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1. Introduction

EFL learners in countries where English is used as a foreign language, particularly in
Vietnam, have limited opportunities to use spoken English in everyday situations; as a result,
improving their speaking skills remains a significant challenge (McDonough, 2004; Yashima,
2002). Despite many years studying English, many EFL learners still struggle to maintain basic
conversations, which is mainly because of limited opportunities to practice, the exam-focused
teaching approach, and the widely used grammar-translation method (Le, 2011; Nguyen, 2013;
Sun & Yang, 2015). As a result, speaking anxiety and a lack of confidence among Vietnamese
EFL learners (Bui & Nguyen, 2016; Sundkvist & Nguyen, 2020) contribute to the nation’s
consistently poor standing in global English proficiency rankings (Education First, 2024).

This situation is worsened by current local assessment and testing practices. While
recent governmental reforms promoted communicative competence and CEFR alignment
(Thao & Mai, 2022), classroom practices still largely focused on testing because of institutional
constraints, and teachers' perceptions (Phan, 2021; Nguyen, 2022). When students are under
pressure to do well on high-stakes exams, they tend to focus less on speaking but to pay more
attention to reading and vocabulary (Van, 2010; Nguyen, 2013). For this reason, it is observed
that authentic EFL speaking interaction remains insufficiently addressed in many educational
settings. Despite teachers’ theoretical support for the communicative teaching approach, they
still focus on the skills that are tested in real exams (Ha et al., 2021).

To address this issue, Competence-Based Language Teaching (CBLT) provides a
promising approach for EFL teaching. Instead of focusing on the knowledge of language,
CBLT emphasizes what learners can do with the language in meaningful situations (Richards
& Rodgers, 2014). Specific CBLT-based activities encourage communication with clear goals,
reflection on students’ learning, and an increase in their autonomy over time. Previous studies
claimed that when CBLT-based activities were supported with structured pedagogical
assistance, learners' proficiency and confidence in speaking could be greatly improved (Dooly
& Sadler, 2016; Eltanskaya et al., 2019; Pambudi et al., 2024). However, the time for CBLT
activities in the classroom alone is usually insufficient to provide enough speaking practice for
EFL learners.

At this point, technology becomes important. Mobile social networking sites such as
Facebook, Skype, and Vietnam’s Zalo create communication platforms that extend beyond the
classroom walls. Lin (2012) and Sun and Yang (2015) found that using these platforms for
practicing speaking helped learners feel less anxious, or stressed, and more motivated.
Additionally, according to sociocultural theories of second language acquisition, these
platforms encourage communication and peer support (Ohta, 2001; Swain, 2000).

While mobile platforms create the space for interaction, the way learners actually use
that space matters. Dyadic interaction provides one concrete mechanism through which these
benefits can emerge. Working in pairs, whether with the same-level peers or in expert-novice
pairs, is particularly effective for co-constructing meaning and providing feedback. For
example, according to Storch (2002), Chan et al. (2019), and Qureshi et al. (2023), both pairing
types can promote learning, though they do so through different forms of scaffolding.

However, despite promising findings, most previous studies have examined CBLT,
dyadic interaction, and mobile learning in complete isolation from one another. There is limited
empirical research examining what occurs when these elements are intentionally combined into
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an integrated instructional model. Additionally, there is limited evidence regarding the
differences between collaborative interactions and expert-novice interactions in supporting
EFL learners’ speaking development.

To address this gap, the present study investigates:

1) To what extent does Vietnamese EFL learners’ speaking performance change during
participation in an integrated CBLT, dyadic, and Zalo-mediated speaking program?

2) How do different dyad types (collaborative vs. expert—novice) relate to learners’
gains in grammar & vocabulary, pronunciation, and interactive communication?

3) How do the EFL learners perceive the new instructional model for developing their
English speaking skills?

2. Literature Review

2.1 Sociocultural Perspectives on Peer Interaction

The present study is grounded in Vygotsky’s (1978) Sociocultural Theory, particularly
the concept of Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). Within this framework, learning is
commonly viewed as a socially mediated process, which is facilitated through scaffolding
interaction with more capable peers. The process of scaffolding (Wood et al., 1976) offers
assistance that enables learners to complete tasks beyond their current abilities, fostering self-
reliance over time. Donato (1994) and Lantolf (2000) extended this perspective to peer-
mediated learning, showing that scaffolding could develop through collaborative dialogue
rather than through teacher-led instruction only.

Swain (2000) claimed that collaborative dialogue allowed learners to discuss meaning,
negotiate language forms, and engage in language reflection, which was important for language
development. Based on this idea, empirical research on dyadic interaction has identified
specific patterns that support effective L2 production. For example, Storch (2002, 2004)
suggested that both collaborative and expert-novice interactions helped learners work through
problem-solving and respond to feedback. Later studies also showed that mixed-proficiency
dyads led to more meaning negotiation and greater opportunities for speaking practice
(Watanabe & Swain, 2007; Tian & Jiang, 2021).

Although strong evidence shows that peer scaffolding supports L2 development,
several important gaps in the research remain. Specifically, most research concentrates on
university students, investigates only short-term assignments, or takes place in in-person
environments. Few have investigated peer scaffolding in lower-secondary classrooms, Asian
exam-centric contexts, or mobile-assisted learning environments. Furthermore, there are not
many studies that have previously integrated interactional scaffolding with organized cycles of
specific tasks, such as CBLT activities. The present study is designed to bridge these gaps by
looking closely at collaborative dyad and expert-novice dyad working within a competence-
based speaking model, which is mediated through the Zalo application.

2.2 Competence-Based Language Teaching (CBLT)

CBLT focuses on building useful communication skills by using defined competencies,
structured learning sequences, and performance-based assessment (Richards & Rodgers,
2014). It promotes progression through tasks that are oriented toward specific goals, promotes
practice that is repeated, and provides feedback which collectively assists students to become
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independent and master their specific subjects (DeKeyser, 2007). CBLT is quite different from
conventional methodologies such as grammar-translation or presentation—practice—production
because learning is embedded in contextualized settings that are highly task-oriented, where
the accuracy and communicative appropriateness of the student are evaluated simultaneously.

Recent studies show that CBLT works effectively across different situations. Research
indicates that CBLT facilitates self-regulated learning, purposeful communication, and
enhanced speaking performance, encompassing improvements in fluency, accuracy, and
confidence (Dooly & Sadler, 2016; Eltanskaya et al., 2019; Pambudi et al., 2024). It has also
been shown that combining CBLT with CLIL can improve communication skills and lower
anxiety (Lopez-Medina & Casado, 2024). Digital adaptations of CBLT also show that students
are more interested and learn useful skills (Adeyeye et al., 2022; Boahin & Hofman, 2014;
Saint, 2021).

Despite these numerous positive findings, there has been limited research focusing on
how CBLT works when it is used with peer scaffolding or through mobile-supported
interaction. There are also few empirical studies regarding the enhancement of CBLT tasks
through dyadic collaboration, particularly expert-novice pairings, and the extension of these
tasks beyond the classroom via mobile platforms in secondary school environments. This study
directly addresses the existing gap.

2.3 Mobile Social Networking for Language Learning

Mobile-Assisted Language Learning (MALL) uses ubiquitous mobile devices to help
with flexible, multimodal content in L2 practice. Platforms such as Zalo, WhatsApp, LINE,
and Telegram are all social networking sites that let students talk to each other synchronously
and asynchronously, which is less stressful for the students. These kinds of platforms make it
easier to speak and provide students more freedom and chances to practice and receive
feedback (Akkara et al., 2020; Han & Keskin, 2016; Shih et al., 2015).

Mobile tools not only make things easier, but they also help people learn specific skills.
For instance, microblogging has been shown to greatly assist with pronunciation awareness
and self-correction, while Telegram voice messages support sustained listening and
pronunciation practice, and make complex language features easier for learners to understand
(Fouz-Gonzalez, 2017; Xodabande, 2017). Collaborative mobile tasks on sites like Facebook
and Skype have been shown to improve fluency, interactional competence, and student-
centered communication (Yen et al., 2015; Avci & Adiguzel, 2017).

Despite the growing body of MALL research, many of these studies focus on university
students or use short-term intervention. While human-tool interaction has received significant
attention, less focus has been given to organized instructional models, and the investigation
into the use of mobile devices for enhancing scaffolding interaction and CBLT activities
remains significantly limited. Besides, there is limited research on Zalo, Vietnam's most
popular messaging app, though it has the potential to help lower-secondary students practice
speaking.

This study aims to fill in these gaps by introducing a new instructional model, in which
CBLT provides structured, outcome-based tasks; dyadic interaction offers scaffolded support;
and Zalo extends practice opportunities beyond the classroom time.
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2.4 Conceptual Framework

Rather than viewing Competence-Based Language Teaching (CBLT), dyadic
interaction, and Zalo as separate interventions, this study conceptualizes them as mutually
reinforcing layers within a single sociocultural learning ecology. Drawing on Sociocultural
Theory (Vygotsky, 1978), the model assumes that learning occurs through mediated activity
within the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). In this ecology, dyadic scaffolding functions
as the primary mechanism of development, while CBLT structures learning activity and Zalo
provides the mediational environment that sustains interaction over time (see Figure 1).

2.4.1 Dyadic interaction as the developmental mechanism

The center of the model is dyadic scaffolding, grounded in Sociocultural Theory
(Vygotsky, 1978; Lantolf, 2000), which suggests that students are able to co-construct meaning
via discussion and negotiation in pairs (see Figure 1). Research claimed that interactional
moves, such as asking for clarification, reformulating, and encouraging learners to produce
language, could lead to their noticing and immediate responses to feedback, which helped
improve their control of language forms and pronunciation (McDonough, 2004; Storch, 2002;
Watanabe & Swain, 2007).

In expert—novice pairings, more proficient partners can support learners’ performance
in the zone of proximal development while maintaining learner autonomy (Ohta, 2001; Swain,
2000). Accordingly, the framework assumes the pathway: scaffolding — noticing / modified
output — uptake — accuracy gains.

2.4.2 The CBLT task cycle as pedagogical structure

The Competence-Based Language Teaching (CBLT) task cycle forms the next layer
around the central dyadic interaction (see Figure 1). Rather than focusing on isolated language
forms, CBLT emphasizes what learners can do with language in meaningful situations
(Richards & Rodgers, 2014). Specifically, structured cycles involving goal setting, guided
practice, rehearsal, and self-assessment, provide performance criteria and a sense of
responsibility.

Several studies showed that participation in CBLT activities could contribute to the
enhancement of students’ confidence, competence, and reflective awareness (Dooly & Sadler,
2016; Eltanskaya et al., 2019; DeKeyser, 2007; Pambudi et al., 2024). Accordingly, the
expected pathway is: goal clarity + self-monitoring — regulated performance — more
appropriate and effective interaction.

2.4.3 Zalo as a mediational mobile environment

The outer layer of the ecology is the Zalo mobile environment, which mediates practice
beyond the classroom (see Figure 1). Previous studies have shown that mobile platforms can
reduce anxiety, increase time on task, and provide flexible environments for low-stakes
practice (Lin, 2012; Mao, 2014; Sun & Yang, 2015; Han & Keskin, 2016). Since students are
permitted to speak privately and asynchronously during practice periods, they usually
experience greater comfort when attempting new skills, practicing new pronunciations, and
perfecting their overall speech production. This aligns with sociocultural perspectives which
suggest that tools can influence the development of involvement throughout time (Peterson,
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2012; Ohta, 2001). Thus, the model anticipates the pathway: mobile affordances — reduced
anxiety + sustained practice — fluency and willingness to speak.

In general, these theoretically grounded pathways provide a basis for examining not
only whether the model works, but also how its components contribute to learners’ speaking
development.

Figure 1
Conceptual framework: Competence-Dyadic-Zalo-based speaking practice instruction
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3. Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This study used a mixed-methods design. Quantitative data were obtained via pre- and
post-speaking tests, while qualitative data were collected from semi-structured focus group
interviews and students' Zalo speaking recordings. This research design enabled triangulation
of test-based performance, observations, and learners’ perspectives.

3.2 Setting and Participants

The study was conducted over a 16-week semester in 2023 at an urban public secondary
school in Binh Duong Province, Vietnam. The school was selected because of its representative
demographics and students’ familiarity with mobile technology.

Two intact Grade 8 classes (N = 72) were recruited through convenience sampling.
Students’ average age was 14.5. After a KET-aligned speaking pretest, the two classes were
randomly assigned to one of two dyadic interaction types:

e Collaborative dyads (n = 36): students practiced with same-level classmates.

 Expert—novice dyads (n = 36): students practiced with trained senior English majors

(“English buddies”) from a public university in Binh Duong province, Vietnam.
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In the latter condition, the pairing represented cross-age, near-peer mentoring rather
than simple peer interaction. English buddies (n = 36; aged 20-22) were selected from
approximately 500 senior English majors based on: (1) GPA > 7.0/10.0, (2) willingness to
participate, and (3) a Bl-or-higher rating on the Cambridge Speak & Improve test. These
English buddies were given guidance on how to provide supportive scaffolding, including
techniques such as prompting, asking for clarification, and offering constructive feedback.

In this study, dyadic interaction was not considered an independent variable but rather
two forms of learning support within the instructional environment. The collaborative dyad
reflected mutual interaction between learners of comparable proficiency, while the expert—
novice dyad operated as a structured form of near-peer scaffolding within a shared pedagogical
and technological setting.

Because the expert—novice dyad involved older and more proficient partners who had
received prior training, it differed from the collaborative dyad in more than just proficiency
pairing. These differences may have introduced further influences, including differences in
feedback quality and frequency, mentoring approaches, and interactional leadership patterns.

Accordingly, the outcomes are interpreted not as the result of dyad type alone, but rather
as reflecting differences in the intensity and frequency of scaffolding, the immediacy of
feedback, and the interactional support structures within the integrated instructional context.
Process indicators reported in the Results section (such as examples of corrective feedback,
instances of prompted elaboration, and relative talk time) are used to illustrate how this
scaffolding operated in practice.

Both classes were taught by the same English teacher, who has seven years of
experience using technology in education, to ensure instructional consistency. Ethical approval
was secured, and informed consent was obtained from students and parents.

3.3 Instructional Procedure

Following one week of pretesting and orientation, students completed a 12-week
CBLT-based speaking program (two hours per week) across six Grade 8 topics: family and
friends, school, pets, clothing, restaurants, and shopping. Instruction followed a 10-step CBLT
cycle, which involved goal-setting, activation of background knowledge, targeted vocabulary
learning, watching/listening to model dialogues, comprehension checks, vocabulary
application, language form application, pronunciation practice, modified role plays, and self-
assessment.

To ensure systematic and replicable implementation, the speaking intervention
followed a two-week online CBLT cycle delivered entirely through Zalo. Each topic was
divided into ten sequenced steps that moved learners from comprehension to controlled
practice and finally to “pushed output” and self-reflection. Activities were completed in dyads,
which included pairs meeting synchronously via Zalo voice or video calls and submitting
weekly recordings. Table 1 summarizes the timing, content focus, and sample activities for one
instructional topic (Family and Friends), which illustrates how the 10-step sequence was
operationalized.
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Table 1

Two-Week Online CBLT Cycle Delivered via Zalo (Example Topic: Family and Friends)

Week Step Time Content Focus Activities
(Dyadic, via
Zalo)

Week 1 1.Learning targets 10 min Clarify Partners read
communicative aloud and discuss
objectives objectives;

identify what
they expect to
practice.

Week 1 2.Activate background 10 min Personal Partners

knowledge experiences with ask/answer
family & friends guiding questions
about families
and friendships.
Week 1 3.Key vocabulary & 10 min Vocabulary and Practice target
expressions useful phrases for words/phrases;
the topic create short
sample sentences
related to the
topic.

Week 1 4.Model conversation 15 min Listening/viewing Watch/listen to
for meaning sample dialogue;

discuss context
and main ideas of
the model
dialogue.

Week 1 5.Comprehension 15 min Understanding Take turns asking

check details and main and answering
ideas of the model  prepared
dialogue comprehension
questions about
the model
dialogue.

Week 2 6.Vocabulary in use 10 min Applying Create brief
vocabulary in exchanges using
sentences target words;

partners respond
and extend.

Week 2 7.Language forms 15 min Grammar structures  Practice short

in context

sentences
focusing on
forms (e.g.,
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present simple,
pronouns).

Week 2 8.Pronunciation 15 min Word stress & Drill key
connected speech words/phrases;
repeat lines from
model

conversation with
feedback.

Week 2 9.Modified role-play 15 min Pushed output & Adapt the model
turn-taking to create an
original dialogue
about their
families; record
via Zalo.

Week 2 10.Self-assessment 5 min Reflection and Complete
goal-setting checklist; note
strengths,
difficulties, and
next-week
targets.

To ensure fidelity across dyads, three strategies were used.

1. Structured implementation guides

All dyads received a step-by-step task guide for each topic. The guide included:

o the learning target,

» prompts for discussion and clarification,

« sample vocabulary and sentence frames,

e role-play instructions,

« the self-assessment checklist.

This guide ensured that both collaborative and expert-novice dyads followed the same
pedagogical structure, regardless of individual differences.

2. Monitoring of online sessions

To verify that the 10-step cycle was followed:

e Students recorded details of each Zalo session, including the date, partner, duration,
and mode (audio or video),

» a random sample of 25% of recordings was reviewed by the researcher using a brief
observation checklist (e.g., “role-play completed,” “pronunciation step attempted,”
“feedback exchanged”).

Across weeks, logs indicated that dyads typically completed 50-60 minutes per week,
and sampled recordings showed clear evidence of Steps 7-9 (practice, pronunciation
work, and modified role-plays), suggesting high adherence.
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3. Consistent facilitator support

Before each topic, the teacher clarified expectations and demonstrated how to move
through the steps in Zalo. Specifically, students in collaborative dyad (low proficiency-low
proficiency pairs) needed to (1) make shared choices, (2) repeat and expand on each other's
utterances, or (3) request for clarification from the other (Storch, 2002, 2004; Walls, 2018). On
the other hand, students in expert-novice dyad (high proficiency-low proficiency pairs) needed
to (1) ask the novice to confirm concepts, (2) verify for understanding on the novice’s side, (3)
correct the novice's mistakes and (4) translate the novice's contributions from L1 into English
(Storch, 2002, 2004; Walls, 2018). Importantly, no additional grammar instruction beyond the
planned materials was provided, which helped isolate the procedural structure of the
instructional model.

Taken together, these strategies improved implementation consistency and increased
confidence that the observed outcomes reflected the intended instructional ecology rather than
uncontrolled variation in instruction.

3.4 Instruments

3.4.1 Speaking tests

Pre/post speaking tests used in this study were based on the Cambridge Assessment
English A2 Key Speaking test, which includes two parts: part 1 (3-4 minutes) — students take
turns to listen to and individually answer the examiner’s question related to their personal
information such as name, age, home, family, etc.; and part 2 (5-6 minutes) — students work in
pairs to talk about the pictures related to familiar topics (e.g., hobbies). In this part, they have
to choose what they like or don’t like and give reasons for their choices. To assess students’
speaking performance, the A2 speaking rubric developed by Cambridge Assessment English
was used. This rubric helps to assess three aspects of students’ speaking: grammar and
vocabulary, pronunciation, and interactive communication. Scores for all three aspects range
from 0 to 5, which measures students’ grammar & vocabulary, pronunciation, and interactive
communication.

All assessments were administered in a quiet room by the classroom teacher following
Cambridge timing guidance. Two Cambridge-trained KET-speaking examiners were invited
to score all performances independently, achieving inter-rater reliability above 0.85. Both
examiners were blinded to the time point and students’ dyads to avoid confirmation bias.

3.4.2 Focus Group Interviews

The second instrument used in this study was the focus group interview. Eight interview
questions were validated by three experts in English teaching using the Item Objective
Congruence method. These interview questions explored students’ experiences with the
integrated model combining dyadic interactions, CBLT activities, and Zalo-based speaking
practice. Students were then invited to describe their overall experiences and emotional
responses to using this model to improve their speaking skills, as well as to recount specific
moments when they found the integration particularly helpful or unhelpful. They were also
asked to discuss the model’s pros and cons and how they would describe it to others. Finally,
the interviews examined whether students would recommend this integrated model to other
English learners and give any additional comments. All interviews were done in Vietnamese,
then were transcribed and translated for analysis.
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3.4.3 Supplementary Performance Data (Speaking Recordings)

The third instrument was students’ weekly Zalo recordings, which were submitted to
the researchers weekly, and served as performance evidence. Despite not being scored, these
recordings gave a clearer picture of learners’ fluency development, pronunciation awareness,
self-correction, and interactional patterns, which helped triangulate the findings.

3.5 Data Collection Procedures

The study lasted 16 weeks with two intact Grade 8 classes. After informed consent, all
students completed a Week 1 pre-speaking test. Classes were then randomly assigned to
collaborative or expert—novice dyads. In Week 2, both groups received training on how to do
CBLT tasks for a sample topic (e.g., family and friends), dyadic interactions, and Zalo-based
speaking practice. After that, from Weeks 3—14, both groups followed the same curriculum and
10-step CBLT activities, completing weekly Zalo speaking tasks and submitting recordings as
evidence of practice. Each topic was practiced over two weeks.

In Week 15, students completed the post-speaking test, followed by focus group
interviews in Week 16. Zalo recordings produced during the program were stored (with
consent) and used as supplementary qualitative data to support observed performance changes
and reported learning experiences.

3.6 Data Analysis

3.6.1 Quantitative Analysis

SPSS 26 was used for statistical analysis. Descriptive statistics, paired-samples t-tests
and one-way ANOVA were conducted by the research team to assess the observed gains in
speaking performance both within the specific dyads and across the distinct dyads.
Fundamental statistical assumption requirements, which included normality and homogeneity
of variance, were checked before the official testing of the stated hypothesis began. Effect sizes,
including Cohen’s d and eta squared (n?), were calculated to determine the extent of
participants’ learning gains.

3.6.2 Qualitative Analysis

The qualitative data obtained from the interview transcripts were then analysed using
reflexive thematic coding (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Reflexive thematic analysis was chosen
because it emphasizes researcher interpretation and the development of meaningful patterns,
rather than relying on mechanical code counting. The data were analyzed in units of complete
ideas (sentences or short exchanges expressing a single meaning), and each segment could be
coded under multiple themes when needed. Analysis proceeded through six phases. First, the
researcher read the transcripts several times to become familiar with the data and to note initial
ideas. Second, initial codes were generated inductively to capture key features of motivation,
engagement, and learning processes. Third, similar codes were grouped into early themes to
show broader patterns in the data. Fourth, the themes were checked against the dataset to ensure
they were consistent and clearly distinct from one another. Fifth, themes were refined, named,
and defined with attention to their conceptual links to sociocultural theory and competence-
based pedagogy. Finally, illustrative excerpts were selected to represent thematic claims.

In this present study, the initial coding process was done by the first author, who had
prior training in qualitative research methods. To enhance the reliability of the analysis, the
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second author, who is an experienced qualitative researcher, independently examined a subset
of the coded transcripts (approximately 30%), which was considered sufficient to reflect
differences between dyad types and stages of instruction. Then, the two researchers discussed
their coding differences through a negotiated agreement process (Campbell et al., 2013) to
clarify interpretations and refine themes rather than focus on statistical reliability. Throughout
the analysis, the researchers kept reflexive notes to record key decisions and reflect on their
assumptions about technology use, peer interaction, and EFL teaching.

3.6.3 Use of Supplementary Speaking Recordings for Triangulation

A subset of the collected speaking recordings was reviewed by the research team to
triangulate and support the key themes which were generated from the interview data. These
speaking recordings were analyzed to find examples of self-correction, pronunciation
monitoring, effective vocabulary use, and interactional engagement among participants.

To ensure systematic integration into the analytical framework, speaking recordings
were selected at different time points. They were selected from weeks 3, 8, and 14 to capture
the early, middle, and later stages of the process. At each time point, recordings from both dyad
types were randomly selected.

The recordings were then analyzed in line with a predefined set of guidelines to examine
examples of self-correction, feedback exchanges, the duration of uninterrupted speech, and the
use of new vocabulary from the CBLT tasks.

These notes were not used to generate scores or to independently identify new themes.
Instead, they were used to triangulate the findings from the interview data. When discrepancies
emerged, the interview interpretations were re-examined to ensure alignment with the observed
interactional behavior.

4. Results

4.1 Quantitative Results

Both dyads achieved significant gains from pre- to post-test (see Table 2). For the
collaborative dyad, total scores rose from M =7.72 (SD = 1.75) to M = 9.44 (SD = 1.38), #35)
=11.03, p <.001, Cohen’s d=1.83. For the expert-novice dyad, the increase was from M = 7.04
(SD =1.69) to M = 9.51 (SD = 1.64), #(35) = 11.73, p < .001, Cohen’s d=1.96. Effect sizes
ranging from Cohen’s d = 1.83 to 1.96 represent large within-group gains in speaking
performance during participation in the instructional program.

Table 2
Descriptive statistics and paired-samples T-test results, pre-test and post-test
Pre-test Post-test Significance Effect size
Mean SD Mean SD t(35) P (Cohen’s d)
Collaborative 7.72 1.75 9.44 1.38 11.03  .000 1.83
dyad
Expert-novice 7.04 1.69 9.51 1.64 11.73  .000 1.96
dyad

The one-way ANOVA on pre-test scores (Table 3) revealed the two dyads were
equivalent at baseline. Differences were small and non-significant for grammar and vocabulary
(F(1, 70) = 3.60, p = .06, n?> = .05), pronunciation (F(1, 70) = 1.52, p = .22, n*> = .02), and
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interactive communication (£(1, 70) =2.43, p = .12, n?> = .03). These results indicate that both
dyads began the intervention with equivalent speaking proficiency.

Table 3
Descriptive Statistics and One-Way ANOVA Results (with Effect Sizes) for Pretest Speaking
Performance by Dyad

Speaking Dimension Dyad N M SD F(1,70) P n?

Grammar & Vocabulary Collaborative

(Pretest) 36 254 0.61 3.60 .06 .05
Expert—Novice 36 2.28 0.57

Pronunciation (Pretest) Collaborative 36 2.63 0.59 1.52 22 .02
Expert—Novice 36 2.44  0.65

Interactive Communication . W ... 36 256 064 243 .12 .03
(Pretest)

Expert—Novice 36 2.32 0.65

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to examine differences
between the collaborative dyad and the expert-novice dyad in gain scores for grammar and
vocabulary, pronunciation, and interactive communication. Levene’s tests indicated violations
of the homogeneity of variance assumption for all three outcomes; therefore, Welch’s ANOVA
was used for dyad comparisons (see Table 4).

For grammar and vocabulary, descriptive statistics showed that the expert-novice dyad
(M =0.96, SD = 0.67, n = 36) achieved higher gains than the collaborative dyad (M = 0.58,
SD = 0.39, n = 36). Welch’s ANOVA revealed a statistically significant difference between
dyads, F(1, 56.07) = 8.46, p = .005, with a medium-to-large effect size (n* =.13), indicating
that expert-—novice dyads demonstrated significantly greater gains in grammar and vocabulary.

For pronunciation, a similar trend was observed. The expert-novice dyad (M = 0.90,
SD = 0.49) outperformed the collaborative dyad (M = 0.54, SD = 0.39) as the difference was
statistically significant, Welch’s F(1, 66.28) = 12.08, p = .001, with a large effect size (n* =
.15). This result suggested that expert—novice interaction was associated with greater
improvement in pronunciation accuracy.

However, gains in interactive communication between the two dyads were comparable.
The collaborative dyad (M = 0.60, SD = 0.41) and the expert-novice dyad (M = 0.61, SD =
0.55) demonstrated similar improvement. Welch’s ANOVA indicated that there was no
statistically significant difference, F(1, 64.84) = 0.02, p = .904, with a very small effect size
(n*<.01). This result indicated that dyad type accounted for minimal differences in interactive
communication gains.
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Table 4
Descriptive Statistics and Welch’s One-Way ANOVA Results (with Effect Sizes) for Speaking
Gain Scores by Dyad Type

S ki
peaxing Dyad N M SD Wech’sF P W
Dimension
Grammar & ) F(1, 56.07)
Vocabulary Gain Collaborative 36 0.58 0.39 3 46 .005 13
Expert-Novice 36 0.96 0.67
Pronunciation -\ orative 36 054 039 (b 6628 400 s
Gain =12.08
Expert-Novice 36 0.90 0.49
Interactive
Communication Collaborative 36 0.60 0.41 1:(()1 (’) ) 64.84) 904 <.01
Gain '

Expert-Novice 36 0.61 0.55

Even though both types of dyad showed clear, measurable progress in speaking, how
they improved was different for each speaking aspect. The expert-novice groups made larger
gains in grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation. This may be related to what we saw during
their conversations, as shown in later interview data and speaking recordings. In these
conversations, near-peer partners more frequently provided quick corrections, feedback, and
pronunciation modeling, which could have made learners pay more attention and adjust how
they spoke.

In contrast, gains in interactive communication were the same for both collaborative
and expert-novice dyads. This pattern is consistent with the notion that interactional
development was more strongly facilitated by regular conversational practice, familiarity with
interactional routines, and sustained speaking opportunities, all of which were shared across
both dyads.

4.2 Qualitative results

Analysis of the interviews produced five benefit themes and three challenge themes,
showing how students experienced the interaction of CBLT tasks, dyadic work, and Zalo
practice. Rather than simply reflecting positive attitudes, the themes illuminate processes that
help explain the quantitative outcomes.

4.2.1 Benefits of the Integrated Model (S/-S36: secondary school students in the
collaborative dyad; S37-S72: secondary school students in the expert-novice dyad)
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Improved speaking performance

The first benefit shared by grade eight participants in both groups was improved
speaking performance. Students in both dyad types reported noticeable improvement although
the source of this improvement differed between dyads. Specifically, expert-—novice learners
repeatedly explained the presence of explicit correction and modeling:

“When I said, “He go to school”’, my buddy repeated, “He goes to school.” Then, I tried

again.” (S44)

These moments showed the process of active language use and awareness of language
forms, which enabled learners to practice them immediately. This helps explain why accuracy
gains were stronger in this dyad compared to the collaborative dyad’s.

On the other hand, collaborative students, lacking a stronger model, relied on discussion
instead:

“Sometimes we didn’t know, so we guessed and said it again in another way.” (S16)

Here, fluency developed through repeated practice and rephrasing, while grammatical
accuracy improved at a slower speed.

Increased speaking opportunities

Another benefit reported by participants was increased speaking opportunities thanks
to Zalo. Zalo created a semi-private space where learners could try, fail, and try again without
embarrassment. For example, one participant mentioned:

“In class, I speak only one or two sentences. On Zalo, I can talk many times until I feel

okay.” (S28)

Or another student shared “When talking one-on-one, I wasn’t scared of making
mistakes as much as when I was speaking in front of the whole class.” (S34)

Students in both dyads also described self-regulated rehearsal:
“I recorded my voice again and again until it sounded right” (S33)

These findings showed that improvement did not result simply from “liking” the app;
instead, it came from extended practice cycles that classroom time alone could not provide.

Greater Autonomy and Self-Correction

The next benefit, reported by grade eight students, was greater autonomy and self-
correction. Students began to monitor their own language with independence, as a participant
reported:

“Before, I waited for teacher correction. Now I listen again, write down my mistakes

and fix them myself.” (S64)

It was also reported that the feedback was internalized, especially by the expert-novice

learners:
“When I speak now, I remember what my buddy corrected last week.” (S52)
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This change from being controlled by others to being self-controlled is a key mechanism
suggested by sociocultural theory.

Enhanced emotional engagement

Enhanced emotional engagement was the fourth benefit shared by grade eight students.
Their confidence increased not because they were told they were good, but because they could
hear improvement by themselves, as one student mentioned:

“Old recordings sound terrible. New ones are better. That makes me want to continue.”

(S40)

This showed that students’ progress became visible (or audible), which sustained their
efforts even when the tasks were difficult.

Improved motivation

The last benefit reported by grade eight participants was improved motivation. They
described motivation in terms of real speaking, not technology excitement, as one participant
shared:

“I wasn’t just practicing English. I was talking to someone who answered back.

Speaking with my buddy felt like a real friendship” (S30)

Some expert—novice students also added responsibility:
“I didn’t want my buddy to think I was lazy, so I practiced more.” (S47)

Motivation, therefore, was connected to social commitment, purpose, and perceived
competence.

Supplementary Evidence from Speaking Recordings

The findings from the interviews were confirmed when the researchers observed the
weekly speaking recordings on Zalo. Learners usually performed self-correction, particularly
with verb forms (e.g., “My sister like... sorry, likes drawing”) and final consonants (e.g., “/
have two dog... dogs”). These suggested that they were noticing their mistakes and trying to
correct them. In expert—novice dyad, English-major buddies offered clear scaffolding, such as,
“Try saying: He usually has lunch at school”, which were immediately adopted by novices.
Later recordings showed longer, and more fluent speaking in both dyads, particularly during
shopping role-plays (e.g., “Can I help you? ... Yes, I'm looking for a blue jacket). These
speaking recording observations reinforced themes of improved accuracy, fluency, and
confidence.

4.2.2 Challenges of the new instructional model of English-speaking interaction

Language and communication barriers

The first challenge reported by grade eight participants was language and
communication barriers, especially in collaborative dyads. Collaborative pairs often relied on
Vietnamese, as one participant mentioned:

“Sometimes we finished the task in Vietnamese and only translated.” (S12)
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Or stated by another participant:
“Sometimes I didn’t know whether I was practicing English or Vietnamese” (S6)

This suggested that without a more knowledgeable partner, the task difficulties
exceeded language resources, and led to weaker gains in accuracy.

In addition, low-proficiency pairs in the collaborative dyad also expressed uncertainty
about providing or accepting peer feedback, with S8 sharing, “I wasn’t confident giving
feedback.” These difficulties suggested that when both partners lacked language knowledge,
sustaining English-only communication was harder, and opportunities for negotiation of
meaning were reduced.

Imbalanced participation

Imbalanced participation was the second challenge noted by grade eight students,
especially in expert-novice dyads. Some novices felt overshadowed by their more proficient
partners, as one student (S55) noted, “My partner spoke most of the time, so I just listened.”
This pattern showed the uneven participation in mixed-proficiency pairs, where the expert’s
language confidence might unintentionally limit the novice’s participation. Even though these
problems didn't stop learners from making progress in general, they showed that mobile-based
interactions might need more structured turn-taking guidance.

Technology challenges

The last challenge shared by participants in both groups was related to technology.
Students noted that small smartphone screens made it hard to do multiple tasks at once, as a
participant shared: “It was difficult to see the video call and the messages at the same time”
(S14). Unstable internet connectivity occasionally interrupted speaking practice, asking some
learners to find different locations with stronger Wi-Fi (S58). Zalo’s limited recording feature
was another technological problem, with S48 explaining, “I needed another phone to record
my speaking.” Some shy students also wanted privacy-enhancing options, such as face filters
or blurred backgrounds, to feel more comfortable during video calls; however, these options
are not available in the Zalo app yet.

5. Discussion

This study investigated how dyadic interaction, Competence-Based Language
Teaching (CBLT), and Zalo-mediated communication worked together to support the speaking
development of Vietnamese EFL grade eight students. Instead of treating dyad type as a
separate causal factor, the study positioned it within a broader instructional context. Here,
dyadic interaction supported language development, CBLT structured practice, and Zalo
extended opportunities for low-pressure speaking. Consequently, differences between
collaborative and expert-novice dyads are better understood in terms of differences in
scaffolding, feedback timing, and interactional roles, rather than proficiency pairing alone. This
view aligns with sociocultural perspectives, which see learning as developing through mediated
activity rather than a single instructional factor.

In this study, dyadic interaction was a key factor in learners’ speaking development.
Both dyads showed improvement, but the expert—novice pairs made greater gains in grammar
& vocabulary, and pronunciation. These findings reflect sociocultural theory, which supports
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the idea that learning is driven by scaffolded interaction within the Zone of Proximal
Development (Lantolf, 2000; Vygotsky, 1978). In these pairs, near-peer mentors frequently
offered modeled target forms, provided prompts, and encouraged self-correction, which
allowed less proficient learners to go beyond what they could previously do.

These findings also support earlier research, suggesting that mixed-proficiency pairs
promote greater language awareness and active use of English, while collaborative pairs tend
to rely more on L1 to manage tasks (Kim & McDonough, 2008; Philp et al., 2010; Tian &
Jiang, 2021). This helped explain why both dyads improved similarly in interactive
communication, which seems to depend more on repeated conversational routines and turn-
taking practice than on accuracy. Overall, the findings suggest that no single pairing model is
always better; instead, different dyad types support different learning processes.

Beyond peer interactions, the 10-step CBLT cycle helped students practice with clear
goals, receive support, and use language relevant to real-life situations. With specific
objectives, model dialogues, vocabulary preparation, pronunciation practice, and structured
self-assessment, CBLT guided dyadic interaction so that it was purposeful rather than
unfocused. This step-by-step procedure also helped students to go beyond the limited practice
and speak more freely (Dooly & Sadler, 2016; Lopez-Medina & Casado, 2024; Pambudi et al.,
2024; Richards & Rodgers, 2014; DeKeyser, 2007).

Qualitative evidence further showed that CBLT fostered autonomy and self-
monitoring: students repeatedly described checking their recordings, tracking their progress,
and using vocabulary lists or learning objectives to prepare for interaction. These behaviors did
not arise from dyadic interaction alone; they were facilitated by the CBLT design. Thus, the
pedagogical architecture of CBLT shaped learners' linguistic engagement and sustained
improvement over the 12-week intervention.

Zalo played a mediating role and did not merely provide some technological
convenience to the learners. Its synchronous video call features and asynchronous voice
messages and recording features extended speaking practice far beyond the educational
institution classroom limitations. These conditions appeared to reduce anxiety and enhance
participation in mobile-assisted environments, aligning with findings from Han and Keskin
(2016), Shih et al. (2015), and Akkara et al. (2020).

Zalo provided the students with additional exposure time, which was closely associated
with their extended speaking practice. Classroom interaction is often constrained by having
large classes and very limited speaking turns, which makes learning difficult, but mobile
exchanges permit extended and valuable one-to-one conversation among the students (Mao,
2014; Sun & Yang, 2015).

In other words, beyond being a simple communication tool, Zalo provided a low-
pressure environment for speaking practice. Through Zalo, learners were able to re-record
responses, practice individually, or interact with a single partner, thereby reducing their
anxiety. These features are particularly valuable in exam-oriented EFL contexts, where
opportunities for in-class speaking are limited.

Overall, these findings indicated that speaking development in technology-mediated,
competence-based environments was shaped by the interplay of pedagogical structure,
interactional scaffolding, and mediational tools. Specifically, dyadic scaffolding gave students
chances to build understanding through interaction, the CBLT cycle helped their learning
develop step by step with clear goals, and Zalo supported continued practice across time and
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different settings. Removing any single layer would likely weaken the overall system:
interaction without structure may become unfocused, structured tasks without sustained
dialogue limit authentic practice, and both are constrained without a digital environment that
extends participation. This interplay reflects the mutual relationship, which was described in
sociocultural perspectives on mediated learning (Ohta, 2001; Swain, 2000).

Without a traditional control group, the study cannot clearly distinguish the effects of
CBLT, dyadic pairing, and Zalo. It is also difficult to determine how much near-peer mentors
influenced the results in the expert—novice dyad. The conclusions therefore focus on how these
elements worked together in an integrated instructional model, rather than treating them as
separate factors.

Several design principles were identified based on the model’s effective use in real
classrooms. Peer work was effective because students' interaction followed a clear sequence of
CBLT tasks with shared goals, helping them understand what they were doing and why.
Additionally, using Zalo gave students a private space to practice, make mistakes, and improve
before speaking in class. Reviewing their recordings and reflecting on errors also encouraged
them to take more responsibility for their learning instead of relying on teacher feedback.
Finally, expert-novice dyads worked best when teachers monitored turn-taking to make sure
that more proficient partners supported novices, rather than overshadowed them.

6. Conclusion

This study explored how a competence-based, dyadic, mobile-supported model could
help Vietnamese EFL lower-secondary learners develop speaking skills over the semester of
16 weeks. Quantitative results showed that the model was linked to students’ enhancements in
vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, and interactive communication for both dyads; however,
expert-novice dyads showed better gains in grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation. The
qualitative results helped explain these gains: learners were not just speaking more, but were
also noticing errors, rehearsing, receiving feedback, and gradually taking more responsibility
for their own progress.

Overall, these findings suggest that the integrated instructional model was linked with
substantial speaking development, because all three of its components reinforced one another.
Dyadic interaction played a central role in the learning process, as it created opportunities for
learners to discuss and refine language through their dialogue, while CBLT provided a clear
structure for interaction through defined goals and tasks, along with opportunities to track
learners’ progress. At the same time, Zalo allowed learning to continue beyond the classroom
by giving students space to practice privately and repeatedly without the pressure of speaking
in front of others. Thus, the model can be interpreted as an integrated instructional model in
which mechanism, pedagogy, and environment worked together.

However, these findings should be interpreted with caution because the study's design
did not include a non-intervention control group and the observed gains represent the combined
effect of the intervention rather than the isolated impact of any single component. Future
research could look more closely at specific mechanisms and explore how the model works
across different age groups, pairing types, and technological platforms.
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