy

that digital alternatives lack. In Saudi educational contexts,

face-to-face interaction with authority figures during assess-

ments may be valued as demonstrating respect that computer-

mediated interaction cannot replicate. Limited research has

systematically compared learner agency across traditional

and digital formats while accounting for cultural factors,

requiring empirical validation across diverse cultural con-

texts where traditional authority structures may influence

technology adoption.

2.4. Assessment Literacy and Learner Auton-

omy

Assessment literacy has evolved from educator-focused

competencies to encompass learners’understanding of assess-

ment processes and criteria [56]. Stiggins’s [57] formulation

emphasises learners’ ability to understand assessment pur-

poses, interpret results, and use feedback for improvement,

aligning with broader movements toward learner autonomy

in L2 education [58–60].

Little’s [59] influential work distinguishes between psy-

chological autonomy (capacity for self-direction) and polit-

ical autonomy (freedom from external control), providing

theoretical justification for learner-centred assessment ap-

proaches. However, this distinction reflects Western individ-

ualistic assumptions that may not translate to collectivist ed-

ucational contexts where respect for authority and collective

harmony remain valued alongside individual achievement.

In Saudi educational contexts, learner autonomy may require

reconceptualisation to accommodate Islamic values of seek-

ing knowledge through guidance from respected authorities

while fostering critical thinking capabilities.

Boud’s [61] research on sustainable assessment empha-

sises learners’ long-term capacity for self-evaluation and

performance monitoring, suggesting that effective L2 assess-

ment should develop autonomous assessment capabilities

extending beyond formal educational contexts [57]. The con-

vergence of assessment literacy with learner agency theory

reveals important implications extending beyond cognitive

skill development, as Norton’s investment theory suggests

that learners’ assessment literacy development reflects iden-

tity aspirations rather than merely current evaluation under-

standing [25,27].

2.5. Research Gaps and Theoretical Integra-

tion

Despite significant advances in understanding individ-

ual constructs, limited research has systematically examined

how these multiple dimensions converge within authentic

academic discourse contexts, particularly in EFL environ-

ments where learners face unique challenges demonstrating

communicative competence. The predominance of research

in Western or East Asian contexts creates substantial gaps

in understanding how cultural factors specific to Arabic-

speaking, Islamic educational environments influence learner

agency in assessment contexts [26,31].

Contemporary applied linguistics research empha-

sises understanding assessment through multiple theoret-

ical lenses, including social cognitive theory, which con-

ceptualises learning through dynamic interactions between

cognitive, behavioural, and environmental factors [12]. Oral

presentation assessment represents complex sociolinguis-

tic events where learners must navigate linguistic demands,

social expectations, cultural norms, and institutional require-

ments [13,14]. The COVID-19 pandemic has further compli-

cated this landscape by introducing computer-mediated as-

sessment modalities, creating opportunities to examine how

technological mediation affects learner agency [15,16].

Three critical research gaps emerge from this theoreti-
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cal review:

First, cultural specificity in agency expression remains

underexplored, with Western-developed frameworks requir-

ing cultural specification to account for how identity aspira-

tions manifest within collectivist contexts where traditional

authority relationships coexist with contemporary commu-

nicative competence requirements. Alruwaili’s [26] and Alali

and Alruwaili’s [31] research demonstrates that Saudi EFL

learners construct potential spaces for English use and de-

velop imagined identities sustaining investment despite insti-

tutional constraints. Still, these culturally specific manifes-

tations require systematic investigation within assessment

contexts.

Second, affective-technological interactions in assess-

ment contexts need investigation, particularly how cultural

factors mediate relationships between anxiety, environmental

control, and digital assessment preferences [62]. The conver-

gence ofWang et al.’s [36] findings on cultural variations with

Lin and Wang’s [37] research on enjoyment factors suggests

that effective assessment design must address both emotional

regulation and positive engagement simultaneously. Yet, lim-

ited research examines how technological affordances might

serve these dual functions in diverse cultural contexts.

Third, integrated theoretical approaches are necessary

to address the complex interactions between ecological af-

fordances, identity investment, and pragmatic competence

development under evaluative pressure. Existing single-

framework approaches inadequately represent the sophis-

ticated patterns of learner agency evident in multicultural

EFL contexts, where environmental constraints, cultural val-

ues, and identity aspirations create unique dynamics [21,22].

This investigation addresses these gaps by examining

learner agency manifestations across affective, linguistic,

technological, and evaluative dimensions within Saudi EFL

contexts, contributing to the theoretical understanding of

cultural specificity in L2 assessment while informing cultur-

ally responsive pedagogical approaches. To address these

theoretical gaps and contribute to culturally responsive L2

assessment understanding, this investigation examines three

interconnected research questions:

RQ1: How do affective variables interact with cultural

values to influence learner engagement in oral presenta-

tion assessment contexts?

RQ2: What role do technological affordances play in

supporting or constraining authentic learner agency ex-

pression in evaluative contexts?

RQ3: How do assessment literacy capabilities mani-

fest within culturally specific frameworks of learner

autonomy and collective identity construction?

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Research Design and Theoretical Frame-

work

Building upon the theoretical foundations and empiri-

cal gaps identified in the literature review, this quantitative

investigation employs an integrated theoretical framework

combining van Lier’s [24] ecological approach, Norton’s [27]

investment theory, and Kasper and Rose’s [17] interlanguage

pragmatics framework to examine culturally mediated ex-

pressions of learner agency in Saudi EFL contexts. The

design addresses three critical research gaps: (1) cultural

specificity in agency expression, (2) affective-technological

interactions in assessment contexts, and (3) integrated the-

oretical approaches across multiple competence domains,

leveraging Bandura’s [12] social cognitive framework, exam-

ining triadic interactions between cognitive, behavioural, and

environmental factors.

3.2. Participants and Context

Twenty-seven undergraduate EFL learners participated

(19 female, 8 male; mean age = 21.3, SD = 1.2), representing

intermediate to advanced proficiency levels (CEFR B1-C1)

across academic levels 5–8 of an English linguistics pro-

gram at a Saudi university. All participants were Arabic L1

speakers with 12+ years of English instruction and current en-

rolment in advanced linguistic courses. Rather than position-

ing this as a limitation, the investigation leverages cultural

and educational specificity as a theoretical opportunity to

examine agency within collectivist educational frameworks.

Sample Size Justification: A priori power analysis us-

ing G*Power 3.1.9.7 indicated n = 27 provides adequate

power (1-β = 0.80) for detecting medium to large effect sizes

(r = 0.50) at α = 0.05 for correlational analysis, with post-

hoc analysis confirming actual power of .82 for the largest

observed correlation (r = 0.72). This aligns with established

practices for exploratory cultural research in applied linguis-
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tics [63,64].

Cultural Homogeneity as Theoretical Strength: The

linguistically homogeneous Arabic L1 background enables

investigation of cultural specificity while controlling for vari-

ation that might confound cross-cultural studies. This ad-

dresses Alruwaili’s [26] call for deeper investigation of po-

tential spaces for English use within Saudi contexts and

supports Alali and Alruwaili’s [31] research on imagined iden-

tities among Saudi EFL learners.

3.3. Instrumentation

The research instrument operationalises key constructs

through a 46-item questionnaire specifically adapted for

Saudi EFL contexts, developed through a three-stage val-

idation: (1) initial item generation, (2) expert review by

three applied linguistics faculty, and (3) pilot testing with 12

graduate students for cultural appropriateness.

Affective Variables in L2 Performance (8 items, α =

0.82): Adapted from Horwitz et al. [42] FLCAS for oral

presentation contexts, incorporating Wang et al.’s [36] cross-

cultural anxiety research and Lin and Wang’s [37] positive

emotion factors. Items examine anxiety-engagement rela-

tionships, revealing anxious investment patterns. Sample

item: I feel anxious before oral presentations, but I still

prepare thoroughly.

Interlanguage Processing Strategies (6 items, α = 0.78):

Operationalises metacognitive awareness of L2 production

processes, drawing from Kasper and Rose’s [17] interlan-

guage pragmatics framework and Cohen’s [41] pragmatic

consciousness-raising research. Items examine strategic L1

utilisation and code-switching patterns. Sample item: I some-

times think in Arabic first, then translate to English during

presentations.

Technological Mediation and Environmental Affor-

dances (8 items, α = 0.85): Examines preferences for

computer-mediated versus traditional assessment formats,

drawing from Warschauer’s [50] technological affordances

framework. Items investigate environmental control desires

and digital engagement patterns. Sample item: I feel more

confident presenting online than in traditional classroom

settings.

Assessment Literacy and Cultural Autonomy (16 items,

α = 0.83): Operationalises understanding of evaluation pro-

cesses and self-assessment capabilities within cultural frame-

works, drawing from Little’s [59] autonomy constructs, Stig-

gins’s [57] assessment literacy framework, and Boud’s [61] sus-

tainable assessment principles. Sample item: I can accu-

rately assess my own presentation performance without in-

structor feedback.

Items employ 5-point Likert scales and frequency in-

dicators, presented bilingually (Arabic-English) with back-

translation verification. Confirmatory factor analysis sup-

ported the four-factor structure (χ² = 1.23, df = 1, p = 0.27;

CFI = 0.98; RMSEA = 0.05).

3.4. Data Collection and Cultural Responsive-

ness

Data were collected via an anonymous online survey

through the university’s Blackboard platform during three

weeks in May 2024. All 45 eligible students enrolled in

advanced linguistics courses were invited; the final sample

of 27 represents a 60% response rate, acceptable for vol-

untary educational research [63]. Participants completed the

questionnaire in a single session (average: 18 minutes), with

minimal missing data (< 2%). The bilingual format addressed

linguistic barriers while maintaining ecological validity for

participants navigating Arabic-English academic contexts.

3.5. Data Analysis Framework

Data analysis employed SPSS 28.0 with both descrip-

tive and inferential procedures. Prior to analysis, data were

screened for normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity as-

sumptions. Shapiro-Wilk tests indicated normal distributions

(p > 0.05), while scatterplot examination confirmed linear

relationships and homogeneous variance.

Descriptive Analysis: Provided pattern identification

and participant characteristics, including means, standard

deviations, and frequency distributions interpreted through

theoretical lenses to identify patterns consistent with anxious

investment, collective autonomy, and technology-enhanced

agency hypotheses.

Correlational Analysis: Pearson correlations exam-

ined relationships between continuous variables, focusing

on anxiety-engagement relationships testing anxious invest-

ment patterns, technology preference-environmental con-

trol associations examining ecological affordances, and self-

assessment capability-peer assessment confidence relation-
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ships investigating collective autonomy expressions.

Categorical Analysis: Chi-square tests examined re-

lationships between academic levels and assessment for-

mat preferences. Cramer’s V provided effect size measures

following Cohen’s [64] conventions (0.10 = small, 0.30 =

medium, 0.50 = large).

Statistical Significance: Evaluated at α = 0.05 level,

with correlation interpretation following Cohen’s conven-

tions: small (0.10–0.29), medium (0.30–0.49), and large

(0.50+) effects. Confidence intervals (95% CI) were cal-

culated for all correlations, with effect sizes reported for

all significant relationships to ensure practical significance

alongside statistical significance [64].

3.6. Ethical Considerations

The investigation received IRB approval (Protocol

#2024-EFL-027) and adhered to ethical principles for cultur-

ally responsive research [65,66]. Participants provided digital

informed consent after reviewing bilingual information about

research purposes, procedures, risks, and benefits. The on-

line survey generated anonymous participant codes with no

identifying information linkage, with responses stored on

encrypted university servers.

Researcher Positionality: The researchers acknowl-

edge their position as L2 educators within the same institu-

tional context, providing cultural insider knowledge while

maintaining analytical objectivity through systematic quanti-

tative methodology [67]. Data analysis was conducted collab-

oratively with external validation to address potential bias.

Cultural Strengths Framework: This investigation

adopts a cultural strengths framework, positioning diversity

as a scholarly resource rather than a limitation, challenging

deficit models, and investigating how cultural specificity

serves as a resource for sophisticated agency expression.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Participant Profile and Assessment Expe-

rience Context

Participants demonstrated extensive assessment expe-

rience relevant to the investigation, with 85.2% having com-

pleted 5 oral presentations across multiple linguistic subdis-

ciplines, including applied linguistics, phonetics, discourse

analysis, and literary studies. This breadth of assessment

exposure provides the foundation for meaningful investi-

gation of learner agency, as Norton’s [27] investment theory

suggests that agency develops through sustained engagement

with challenging L2 practices. Descriptive statistics for the

primary constructs are presented in Table 1. Technology

preference scores demonstrated the highest mean (M = 3.76),

challenging traditional conceptualisations of assessment au-

thenticity while supporting Warschauer’s [50] framework of

technological affordances. Assessment literacy scores (M

= 3.45) suggest well-developed metacognitive awareness,

while moderate interlanguage processing scores (M = 2.89)

indicate strategic rather than deficit-based L1 utilisation.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Reliability for Primary Constructs.

Construct Mean SD Min Max α Theoretical Framework

Affective Variables 3.24 0.67 2.1 4.5 0.82 Horwitz et al. [42]; Wang et al. [36]

Interlanguage Processing 2.89 0.54 1.8 4.0 0.78 Kasper & Rose [17]; Cohen [41]

Technology Preferences 3.76 0.71 2.3 5.0 0.85 Warschauer [50]; Chapelle [49]

Assessment Literacy 3.45 0.59 2.4 4.6 0.83 Little [59]; Stiggins [57]

4.2. The Anxious Investment: Extending Nor-

ton’s Investment TheoryThroughCultural

Mediation

4.2.1. Statistical Evidence for Culturally Medi-

ated Anxiety-Engagement Patterns

The quantitative findings reveal theoretically sig-

nificant patterns that extend beyond traditional anxiety-

performance relationships documented in Western contexts.

The investigation reveals a theoretically significant para-

dox that directly addresses the first research gap regarding

cultural specificity in agency expression. While 74% of par-

ticipants report pre-presentation anxiety—confirming the

relevance of foreign language anxiety constructs established

by Horwitz et al. [42]—an identical 74% simultaneously dis-

agree with avoiding presentations due to low self-confidence.
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This pattern creates what we term anxious investment, ex-

tending Norton’s [27] investment theory to account for cul-

tural contexts where identity aspirations override individual

comfort zones. The correlational patterns supporting the

anxious investment framework are detailed in Table 2. The

positive correlation between anxiety levels and strategic

preparation behaviours (r = 0.58, p < 0.01) fundamentally

challenges Western psychological models that position anx-

iety as primarily inhibiting, instead supporting the complex

cultural mediation patterns identified by Wang et al. [36] in

their cross-cultural investigation of communication appre-

hension.

Table 2. Anxiety-Investment Correlational Patterns.

Variable Pair r p Effect Size Theoretical Connection

Anxiety × Strategic Preparation 0.58 < 0.01 Large Norton [27] investment theory

Anxiety × Note-taking Behaviour 0.63 < 0.01 Large van Lier [24] ecological affordances

Anxiety × Presentation Avoidance −0.12 > 0.05 Small Challenge to deficit models

Fear of Failure × Preparation 0.71 <0 .01 Large Dörnyei [20] motivational self-system

The absence of a negative correlation between anxiety

and engagement (r = −0.12, p > 0.05) contradicts traditional

deficit approaches while supporting Norton’s [27] argument

that investment reflects desire for symbolic resource acquisi-

tion rather than mere psychological comfort.

4.2.2. Cultural Specification of Investment The-

ory

This anxious investment pattern extends Norton’s [27]

theoretical framework by demonstrating how cultural values

specific to Saudi educational contexts—where educational

achievement carries significant social and familial implica-

tions aligned with Islamic values of knowledge seeking—

sustain learner engagement despite emotional challenges.

The correlation between fear of failure and strategic prepa-

ration (r = 0.71, p < 0.01) supports Alali and Alruwaili’s [29]

findings on imagined identities among Saudi technical train-

ing students, where learners construct future self-concepts

that motivate continued investment in challenging L2 prac-

tices.

The preference for collaborative presentation formats

(55.5%) correlates significantly with peer assessment con-

fidence (r = 0.62, p < 0.01), revealing culturally mediated

expressions of agency that challenge Western individualis-

tic assumptions about autonomy development. This pattern

aligns with Lin and Wang’s [37] findings on Chinese univer-

sity students’ preferences for supportive assessment formats,

extending their positive psychology approach to L2 engage-

ment by demonstrating how collaborative affordances pro-

vide anxiety management while maintaining investment in

communicative competence development.

The persistence of engagement despite anxiety reflects

what might be termed culturally mediated investment that

integrates Norton’s identity construction theory with the cul-

tural specificity demonstrated by Wang et al. [36]. Rather

than representing incomplete autonomy development, these

patterns suggest sophisticated navigation between individ-

ual psychological responses and collective cultural values

that honour both personal competence development and tra-

ditional educational frameworks, emphasising respect for

authority and community support.

4.3. Technology-Enhanced  Environmental

Agency: Reconceptualising Assessment

Authenticity

4.3.1. Overwhelming Preference for Digital As-

sessment Contexts

Moving beyond affective dimensions, the technolog-

ical preferences data challenge fundamental assumptions

about assessment authenticity in L2 evaluation. The prefer-

ence for computer-mediated assessment represents the most

theoretically significant finding for reconceptualising assess-

ment authenticity, with 70.3% of participants finding online

presentations more effective than traditional classroom de-

livery. This preference directly challenges traditional con-

ceptualisations of task authenticity outlined by Bachman

and Palmer [9] while supportingWarschauer’s [50] framework

of technological affordances as legitimate environmental re-

sources for communicative competence demonstration. The

relationships between technology preferences and various

agency indicators are presented in Table 3. The correlation
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between online preference and environmental control de-

sires (r = 0.72, p < 0.01) provides strong empirical support

for van Lier’s [24] ecological approach by demonstrating that

learners actively seek environmental affordances that opti-

mise their communicative performance capabilities. Rather

than technological dependence, this pattern reveals sophis-

ticated agency operating through strategic environmental

modification that extends van Lier’s ecological framework

to include digital contexts as legitimate spaces for authentic

L2 performance.

Table 3. Technology-Agency Correlation Matrix.

Technology Preference × r p Effect Size Theoretical Framework

Environmental Control 0.72 < 0.01 Large van Lier [24] ecological approach

Self-Assessment Capability 0.58 < 0.05 Large Little [59] psychological autonomy

Anxiety Management 0.65 < 0.01 Large Horwitz et al. [42] anxiety reduction

Autonomous Learning Preference 0.54 < 0.05 Large Benson [3] learner autonomy

4.3.2. Extending Chapelle’s CALLFramework

The convergence of technology preference with self-

assessment capability (r = 0.58, p < 0.05) extends Chapelle

and Chapelle’s [49] computer-assisted language learning eval-

uation framework by demonstrating that digital environ-

ments support rather than replace metacognitive develop-

ment. This finding challenges assumptions about construct

validity in computer-mediated assessment [53] by showing

that technological mediation may enhance rather than com-

promise learner agency when properly implemented.

The preference for asynchronous discussion formats

(66.6%) provides additional evidence for temporal dimen-

sions of technological affordances that Chapelle’s framework

identifies as crucial for authentic CALL implementation. The

correlation between temporal flexibility and self-assessment

capability (r = 0.58, p < 0.01) suggests that time affordances

enhance metacognitive processing rather than simply reduc-

ing performance pressure, supporting meaning-focused as-

sessment approaches that prioritise communicative purpose

achievement over format replication.

4.3.3. Cultural Mediation of Technological En-

gagement

The overwhelming preference for technology-mediated

assessment within Saudi educational contexts requires in-

terpretation through the cultural lens established in the lit-

erature review. Traditional authority relationships—where

direct face-to-face evaluation with instructors carries specific

cultural meanings related to respect demonstration and hierar-

chical acknowledgement—may be modified through digital

interaction in ways that reduce cultural evaluation anxiety

while maintaining Islamic values of respect for knowledge

and authority.

This pattern extends recent research on emergency re-

mote teaching [16,57] by revealing that enhanced confidence in

digital environments may reflect cultural affordances rather

than simply technological conveniences. The correlation be-

tween technology preference and anxiety management (r =

0.65, p < 0.01) suggests that computer-mediated assessment

provides culturally appropriate solutions to evaluation chal-

lenges that traditional formats may not address for learners

navigating between collectivist cultural values and individu-

alistic academic discourse expectations.

4.3.4. Implications forAssessmentAuthenticity

Theory

These findings fundamentally challenge Bachman and

Palmer’s [9] traditional conceptualisation of task authenticity

by demonstrating that format replication may be less impor-

tant than communicative purpose achievement and learner

agency optimisation. The strong correlations between tech-

nology preference and multiple competence indicators sug-

gest that authentic assessment should focus on environmental

conditions that enable optimal communicative performance

rather than rigid adherence to traditional evaluation formats.

The evidence supports O’Sullivan’s [32] argument for

reconsidering authenticity in second language assessment by

showing that technological mediation may enhance rather

than compromise what Bachman [30] terms interactional au-

thenticity—where learners’ engagement reflects genuine

communicative purposes rather than mere compliance with

institutional requirements. The sophisticated environmen-

tal optimisation strategies demonstrated through technology

preference patterns indicate that digital assessment may pro-
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vide more authentic opportunities for agency expression than

traditional formats that may artificially constrain commu-

nicative performance.

4.4. Collective Autonomy: Cultural Specifica-

tion of Assessment Literacy

4.4.1. Sophisticated Assessment Literacy

Within Traditional Frameworks

Complementing the affective and technological find-

ings, the assessment literacy patterns reveal sophisticated

metacognitive capabilities that extend Little’s [59] autonomy

constructs while challengingWestern individualistic assump-

tions about autonomous development in collectivist edu-

cational contexts. The finding that 77.8% of participants

demonstrate self-assessment capability represents what Little

conceptualises as psychological autonomy, yet this emerges

within Saudi educational contexts traditionally characterised

by teacher-centred authority structures that emphasise guid-

ance from respected authorities. The assessment literacy

patterns and their cultural integration indicators are sum-

marised in Table 4. The correlation between self-assessment

capability and peer assessment confidence (r = 0.71, p <

0.01) reveals what Stiggins [57] conceptualises as transferable

assessment literacy extending across multiple evaluation do-

mains.

Table 4. Assessment Literacy and Cultural Integration Patterns.

Assessment Capability Percentage Correlation Cultural Integration Indicator

Self-Assessment Capability 77.8% r = 0.71 with peer assessment Individual metacognition

Peer Assessment Confidence 66.6% r = 0.68 with collaborative learning Social learning integration

Bias Awareness 33.3% r = 0.54 with academic level Critical evaluation sophistication

Peer Observation Benefits 62.9% r = 0.62 with group preference Collective learning preference

However, this statistical relationship requires cultural

interpretation, as it emerges within educational contexts

where Islamic values emphasise seeking knowledge through

community engagement and mutual support rather than indi-

vidual competition.

4.4.2. Collective Autonomy as Cultural Adap-

tation

The recognition of potential bias in peer evaluation

by 33.3% of participants demonstrates critical awareness

extending beyond basic assessment capability to include un-

derstanding of evaluation validity and fairness concerns that

Davies [38] identifies as crucial for sophisticated assessment

literacy. This bias awareness correlates significantly with

higher academic levels (r = 0.54, p < 0.05), suggesting that

assessment literacy sophistication develops alongside L2 pro-

ficiency through the sustained investment patterns identified

in Norton’s [27] theoretical framework.

The combination of high individual capability (77.8%

self-assessment) with strong collaborative learning prefer-

ences creates what we term collective autonomy—a cultur-

ally specific expression of learner agency that integrates Lit-

tle’s [59] psychological autonomy with Saudi cultural values

emphasising community learning and mutual support. This

concept extends Boud’s [64] sustainable assessment frame-

work by demonstrating how autonomous capabilities can

develop within rather than despite traditional authority struc-

tures when appropriate cultural scaffolding is provided.

The substantial benefit derived from peer observation

(62.9%) provides empirical support for social cognitive ap-

proaches outlined by Bandura [12] while revealing collabora-

tive dimensions of agency that challenge Western individ-

ualistic assumptions about autonomous development. The

correlation between peer observation benefits and group pre-

sentation preference (r = 0.68, p < 0.01) suggests that Saudi

EFL learners express agency through social learning mech-

anisms that integrate individual competence development

with cultural values emphasising collective harmony and

mutual support.

4.4.3. Integration with Pragmatic Competence

Development

The assessment literacy sophistication connects directly

to the interlanguage pragmatics challenges identified in the

literature review. The correlation between self-assessment ca-

pability and pragmatic awareness (r = 0.63, p < 0.01) supports

Cohen’s [41] pragmatic consciousness-raising framework by

demonstrating that metacognitive awareness extends across
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linguistic and evaluative domains simultaneously.

However, this integration must be interpreted through

the cultural-pragmatic navigation challenges that Thomas [38]

identifies in academic discourse contexts. The sophisticated

bias awareness (33.3%) combined with collaborative learn-

ing preferences suggests that Saudi EFL learners develop

pragmatic competence through social evaluation processes

that honour both Western academic discourse expectations

and traditional cultural values, emphasising respect for au-

thority and community guidance.

The relationship between assessment literacy and ped-

agogical awareness—where 51.8% identify needs for spe-

cialised presentation skills instruction despite general course

satisfaction (59.2%)—indicates strategic resource identifica-

tion that extends Norton’s [27] investment theory. This pattern

demonstrates how assessment literacy serves identity con-

struction through strategic pedagogical resource acquisition

rather than mere evaluation capability development.

4.4.4. Implications forAutonomy Theory in Di-

verse Contexts

These findings require reconceptualisation of Lit-

tle’s [59] autonomy constructs to accommodate cultural con-

texts where autonomous capabilities develop through cul-

turally responsive scaffolding that maintains respect for

traditional authority relationships while fostering critical

thinking capabilities. The correlation between instructor

criterion clarity and self-assessment capability (r = 0.63,

p < 0.01) indicates that transparent evaluation standards

support rather than inhibit autonomous development when

implemented through culturally appropriate pedagogical

frameworks.

The collective autonomy concept challenges either/or

conceptualisations of traditional versus progressive peda-

gogical approaches by revealing how sophisticated metacog-

nitive awareness can develop within cultural frameworks

that honour both individual competence development and

community values. This finding extends recent research on

culturally responsive pedagogy by demonstrating practical in-

tegration of Western academic requirements with traditional

Saudi educational values.

4.5. Cross-Construct Integration and Theoreti-

cal Synthesis

Cross-construct analysis reveals systematic relation-

ships supporting integrated rather than isolated theoretical

explanations, as demonstrated in Table 5. The convergence

of anxiety-preparation correlations (r = 0.58), technology-

anxiety relationships (r = 0.65), and assessment literacy-

environmental optimisation patterns (r = 0.58) indicates

that emotional regulation, environmental modification, and

metacognitive awareness operate as complementary dimen-

sions of learner agency.

Table 5. Theoretical Framework Integration Matrix.

Framework Integration Primary Correlation Secondary Relationships Theoretical Implication

Norton × van Lier r = 0.65 (anxiety × technology)
Environmental optimization serves

investment

Identity construction through

ecological modification

Little × Norton
r = 0.71 (assessment literacy ×

investment)

Autonomy develops through

identity aspiration

Psychological autonomy requires

cultural mediation

Kasper & Rose × van Lier
r = 0.63 (pragmatic awareness ×

environment)

Pragmatic competence depends on

context optimisation

Interlanguage development requires

ecological support

These convergent patterns establish that learner agency

operates through integrated systems described by social cog-

nitive theory [12], where cognitive, behavioural, and envi-

ronmental factors interact dynamically rather than indepen-

dently. The three primary theoretical contributions—anxious

investment, technology-enhanced environmental agency, and

collective autonomy—collectively advance applied linguis-

tics by demonstrating that learner agency in diverse cultural

contexts operates through sophisticated integration of indi-

vidual competencies with cultural values and environmental

affordances.

4.6. Practical Implications and Future Re-

search Directions

The convergent findings support hybrid assessment ap-

proaches integrating technological affordances [50], cultural

scaffolding requirements, and identity investment opportuni-
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ties [28]. Implementation should include environmental flexi-

bility, temporal accommodation, and collaborative compo-

nents honouring traditional values while fostering individual

competence development.

The anxious investment patterns suggest acknowledg-

ing emotional complexity as sophisticated engagement rather

than limitation, focusing anxiety management on environ-

mental support rather than individual remediation. The so-

phisticated assessment literacy (77.8% self-assessment capa-

bility) suggests readiness for enhanced learner participation

in assessment design, building on existing metacognitive ca-

pabilities while respecting traditional authority relationships.

Critical future directions include longitudinal studies

tracking anxious investment, environmental optimisation,

and collective autonomy pattern development; cross-cultural

comparative research acrossArabic-speaking and collectivist

contexts; mixed-methods investigations combining quantita-

tive patterns with qualitative exploration; and intervention

studies implementing culturally responsive approaches while

examining long-term outcomes.

The evidence establishes that learner agency in Saudi

EFL contexts operates through sophisticated integration of

individual competencies with cultural values and environ-

mental affordances, supporting innovative pedagogical ap-

proaches that enhance educational outcomes through cultur-

ally responsive recognition of diverse learner capabilities.

5. Conclusions

5.1. Key Findings and Theoretical Synthesis

This investigation reveals that learner agency in Saudi

EFL assessment contexts operates through sophisticated in-

teractions between cultural values, technological affordances,

and identity construction processes that challenge traditional

Western-centric models. The research demonstrates how af-

fective variables interact with cultural frameworks in ways

that fundamentally reshape our understanding of anxiety’s

role in L2 performance. Rather than serving purely inhibitive

functions, anxiety coexists with sustained assessment engage-

ment when cultural values emphasising educational achieve-

ment as religious and familial obligation support learner

investment despite emotional challenges.

The examination of technological affordances reveals

that digital environments can enhance rather than com-

promise authentic learner agency expression. Participants

demonstrated strong preferences for computer-mediated as-

sessment formats, with these preferences correlating signifi-

cantly with environmental control desires, self-assessment

capabilities, and anxiety management strategies. This pat-

tern challenges traditional conceptualisations of assessment

authenticity by suggesting that environmental optimisation

through technology may provide more authentic opportuni-

ties for communicative competence demonstration than rigid

adherence to conventional evaluation formats.

Assessment literacy capabilities manifest within cultur-

ally specific frameworks that integrate individual metacog-

nitive awareness with traditional values, emphasising com-

munity learning and mutual support. The sophisticated self-

assessment capabilities demonstrated by participants coex-

ist with strong collaborative learning preferences, revealing

what emerges as collective autonomy—a culturally adapted

form of learner agency that develops within rather than de-

spite traditional authority structures when appropriate cul-

tural scaffolding is provided.

5.2. Theoretical Contributions to Applied Lin-

guistics

Three primary theoretical contributions advance un-

derstanding of learner agency across diverse cultural con-

texts. The concept of anxious investment extends Norton’s

investment theory by demonstrating how cultural mediation

enables sustained engagement despite emotional challenges

when learners perceive assessment opportunities as neces-

sary for accessing symbolic resources valued within their

cultural contexts. This contribution reconciles apparent con-

tradictions in cross-cultural anxiety research while providing

frameworks for understanding how identity aspirations can

override individual comfort zones.

Technology-enhanced environmental agency chal-

lenges traditional assessment authenticity models by reveal-

ing that digital affordances support strategic environmental

optimisation, enabling optimal communicative performance.

This finding extends van Lier’s [24] ecological approach to

include technological contexts as legitimate spaces for au-

thentic L2 performance while addressing concerns about

construct validity in computer-mediated assessment through

empirical evidence of enhanced rather than compromised

learner agency.
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Collective autonomy reconceptualises Western individ-

ualistic autonomy models by revealing culturally specific

expressions that honour both individual competence devel-

opment and community values. This contribution extends

Little’s [59] autonomy constructs to accommodate contexts

where psychological self-direction develops through cultur-

ally responsive scaffolding that maintains respect for tradi-

tional authority relationships while fostering critical thinking

capabilities.

These contributions collectively demonstrate that effec-

tive theoretical frameworks must accommodate rather than

ignore cultural variation, supporting movement beyond uni-

versal models toward culturally responsive approaches that

recognise diversity as a scholarly strength, enhancing rather

than limiting educational outcomes.

5.3. Implications for Assessment Practice

The findings support hybrid assessment approaches

that integrate technological flexibility with collaborative

scaffolding and identity construction opportunities within

culturally appropriate frameworks. Practical implementation

should prioritise environmental options enabling learners to

optimise assessment conditions while maintaining commu-

nicative authenticity, temporal accommodation supporting

diverse processing and preparation styles, and collaborative

components that honour traditional values while fostering

individual competence development.

The research suggests that anxiety management in as-

sessment contexts should focus on environmental support

through technological affordances and collaborative formats

rather than individual remediation approaches that may ig-

nore cultural factors sustaining both emotional challenges

and continued investment in challenging L2 practices. Ed-

ucational policies should thoughtfully integrate digital as-

sessment innovations developed during emergency remote

teaching while maintaining attention to cultural values, tech-

nological equity, and long-term competence development

goals.

The sophisticated assessment literacy demonstrated by

participants indicates readiness for enhanced learner partic-

ipation in assessment design and evaluation processes that

build on existing metacognitive capabilities while respecting

traditional authority relationships through culturally respon-

sive adaptation rather than replacement of cultural strengths.

5.4. Limitations and Future Research Direc-

tions

The single-institution design and cultural homogeneity,

while providing depth for understanding Saudi EFL expe-

riences, limit generalizability to other contexts and require

replication across diverse cultural settings to test the broader

applicability of theoretical contributions. The cross-sectional

design prevents examination of agency development over

time, while self-report measures may introduce response bias

despite anonymous administration procedures.

Data collection during COVID-19 transition periods

may have influenced technology preferences beyond normal

circumstances, though this provided unprecedented opportu-

nities for examining digital assessment affordances within

naturalistic educational contexts. The correlational design

prevents causal inferences, though theoretical frameworks

support directional hypotheses for future experimental inves-

tigation.

Future research should pursue longitudinal investiga-

tions tracking the evolution of anxious investment, environ-

mental optimisation, and collective autonomy patterns to

illuminate developmental trajectories and inform pedagogi-

cal sequencing decisions. Cross-cultural comparative studies

examining these concepts across different Arabic-speaking,

Islamic, and collectivist educational contexts would test gen-

eralisability while contributing to broader theoretical frame-

works for understanding cultural mediation in L2 assessment.

Mixed-methods investigations combining quantitative

patterns with qualitative exploration would provide deeper

insights into mechanisms through which cultural values, tech-

nological affordances, and identity construction interact in

authentic assessment contexts. Intervention studies imple-

menting culturally responsive assessment approaches based

on these findings would offer practical guidance while ex-

amining long-term communicative competence outcomes to

address authenticity concerns.

5.5. Significance for L2 Assessment

This investigation establishes that learner agency oper-

ates through sophisticated integration of individual compe-

tencies with cultural values and environmental affordances,

requiring theoretical approaches that recognise cultural speci-

ficity as a resource for rather than a barrier to autonomous de-

585



Forum for Linguistic Studies | Volume 07 | Issue 10 | October 2025

velopment. The research contributes to growing recognition

that effective L2 assessment must move beyond standardised

universal models toward culturally responsive frameworks

that accommodate diverse expressions of learner agency

while maintaining academic rigour.

The sophisticated agency patterns documented indicate

that culturally diverse learners possess complex capabili-

ties that, when properly recognised and supported through

integrated theoretical approaches, enhance rather than com-

promise academic achievement while preserving cultural

identity. By positioning cultural variation as essential for

a comprehensive understanding of learner agency, this re-

search supports the movement toward inclusive pedagogi-

cal approaches that honour learners’ cultural heritage while

fostering advanced L2 competencies necessary for global

success.

The theoretical and practical implications extend be-

yond Saudi EFL contexts to inform culturally responsive

approaches across diverse educational settings, contributing

to applied linguistics scholarship that recognises cultural di-

versity as fundamental to understanding authentic learning

processes. As L2 education continues evolving toward more

inclusive approaches, the integration of environmental af-

fordances, identity construction opportunities, and cultural

scaffolding principles provides foundations for assessment

innovations that support rather than constrain the sophisti-

cated capabilities that culturally diverse learners bring to

their educational experiences.
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