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ABSTRACT

In recent years, blended learning has gained increasing attention in English as a Foreign Language education, which
offers new opportunities to support speaking development through the integration of online and face-to-face instruction.
In China’s tertiary education system, however, spoken English proficiency remains underdeveloped due to test-driven
curricula, large class sizes, and limited interactional opportunities. While Small Private Online Courses (SPOCs) have
emerged as a more focused and institutionally aligned alternative to Massive Open Online Courses, their potential to
support oral language development remains underexplored, particularly when used in isolation. This study addresses
this gap by examining the effectiveness of a SPOCs-blended learning model designed to improve English speaking skills
among Chinese university students. Employing a multilayered mixed-methods design, the study involved one experimental
group using the SPOCs-blended model and one control group receiving traditional instruction. Speaking proficiency
was assessed using complexity, accuracy, and fluency measures, while qualitative data were gathered through classroom
observations and interviews. Findings revealed that the SPOC-blended model significantly enhanced learners’ syntactic
and lexical complexity, accuracy, and fluency. Although gains in accuracy were less pronounced compared to the control
group, the integration of online input with structured speaking tasks enhanced learner confidence, promoted more authentic
and complex language use, and fostered a supportive, low-stress environment for oral communication. The study offers
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evidence for the pedagogical value of integrating SPOCs into blended speaking instruction and highlights the need for

stronger attention to form-focused feedback and instructional alignment in future implementations.

Keywords: English Teaching; Speaking; Blended Learning; Small Private Online Courses; Higher Education

1. Introduction

The integration of technology into language education
has transformed how learners access, engage with, and pro-
duce language in diverse global contexts. As digital tools
become increasingly embedded in educational ecosystems,
online and blended learning models have emerged as promis-
ing approaches to support language development beyond
the confines of the traditional classroom!'). Among the core
language skills, speaking remains one of the most difficult
to teach and acquire, particularly in contexts where learn-
ers have limited opportunities for authentic interaction (2!,
Developing spoken English proficiency requires not only
linguistic knowledge but also real-time communicative prac-
tice and feedback, which many instructional models fail to
sufficiently provide’.

In China’s tertiary education system, the challenge is
particularly pronounced. EFL (English as a foreign language)
is a compulsory subject for most university students, yet oral
proficiency continues to lag behind other skills due to test-
oriented curricula, large class sizes, and a cultural emphasis
on accuracy over fluency® 3. While online learning has
gained momentum in Chinese universities, especially during
and after the COVID-19 pandemic(®], fully online models
such as MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) often fall
short in fostering interactive speaking practice!”-8!. Their
one-size-fits-all design, limited personalization, and lack of
sustained learner engagement make them less suitable for
developing productive language skills.

In response to these limitations, Small Private Online
Courses (SPOCs) have emerged as a localized alternative,
which offer more targeted instruction, smaller group sizes,
and institutional alignment™. However, SPOCs alone may
not fully address the need for spontaneous speaking oppor-
tunities or immediate feedback, both of which are essential
for developing oral proficiency'% '], Blending SPOCs with
face-to-face instruction offers a potential solution by inte-
grating the flexibility and scalability of online learning with
the interactivity and contextual support of classroom-based

speaking activities.

This article presents the design and evaluation of a
SPOCs-blended learning model implemented in a Chinese
university English course. The model seeks to enhance
students’ English speaking proficiency by balancing asyn-
chronous online input with synchronous oral output oppor-
tunities. The study, underpinned by a pragmatic paradigm,
aims to answer two questions: (1) What is the effect of SPOC-
blended learning in Chinese EFL learners’ English speak-
ing proficiency? and (2) What are learners’ and teachers’
perceptions of the implementation of SPOC-blended learn-
ing? The study contributes to ongoing discussions about
technology-mediated language learning by providing evi-
dence for a context-sensitive, skills-focused application of
blended learning in the Chinese EFL context.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Blended Learning

Blended learning, broadly defined as a pedagogical
approach that combines face-to-face classroom instruction
with online components, has been increasingly adopted in
language education for its potential to address the limita-
tions of traditional teaching formats while accommodating di-

121 Unlike fully online learning, blended

verse learner needs
learning maintains the interactive, social dimension of lan-
guage acquisition while expanding the time and space for
autonomous learning and multimodal input['3!. This dual-
mode delivery aligns well with socio-constructivist theories
of learning, particularly Vygotsky’s!'3] emphasis on inter-
action, mediation, and the Zone of Proximal Development,
which foreground the importance of scaffolded, communica-
tive tasks in second language development.

In second language acquisition, blended learning is
particularly relevant to the teaching of speaking, a skill of-
ten underrepresented in curriculum time and formal assess-
ment. Speaking involves not only linguistic competence

but also cognitive processing, affective factors, and real-
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time interaction—elements that benefit from repeated, scaf-

[3.14] " Blended learning

folded, and context-rich practice
enables this through its ability to integrate asynchronous
tasks (e.g., video modelling, reflective recording) with syn-
chronous classroom discussions or oral presentations. Ac-
cording to Swain’s['*! Output Hypothesis, opportunities for
language production—especially under communicative pres-
sure—are essential for learners to test hypotheses about lan-
guage use, notice gaps in their knowledge, and internalize
linguistic forms. Carefully designed blended environments
can thus stimulate output while simultaneously offering time
and space for preparation and reflection.

Empirical research supports the positive impact of
blended learning on speaking outcomes. For example, stud-
ies have shown that when blended courses are structured
around oral tasks—such as role-plays, collaborative discus-
sions, and recorded presentations—students demonstrate
greater fluency, increased confidence, and improved pro-

nunciation[!6-18

1. These improvements are attributed to the
complementary nature of online and face-to-face interac-
tions: the former allows repeated exposure and self-paced
rehearsal, while the latter encourages spontaneous speech
and immediate feedback. In EFL contexts where class sizes
are large and speaking is often neglected in favour of reading
and writing!'], blended learning offers a way to redistribute
instructional focus and support more holistic language de-
velopment.

Furthermore, theories such as Task-Based Language
Teaching?°! and the Communicative Language Teaching[?!]
framework provide useful pedagogical principles for design-
ing effective blended speaking instruction. These include the
need for meaningful communication, real-world relevance,
and scaffolding of increasingly complex tasks. In a blended
setting, such principles can be operationalised through pre-
class preparation (e.g., video-based input or vocabulary prac-
tice), in-class speaking tasks (e.g., pair dialogues or debates),
and post-class reflection or feedback (e.g., self-assessment or
peer review). Research suggests that learners are more likely
to engage with speaking tasks when they are supported by
multimodal input, structured progression, and opportunities
for reflection—features more easily facilitated in a blended
format than in a traditional classroom alone 22241,

While pedagogical design is critical, the success of
blended learning also hinges on learners’ acceptance and

effective use of educational technologies. The Technology
Acceptance Model (TAM) proposed by Davis!?] offers a
foundational framework to understand how perceived use-
fulness and perceived ease of use influence individuals’ will-
ingness to adopt new technologies. In the context of blended
language learning, students’ perceptions of the platform’s
usability, relevance to learning goals, and capacity to support
communication tasks can significantly shape their engage-
ment and learning outcomes.

Recent studies applying TAM in blended EFL settings
suggest that when learners view digital tools as beneficial to
their speaking development—such as enabling pronunciation
practice, access to authentic models, or interactive simula-
tions—they are more likely to participate actively in both
the online and in-class components of the course 2281, Con-
versely, technical difficulties, low digital literacy, or lack of
alignment between online tasks and classroom goals may hin-
der acceptance and reduce learners’ motivation?% 3%, These
factors are especially salient in EFL contexts such as China,
where disparities in students’ access to and familiarity with
digital tools persist across regions and institutions.

Moreover, extended models of TAM that incorporate
affective and social elements—such as the Unified Theory of
Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT)[*!)—highlight
the importance of social influence, perceived enjoyment,
and facilitating conditions. When blended learning environ-
ments are perceived as engaging, socially supported, and
well-structured, learners are more likely to perceive the expe-
rience as not only educationally useful but also intrinsically

32,331 This underscores the importance of design-

motivating|
ing blended speaking courses that are not only pedagogically
sound but also technologically intuitive, interactive, and rel-

evant to learners’ communicative needs.
2.2. Small Private Online Courses

SPOCs have emerged as a scalable yet personalised al-
ternative to MOOC:s, offering a more focused and instructor-
led mode of digital learning. SPOCs are typically delivered
to a limited cohort of learners—often within an institutional
setting—and aim to blend the flexibility of online content
with the accountability, guidance, and interactivity of tradi-

34,351 This semi-closed format positions

tional instruction|
SPOCs as a hybrid instructional model*®), where digital

modules are embedded within or supplement face-to-face or
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synchronous learning environments.

Unlike MOOCs, which tend to attract a broad and di-
verse audience and often suffer from low completion rates
and limited learner engagement, SPOCs are designed with
specific learner profiles and curriculum objectives in mind.
Their smaller scale allows for tighter pedagogical alignment
with institutional goals, more targeted feedback from instruc-
tors, and opportunities for peer interaction within a more
controlled digital environment[3”). This makes SPOCs espe-
cially suitable for use in formal educational settings[*®], such
as universities and professional training programs, where
learning outcomes, assessment, and engagement are care-
fully structured and monitored.

In second language education, SPOCs have shown
promise in supporting skill-based development, particularly
in contexts where large class sizes and limited instructional

39,491 By incorporat-

time constrain individualized practice
ing multimedia materials, quizzes, discussion boards, and re-
flective activities, SPOCs can offer learners greater access to
input and opportunities for output at their own pace, support-
ing principles drawn from Input Hypothesis ! and Output
Hypothesis!'3]. Additionally, SPOCs can facilitate flipped
learning models, where learners complete foundational tasks
online prior to engaging in interactive, communicative tasks

in class[*%.

This sequencing is particularly effective for
language learning, where pre-class vocabulary exposure or
pronunciation training can enhance in-class speaking tasks.

In China, the promotion of SPOCs has been part of
national efforts to modernize higher education and bridge
resource disparities between institutions. Supported by the
Ministry of Education, many universities have begun to adopt
SPOC models to deliver general English, academic writing,
and oral communication courses %42 While preliminary
findings suggest positive impacts on learner autonomy and

performance % 1031

, several challenges persist. These in-
clude variation in course quality, lack of instructional support
during the online phase, limited integration with classroom
instruction, and low learner motivation in the absence of
immediate supervision or peer accountability 431, Moreover,
not all SPOCs are equally well-designed *4!; some simply
digitize traditional lectures without rethinking task design or
learner interaction, resulting in limited pedagogical added
value.

From a theoretical perspective, the success of SPOCs

depends heavily on principles from blended learning '], con-
structivist learning theory 131, and cognitive load theory 3.
SPOCs must be structured to support incremental learning,
include clear instructional scaffolds, and avoid cognitive
overload. Instructors play a critical role in curating content,
moderating discussions, and aligning the online modules
with in-person activities to create a coherent learning experi-
ence. Without this alignment, SPOCs risk becoming isolated,
underutilized resources rather than integrated components
of language instruction.

Integrating SPOCs within a blended learning frame-
work offers a pedagogically robust way to maximise their
strengths while addressing their limitations. While SPOCs
offer structured digital content and flexible learning paths,
their full potential is realised when complemented by face-
to-face interaction that fosters spontaneous communication,
social learning, and immediate feedback [**. This combina-
tion aligns with the blended learning model’s core objective:
to support deep learning by leveraging the affordances of
both online and offline modes(!?!. When SPOC modules are
intentionally designed as pre-class or parallel learning tasks,
they can scaffold learners’ preparation for more dynamic,
communicative classroom activities—a principle central to
the flipped classroom approach 3%,

For speaking instruction in particular, this integration
is critical. Spoken language development requires active
participation, feedback loops, and opportunities to experi-
ment with language in real-time (4], SPOC platforms, while
effective in providing input and rehearsal space, are limited
in facilitating spontaneous, co-constructed speech. When
blended with in-person interaction, however, students can ap-
ply pre-learned content in speaking tasks such as role plays,
debates, presentations, or peer interviews—allowing for per-
formance, reflection, and teacher scaffolding. This not only
addresses the limitations of isolated online learning but also
meets key conditions outlined in speaking pedagogy, includ-
ing practice frequency, affective support, and contextualised
use [40],

Recent research suggests that SPOC-blended designs
can lead to measurable gains in speaking fluency, complex-
ity, and learner engagement, particularly when tasks are
aligned across modalities and scaffolded progressively (3% 421,
Moreover, the smaller scale and institutional control typical
of SPOCs make it easier for instructors to monitor learner
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progress, provide personalised feedback, and iterate con-
tent based on learner needs—advantages less feasible in

43]

large-scale open platforms[#}l. Learners also tend to per-

ceive blended SPOC models as more motivating and man-

[10] "especially when classroom sessions are clearly

ageable
connected to online work and framed as spaces for commu-
nicative performance rather than content review.

However, effective integration requires thoughtful in-
structional planning. One of the most common pitfalls in
blended learning is poor alignment between digital content
and in-person instruction, which can lead to redundancy,
learner confusion, or disengagement!'®471 To avoid this,
blended SPOC models must be designed with backward
planning in mind, starting from desired speaking outcomes
and mapping both online and face-to-face tasks accordingly.
Attention must also be given to pacing, workload balance,
and assessment coherence*3], ensuring that learners are not
overwhelmed by fragmented or competing demands across

platforms.

3. Methodology

3.1. Research Design and Participants

This study employed a multilayered mixed-methods
approach to investigate the impact of a SPOCs-blended learn-
ing approach on Chinese university students’ English speak-
ing proficiency. The strength of this approach was that it
allowed for both the measurement of quantifiable gains in
speaking performance and the exploration of learners’ and
the instructor’s lived experiences with the blended learning
environment!*®], Integration occurred at the interpretation
stage, where qualitative insights were used to explain and
contextualize the patterns observed in the quantitative data.
This design enabled the study to capture not only whether
learning occurred, but also how and why the blended learning
environment contributed to learners’ speaking development.

The quantitative component involved a quasi-
experimental design with one experimental group (EG)
and one control group (CG), each consisting of non-English
major undergraduate students enrolled in a compulsory
English course at a Chinese university. The groups were
recruited purposively with informed consent, based on the
criteria that they were taught by the same instructor, fol-

lowed the same institutional syllabus, and had comparable

English proficiency levels at baseline, as determined by their
placement test scores. This purposive matching aimed to
minimize instructional and curricular variability between
the two groups, allowing for a more reliable comparison
of learning outcomes attributable to the intervention. Each
group comprised 45 students, aged between 18 and 21, with
Chinese as their first language and business and finance as
their majors. Both groups received three 90-minute lessons
per week over the course of 12 weeks. The EG received
instruction through the SPOCs-blended model (Figure 1),
which combined online learning modules with in-class
speaking activities, while the CG continued with traditional
face-to-face instruction only, with a heavy focus on linguistic
forms (e.g., vocabulary and grammar rules). These groups
were taught by the same teacher, who was qualified to teach
English at the tertiary level and had extensive experience
with both online teaching and face-to-face teaching. This
consistency in teacher, syllabus, and contact hours across
groups, along with the participants’ shared academic back-
ground and age range, contributed to a degree of internal
validity in the comparison.

Offline
Flipped

Classroom

Figure 1. SPOCs-Blended model.

Qualitative data were collected to enrich and contex-
tualise the quantitative findings by uncovering the nuanced
experiences, perceptions, and challenges faced by both stu-
dents and the instructor throughout the intervention. These
data were obtained through post-intervention semi-structured
interviews and during-intervention classroom observations
focused exclusively on the EG. A voluntary sample of ten
EG participants was selected for interviews, and the sample
size was deemed satisfactory*°l. The instructor, who imple-
mented the blended SPOC intervention, also participated in
an in-depth interview and maintained a reflective teaching
journal throughout the study.
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3.2. Instruments

Students’ English speaking proficiency was assessed
using a validated speaking test administered as both a pre-test
and a post-test. The test featured an opinion-based, mono-
logic task designed to elicit extended spoken responses, with
a sample prompt provided in Appendix A. All student re-
sponses were audio-recorded and analysed using a set of
linguistic complexity, accuracy, and fluency (CAF) indices.
These indices offered a systematic and objective means of
capturing changes in learners’ spoken language performance

391, While there is ongoing

across the intervention period!
debate in the field regarding the most appropriate measures
of CAF, the selected indices—summarised in Table 1—were

informed by previous research conducted in Chinese EFL

contexts 3!

1. They were deemed pedagogically and linguisti-
cally appropriate for capturing the developmental features
of Chinese university students’ oral production, particularly
in settings where spoken English is underemphasized in tra-
ditional curricula. Since the measurement of CAF indices
required accurate identification of various linguistic units,
including clauses, AS-units, errors, syllables, pauses, and
repairs, a pilot study involving a panel of five experts in
language assessment was conducted. They coded the same
sample of 20 recordings, and their identification of the afore-
mentioned linguistic units was compared. The Fleiss’ kappa
value was in the range of 0.82 to 0.93, indicating satisfying
reliability. These experts were also involved in the formal
study to quantify CAF indices.

Table 1. Speaking CAF indices.

Variables Constructs Indices
. . Clauses per AS-units (CAS): the number of clauses divided by the number of
Syntactic Complexity A .
Complexity S-units
Lexical Complexity D-Score calculated by the Computerized Language Analysis programme
Ratio of Errorfree Clauses (REC): the number of errorfree clauses divided by the
Global Accuracy (including number of clauses
Accuracy .
syntax, morphology, and lexis)  Ratio of Errorfree AS-units (REAS): the number of errorfree AS-units divided by
the number of AS-units
Speed Speed Fluency (SF): the number of syllables divided by the total speaking time in
P seconds
Fluenc Pauses Ratio of Pauses (RP): the number of pauses (over 250 milliseconds) divided by
Y . the speaking time in seconds
Repairs Ratio of Repairs (RR): the number of repairs divided by the speaking time in

seconds

The collection of classroom observation and inter-
view data was facilitated by carefully developed protocols.
For classroom observations, a structured observation sheet
(Appendix B) was designed to capture specific aspects of the
blended learning environment, including the implementation
of speaking tasks, student engagement, patterns of peer inter-
action, teacher scaffolding strategies, and the integration of
online content into in-class activities. Observations focused
particularly on the extent to which students actively used
English during communicative tasks and how the instructor
mediated transitions between online and offline components.
Six 90-minute sessions were observed over the 12-week in-

tervention period, with field notes taken in real time and

supplemented by post-observation reflections. The interview
protocol (Appendix C) was semi-structured, allowing for
both consistency across interviews and flexibility to explore
emergent themes. The student interview guide included ques-
tions on learners’ experiences with the SPOCs platform, their
perceptions of its usefulness in preparing for speaking tasks,
and perceived changes in their speaking confidence and per-
formance. The teacher interview focused on instructional
design, perceived student responsiveness, and pedagogical
challenges encountered during the blended implementation.
Each student interview lasted approximately 25-30 minutes,

while the teacher interview lasted 45 minutes.
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3.3. Data Analysis

The quantitative data from the pre- and post-
intervention speaking tests were analysed using IBM SPSS
Statistics (Version 30.0). To examine within-group differ-
ences in speaking performance before and after the interven-
tion, paired samples t-tests were conducted separately for
the EG and the CG. To assess between-group differences
in post-test scores, independent samples t-tests were per-
formed. All analyses focused on three dimensions of oral
performance: linguistic complexity, accuracy, and fluency
(CAF). Significance was determined at the p < 0.05 level.
On the other hand, the qualitative data from classroom obser-
vations and interviews were analysed thematically following
Braun and Clarke’s!™! six-phase framework. Transcripts
and field notes were first read repeatedly for familiarisation.
Initial codes were generated both deductively (based on the
research focus) and inductively (emerging from the data).
These codes were then reviewed and organised into broader
themes reflecting participants’ experiences, perceptions, and
observed classroom dynamics. To ensure analytical rigour,
two researchers independently coded a subset of the data
and discussed discrepancies to reach consensus. Thematic
findings were triangulated across data sources to enhance

credibility and trustworthiness.
4. Findings
4.1. Quantitative Findings

The descriptive statistics of the EG’s and CG’s speak-
ing performance, as measured by CAF indices, are presented
in Table 2. Table 3 reports the results of inferential statistical
analyses for both between-group and within-group compar-
isons. According to the inferential statistics, there were no
statistically significant differences between the EG and CG
at the pre-test stage across any CAF indices (p > 0.05), in-
dicating comparability in their initial speaking proficiency.
However, significant differences emerged at the post-test
stage. The EG significantly outperformed the CG in CAS (p
=0.001), D-Score (p = 0.043), and SF (p < 0.001), reflecting
notable gains in syntactic complexity, lexical complexity,
and fluency, respectively. In contrast, the CG showed higher
scores in REC (p = 0.032) and REAS (p = 0.043), which
suggested that the CG with regular teaching instruction out-

performed the EG in speaking accuracy. Although the CG
also had significantly higher RP (p < 0.001) and RR (p =
0.001) than the EG at the end of the study, the nature of these
two indices, which involved the number of pauses and repairs
in speech, indicated a lower level of speaking fluency among
the CG students, with frequent pausing and self-repair.

Within-group comparisons further highlight the effi-
cacy of the SPOCs-blended intervention. The EG demon-
strated statistically significant improvements across all in-
dices from pre- to post-test. Notable gains were observed
in CAS (p = 0.001), D-Score (p = 0.004), REC (p < 0.001),
REAS (p=0.001), and SF (p =0.001). Crucially, RP and RR
scores significantly decreased (p =0.001 for both), indicating
improved fluency marked by fewer pauses and self-repairs
during oral production. By contrast, the CG showed a nar-
rower profile of improvement. While REC and REAS scores
improved significantly (both p < 0.001), no statistically sig-
nificant changes were observed in CAS, D-Score, SF, RP,
or RR (p > 0.05), which demonstrated that the CG learners
did not make manifest progress in speaking complexity and
fluency.

Taken together, these findings suggest that the SPOCs-
blended learning model had a more substantial and balanced
impact on learners’ speaking development. However, al-
though the effect of the intervention on speaking CAF was
significant, its effect on speaking accuracy was less mani-
fest than that of regular instruction. While the EG showed
notable gains in complexity and fluency—both in terms of
increased syntactic and lexical sophistication and reduced
disfluency—improvements in accuracy (as reflected by REC
and REAS scores) were less pronounced when compared
with those observed in the CG.

4.2. Qualitative Findings

4.2.1. Online Preparation Boosted In-Class Flu-
ency and Confidence

Findings from classroom observations and interviews
with both students and the instructor revealed that the SPOC-
blended model enhanced learners’ preparedness and confi-
dence in speaking. Students consistently shared that com-
pleting the online modules before class—especially those
featuring video exemplars, vocabulary input, and pronun-

ciation support—enabled them to plan and rehearse their
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Table 2. Descriptive CAF statistics.

Group Indices Test Mean Standard Minimum Maximum
Deviation

CAS Pre-test 1.432 0.476 1.033 2.494

Post-test 1.763 0.583 1.249 2.750

D-Score Pre-test 58.491 9.138 45.132 74.126

Post-test 70.689 10.491 57.581 81.491

REC Pre-test 0.529 0.139 0.237 0.802

Post-test 0.741 0.230 0.341 0.912

Pre-test 0.503 0.212 0.257 0.813

EG REAS Post-test 0.740 0.391 0.401 0.925
SF Pre-test 3.012 1.241 1.239 4.869

Post-test 4.122 2.381 1.579 6.741

RP Pre-test 0.381 0.074 0.368 0.732

Post-test 0.224 0.057 0.134 0.473

RR Pre-test 0.075 0.031 0.062 0.204

Post-test 0.057 0.088 0.045 0.187

CAS Pre-test 1.505 0.483 1.134 1.763

Post-test 1.632 0.987 1.247 1.801

D-Score Pre-test 60.013 7.190 43.659 74.951
Post-test 63.294 9.194 44.587 76.184

REC Pre-test 0.539 0.392 0.394 0.670

Post-test 0.842 0.471 0.431 0.957

Pre-test 0.513 0.487 0.320 0.749

cG REAS Post-test 0.864 0.384 0.577 0.973
SF Pre-test 3.114 1.481 1.479 4.149

Post-test 3.679 2.041 1.584 4.563

RP Pre-test 0.379 0.328 0.198 0.502

Post-test 0.403 0.461 0.238 0.688

RR Pre-test 0.074 0.041 0.053 0.244

Post-test 0.072 0.034 0.051 0.257

speech in advance. This preparation translated into more
fluent and confident in-class performance, reflected in the
observed increase in speech rate and decrease in self-repairs
and pauses.

During class observations, students in the EG were seen
engaging more readily in pair and group discussions, with
fewer breakdowns in communication compared to earlier
sessions and previous cohorts. The teacher noted that “stu-
dents spoke more spontaneously and with less hesitation,”
attributing the change to the online preparation tasks. Simi-
larly, a student explained, “When I finished the SPOC tasks,
1 already had ideas and phrases in my mind. So in class, 1
didn t stop or panic when talking.”

This theme supports the quantitative findings show-
ing significant gains in fluency-related indices such as SF
(speech fluency), RP (repair pauses), and RR (repetitions
and reformulations), highlighting how the SPOC component

functioned as a scaffold for real-time spoken production. The
structured, self-paced nature of the online modules appears to
have mitigated cognitive load during live interaction, allow-
ing learners to focus more on fluency and meaning-making

during classroom communication.

4.2.2. Integration of Online and In-Class Tasks
Facilitated Speaking Complexity

Evidence from classroom observations and interviews
indicated that the integration of online and in-class com-
ponents in the SPOC-blended model played a key role in
enhancing learners’ speaking complexity—both syntactic
and lexical. Rather than functioning as isolated content,
the SPOC modules were intentionally designed to introduce
topic-relevant vocabulary and model more complex sentence
structures, which were then reinforced through communica-

tive tasks in the classroom.

347



Forum for Linguistic Studies | Volume 07 | Issue 05 | May 2025

Table 3. Inferential statistics of Between-Group and Within-Group comparisons.

Comparison Indices Mean Difference Sig. (2-Tailed)
CAS -0.073 0.547
D-Score —1.522 0.294
REC —0.010 0.395
Between-Group (EG-CG) in Pre-test REAS -0.015 0.357
SF —0.102 0.493
RP 0.002 0.294
RR 0.001 0.148
CAS 0.131 0.001
D-Score 7.395 0.043
REC —-0.101 0.032
Between-Group (EG-CG) in Post-test REAS —0.124 0.043
SF 0.433 0.000
RP -0.179 0.000
RR —-0.015 0.001
CAS -0.331 0.001
D-Score —12.198 0.004
REC -0.212 0.000
Within-EG (pre-post) REAS -0.237 0.001
SF -1.110 0.001
RP 0.157 0.001
RR 0.018 0.001
CAS -0.127 0.139
D-Score —3.281 0.752
REC —0.303 0.000
Within-CG (pre-post) REAS —-0.351 0.000
SF —0.565 0.142
RP —0.024 0.481
RR 0.002 0.530

Students frequently reported that the online input en-
couraged them to expand both their vocabulary use and sen-
tence formulation. One student shared, “The SPOC materi-
als helped me learn more academic and topic words. I didn't
Just use basic words—I tried to use better ones in class.”
The teacher likewise observed that students were beginning
to use a broader and more precise lexical repertoire in their
oral responses, particularly during opinion-giving and group
discussions. These developments support the gains observed

in the D-Score, an indicator of lexical sophistication.

In terms of syntactic complexity, students were seen
producing longer utterances and incorporating more sub-
ordinate clauses and logical connectors. Observations re-
vealed that students in the experimental group used more var-
ied grammatical structures to express relationships between
ideas. The teacher remarked, “They started combining ideas

more naturally, using phrases like ‘although,’ ‘in order to,’

or ‘because of this,’which didn 't happen much before.” This
behavioural pattern aligns with the observed improvements
in CAS (clause accuracy and subordination).

These findings suggest that the SPOC-blended ap-
proach, by aligning pre-class exposure with in-class produc-
tion, supported learners’ development of more complex lan-
guage use. The repeated and contextualised practice enabled
students to not only notice and acquire complex structures
but also to apply them purposefully in spoken performance.

4.2.3. Increased Speaking Opportunities and
Reduced Performance Anxiety

Qualitative data also indicated that the SPOC-blended
model created more frequent and comfortable opportunities
for speaking, which in turn contributed to a noticeable reduc-
tion in students’ performance anxiety. The blended format
allowed foundational knowledge—such as vocabulary, gram-
mar, and content understanding—to be built online, freeing
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up classroom time for sustained oral interaction. As a re-
sult, in-class sessions were consistently structured around
speaking tasks such as pair work, group discussions, and
role-plays, offering students multiple opportunities to use
English in a supportive environment.

Students frequently described the classroom as “less
stressful” compared to previous English courses that were
more focused on grammar instruction or teacher-fronted
drills. One student explained, “Because we already learned
the content before class, I felt more ready to speak. And
since we spoke in small groups, I wasn t so nervous.” Class-
room observations confirmed that students in the experi-
mental group were more visibly engaged during oral tasks
and were more willing to speak voluntarily, even without
teacher prompting. The instructor similarly noted a positive
change in learner behaviour: “They speak more freely now.
They don t wait for everything to be perfect before saying
something.”

These affective shifts appear to align with the quanti-
tative improvements observed in fluency measures, partic-
ularly the increase in speech rate (SF) and the significant
reductions in pausing (RP) and self-repairs (RR). As students
became more confident and less preoccupied with grammat-
ical accuracy, their speech became more fluid and sponta-
neous. The reduction in disfluency markers suggests that the
low-stakes, interaction-rich environment cultivated by the
blended model enabled learners to focus on communication
rather than form, encouraging risk-taking and automaticity

in spoken production.

4.2.4. AStructured yet Flexible Model Support-
ing Comprehensive Speaking Develop-
ment

Qualitative findings suggested that the SPOC-blended
learning model improved students’ speaking proficiency
by fostering a cyclical, learner-centred instructional pro-
cess that integrated online personalized learning with of-
fline flipped classroom engagement. Rather than treating
the online and offline components as separate, the model
promoted a seamless loop in which students moved between
self-directed preparation, guided interaction, feedback, and
reflection—each stage reinforcing the next.

In the online phase, students engaged with curated
video materials, vocabulary-focused tasks, and scaffolded

assignments that allowed them to control their learning pace

and revisit content as needed. This mode encouraged reflec-
tive understanding and gave students time to internalize new
language forms before speaking. One student shared that “/
liked being able to watch the videos more than once. I didn t
feel rushed, and I had time to write down good phrases [
wanted to use later.” The opportunity to engage in online dis-
cussions and peer assessments further deepened their under-
standing while promoting early-stage language production
in a low-pressure context.

During the offline flipped classroom sessions, the focus
shifted to problem clarification, group discussion, and class-
room presentations. Observations showed that students who
had engaged with the online content were better prepared
to participate in speaking tasks, displaying more confidence
and linguistic readiness. According to the teacher, “Because
they had already thought about the topic and vocabulary,
they were more fluent and willing to talk in class.” Students
echoed this view, with one noting, “I knew what to say be-
cause I had practiced my ideas. It was easier to speak out
when I had a plan in my head.” This integration supported
spoken fluency and complexity, as students could retrieve and
apply pre-learned expressions, structures, and ideas without
being overwhelmed by cognitive demands during real-time
communication.
the feedback evaluation
loop—through peer interaction, teacher guidance, and data

Furthermore, and
analytics—enabled students to reflect on their performance
and identify areas for improvement. The teacher explained
that “the SPOC platform showed me which students had
completed the online tasks and how they participated in dis-
cussions, so I could adjust the speaking tasks in class.” This
data-informed personalization helped ensure that instruc-
tion met students where they were in their learning journey,
supporting both linguistic growth and learner autonomy.
The effectiveness of this cyclical model lies in its ability
to connect input with output, preparation with performance,
and independence with structured support. Students had
repeated exposure to language input, opportunities to use
language meaningfully in oral tasks, and ongoing feedback
that encouraged continued progress. This integrated learning
cycle helped bridge the gap between language knowledge
and communicative use, contributing to observable gains in
speaking fluency and complexity, as well as student-reported

improvements in confidence, motivation, and readiness to
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communicate.

4.2.5. Limited Focus on Form Hindered Accu-
racy Development

While the SPOC-blended model supported students’
gains in fluency and complexity, both interview and obser-
vational data revealed that it paid relatively limited attention
to linguistic accuracy during spoken production. This lack
of focus on form may explain why the EG’s improvements
in accuracy-related measures (REC and REAS) were less
pronounced compared to their gains in other dimensions.

During classroom observations, teachers frequently pri-
oritised communicative effectiveness over error correction,
allowing conversations to flow without interruption. Al-
though this approach fostered confidence and reduced anxi-
ety, it often resulted in grammatical errors going unaddressed.
The teacher acknowledged this trade-off, stating, “We fo-
cused a lot on getting them to speak more, but we didn't
always stop to correct mistakes unless they were very seri-
ous.” Students also expressed a desire for more language
support, with one commenting, “Sometimes I wasn t sure if
what I said was right or wrong, because the teacher didn't
always correct us.”

In addition, while the online SPOC modules provided
structured input and useful language models, they lacked
interactive tasks that required learners to attend closely to
grammatical form or receive corrective feedback. Students
were able to complete comprehension and vocabulary tasks
independently, but opportunities to analyse and revise their
own spoken output were limited. As one learner put it, “The
videos helped with ideas, but they didn t really teach gram-
mar. And in class, we just spoke—we didn t go back to check
our grammar after.”

These findings suggest that the current implementa-
tion of the SPOCs-blended model may be more effective in
promoting fluency-oriented instruction than in developing ac-
curate spoken language use. Without targeted, form-focused
feedback—either during or after speaking tasks—students
may struggle to notice and correct persistent errors. This
highlights a need to more intentionally integrate corrective
feedback strategies, grammar-focused reflection, or peer re-
view practices within the blended model to support balanced

oral proficiency development.

4.2.6. Practical and Pedagogical Challenges
in Implementing the SPOCs-Blended
Model

While the SPOC-blended learning model was generally
well received, both the teacher and students identified several
challenges related to its implementation. These challenges
were not only technical or logistical, but also pedagogical, af-
fecting the consistency and depth of learning across learners.
One of the most frequently mentioned issues was uneven stu-
dent engagement with the online component. Although the
SPOC platform offered flexible access to video lessons and
preparatory tasks, not all students completed the pre-class
work consistently. As the teacher noted, “Some students
came to class well prepared, but others didn't watch the
videos or do the tasks, so they were less active in the dis-
cussions.” This inconsistency made it difficult to conduct
lessons at a uniform level of readiness, undermining the
flipped classroom design. A student echoed this concern,
saying, “When my groupmates hadn 't done the online part,
the group discussion didn 't go smoothly.”

Another challenge involved balancing time and focus
between fluency development and language support. Be-
cause the in-class sessions were largely devoted to speak-
ing tasks, there was limited time left for error correction or
deeper language analysis. The teacher remarked, “There was
pressure to finish the speaking tasks, so we couldn t always
stop for language clarification. Sometimes I had to choose
between letting them talk and correcting their mistakes.”

Additionally, some students found it difficult to transfer
what they had learned online into spoken output. While the
SPOC materials provided useful input, the transition from
passive understanding to active speaking was not always
seamless. One student explained, “I understood the video,
but when it came time to speak, I still didn 't know how to
put my ideas into English.” This gap suggests that without
targeted scaffolding or bridging activities, the integration be-
tween online and offline components may remain superficial
for some learners.

These challenges point to the need for more structured
accountability in the online phase, better scaffolding for trans-
fer between modes, and flexible classroom strategies to sup-
port students at varying levels of preparedness. While the
model holds strong potential, its success depends heavily on

careful planning, ongoing monitoring, and adaptive teaching.
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5. Discussion

The findings from this study provide evidence that a
SPOCs-blended learning model can significantly enhance
learners’ English speaking proficiency in a Chinese EFL
context, particularly in terms of fluency and complexity.
These findings are consistent with existing research that
underscores the potential of blended learning to support
communicative competence by combining structured, self-
paced input with interactive, output-oriented classroom prac-
tice[®3%42 431 The results also validate the theoretical
grounding of this study in socio-constructivist learning the-
ory!3] and the Output Hypothesis!'3], as the model enabled
students to prepare, produce, and reflect on language use in
multiple stages, increasing both their confidence and perfor-
mance.

Notably, students instructed by SPOCs-blended learn-
ing showed substantial gains in syntactic complexity (CAS),
lexical sophistication (D-Score), and fluency (SF), along
with significantly fewer pauses (RP) and repairs (RR) than
their counterparts receiving regular instruction with a focus
on linguistic forms. These results align with prior studies
that highlight how blended and flipped instructional formats
facilitate more frequent and less pressured speaking oppor-

[26,30,53] " Students themselves reported feeling more

tunities
prepared, more confident, and less anxious when speaking
in class due to the structured online preparation. This cor-
responds with previous literature on technology-enhanced

16,341 'which emphasises the role of scaf-

language learning!
folding and repeated exposure in reducing affective filters.

These gains can also be interpreted through the lens of
task-based language teaching, which emphasises meaning-
focused interaction and learner engagement with real-world
communicative goals[?% 35, The SPOCs-blended design al-
lowed learners to work with tasks that encouraged message-
focused output while preparing cognitively and linguistically
through pre-class content. The flexibility to engage with
SPOC modules at learners’ own pace likely contributed to
stronger preparation for speaking tasks[*], reinforcing the
importance of task sequencing and multimodal support in
improving L2 performance.

However, the data also reveal important nuances.
While the SPOC-blended model effectively improved learn-
ers’ fluency and complexity, its impact on accuracy (REC
and REAS) was less pronounced. In fact, the CG, which

received more traditional instruction, demonstrated slightly
higher post-test scores in accuracy indices. This finding
points to a persistent challenge in communicative approaches:
the trade-off between fluency and accuracy!'> 3¢!, Without
explicit grammar instruction or focused feedback on errors,
students may prioritise message delivery over linguistic pre-
cision®!l. As qualitative data confirmed, error correction
was not consistently integrated into the classroom phase, and
online SPOC materials did not sufficiently target grammati-
cal accuracy. These limitations suggest that blended models,
while beneficial for promoting spoken language production,
may need to embed more explicit form-focused instruction
to support balanced language development.

This limitation echoes findings from Prasiska, et al.[!®]
and Yuan, et al.’%), who argued that without systematic
feedback mechanisms, students may continue to produce
language with fossilised errors, despite improved fluency.
Thus, future iterations of SPOC-blended courses should con-
sider incorporating corrective feedback techniques such as
peer correction, automated grammar feedback, and reflective
video-based review sessions to address persistent accuracy
issues.

The study also brings attention to implementation chal-
lenges. Uneven student participation in the SPOC phase,
gaps between online input and classroom output, and in-
sufficient time for error correction were noted by both the
teacher and learners. These challenges reflect broader find-
ings in the literature, which warn of weak alignment be-
tween digital and face-to-face components in poorly planned

[10,40,42] T earner autonomy and digital liter-

blended courses
acy emerge as crucial factors in this regard. Where students
lacked the discipline or digital readiness to complete SPOC
tasks effectively, the benefits of the model were undermined.
Likewise, the teacher’s capacity to monitor progress and
adapt instruction based on SPOC engagement data influ-
enced the coherence and impact of the overall instructional
cycle.

Despite these limitations, the study contributes to a
growing body of research advocating for localized, skills-
focused applications of blended learning in tertiary EFL con-
texts. Particularly in China, where test-oriented teaching
and large class sizes often restrict oral interaction[>!, SPOCs-
blended models offer a promising avenue for balancing cur-
riculum constraints with learner-centred pedagogy. These
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implications also point to a broader shift in the teacher’s
role—from knowledge transmitter to learning facilitator and
instructional designer.

For teachers, the SPOC-blended model presents both
new possibilities and new pedagogical responsibilities. It en-
ables educators to move beyond textbook-driven instruction
by integrating flexible, digital content that promotes differen-
tiated learning and supports speaking development in large
classes. However, effective implementation requires teach-
ers to adopt a more active role in curating SPOC materials,
designing scaffolded in-class speaking tasks, and ensuring
alignment between online and face-to-face components!!].
Teachers must also anticipate where students may struggle in
transferring online input into oral output, and embed appro-
priate supports—such as guided rehearsal, peer modelling,
or structured reflection—to bridge this gap[**l. Monitoring
learner engagement through platform analytics and respond-
ing flexibly to student needs are also essential practices in
maintaining coherence across modalities %],

To fulfill these roles, teachers need ongoing profes-
sional development in digital pedagogy, flipped classroom
strategies, and responsive feedback techniques. Training
should emphasise how to select or adapt SPOC content, how
to balance fluency and accuracy through task design, and
how to use learning data to inform instruction. Institutional
support in the form of time allocation, infrastructure, and
collaboration opportunities will be vital to help teachers inte-
grate this model effectively. When implemented thoughtfully,
the SPOCs-blended approach can empower teachers to fos-
ter more communicative, student-centred classrooms, even
within the constraints of China’s exam-oriented tertiary EFL
system. Its potential to enhance speaking skills lies not only
in its structure, but in how teachers leverage that structure to

support interaction, reflection, and meaningful language use.

6. Conclusions

This study investigated the effects of a SPOC-blended
learning model on Chinese university students’ English
speaking proficiency and explored learner and teacher per-
ceptions of its implementation. The findings indicate that
the model significantly improved students’ speaking fluency
and complexity, as evidenced by gains in syntactic elabora-

tion, lexical sophistication, and reduced disfluency markers.

Qualitative data further revealed that online preparation en-
hanced learner confidence and classroom participation, while
the integration of digital input with in-person tasks fostered
meaningful language use. Although the model’s impact on
speaking accuracy was less pronounced, the overall results
support the value of combining SPOC modules with inter-
active, communicative classroom practices to promote oral
development in EFL contexts.

Nonetheless, several limitations should be acknowl-
edged. The study was conducted in a single institutional
context with a relatively small and homogeneous sample
of non-English major undergraduates, which limits the gen-
eralisability of the findings across disciplines, regions, and
proficiency levels. Future studies should involve larger, more
diverse samples across multiple institutions to enhance ex-
ternal validity. The duration of the intervention was also
restricted to one academic semester, limiting the ability to
evaluate long-term retention or the development of sustained
speaking habits. Longitudinal designs that track learners’
progress over extended periods could provide more robust
insights into the durability of speaking gains. Moreover, al-
though steps were taken to ensure baseline comparability
between groups, variables such as digital literacy and learner
motivation were not directly measured or controlled. Fu-
ture research could incorporate pre-intervention surveys or
diagnostic tools to assess and account for these factors, ensur-
ing a more nuanced understanding of learner readiness and
engagement in technology-enhanced environments. Addi-
tionally, the study focused primarily on learner performance
and perceptions, without examining how institutional poli-
cies, assessment systems, or teacher beliefs might shape the
implementation and outcomes of SPOC-blended learning.
Subsequent studies could adopt a multi-stakeholder approach,
incorporating institutional and teacher perspectives, as well
as digital learning analytics, to inform more sustainable and
context-sensitive models of blended language instruction.
Experimental designs comparing feedback types or form-
focused instruction levels may also help refine instructional

sequencing and task design in future interventions.
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Appendix A. Speaking Test Sample

Instructions: You will have 2 minutes to prepare your response. Then you will speak for 3 minutes. Try to explain your

ideas clearly and provide reasons or examples to support your opinion.

Prompt:
Some people believe that students should be required to participate in group discussions as part of their English classes

Others think that individual work is more effective for learning a language. What is your opinion?

Follow-up Prompts (if needed by the examiner):
e Why do you think group discussion is (or isn’t) helpful for language learning?

e Can you give an example of a time when you learned something by speaking with others?

e How does working alone compare to working in a group when learning English?

Appendix B. Observation Sheet

Main Observation Categories:

1. Student Engagement
o Are students actively participating in speaking tasks?
o Do they respond voluntarily or only when called on?
2. Task Implementation
o What types of speaking tasks are used (e.g., role-plays, discussions, presentations)?
o Are the tasks linked to SPOC-prepared materials?
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3. Peer Interaction
o Do students engage in English with their peers?
o Are they collaborating or working individually?
4. Teacher Scaffolding
o What support does the teacher provide (e.g., modeling, prompts, feedback)?
o How are online materials referenced during instruction?
5. Integration of Online Content
o Does the teacher make explicit links to SPOC materials?
o Are students expected to draw on what they learned online during in-class tasks?
6. Language Use

o To what extent is English used as the medium of communication during tasks?

Appendix C. Interview Protocol

For Students

Section A: Learning Experience and Engagement

1. How did you usually complete the online tasks before class?

2. Did the online materials help you prepare for the speaking activities in class? Can you give an example?
3. What kinds of speaking tasks did you find most useful or enjoyable? Why?

Section B: Perceived Speaking Improvement
4. In what ways, if any, do you think your spoken English improved during this course?
5. Did you feel more confident speaking English by the end of the semester? Why or why not?

Section C: Attitudes toward the Blended Model
6. What do you think are the main advantages of learning in this blended format?
7. Were there any challenges or difficulties in using both the online platform and the classroom activities together?

For Teacher

Section A: Course Design and Implementation
1. How did you design the online and face-to-face components of this course?
2. What strategies did you use to link the SPOC content with in-class speaking activities?

Section B: Student Response and Participation
3. How did students respond to the blended learning model? Did you notice any changes in participation or performance
over time?

4. What differences did you observe between students who completed the online tasks and those who did not?

Section C: Reflection and Improvement

5. What were the main challenges you encountered in implementing this model?

6. If you were to run this course again, what would you change or improve?
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