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Abstract
This study investigated the impact of GenAI on students’ English oral proficiency, foreign language

speaking anxiety (FLSA), and linguistic risk-taking (LRT). Seventy-one Chinese university students

learning English as a foreign language (EFL) participated in an 8-week programme for oral practice

supported by GenAI. The students were divided into two groups: the high proficiency group (HG,

n= 37) and the low proficiency group (LG, n= 34). Besides an assessment of English-speaking abil-

ity, they also completed surveys measuring their perceptions of their oral proficiency, anxiety and

risk-taking before and after the programme. Results showed both groups experienced improve-

ments in their English oral proficiency and LRT, accompanied by a noteworthy reduction in

FLSA. The HG learners exhibited substantial enhancement in vocabulary among all speaking skills,

whereas the LG learners experienced a notable progress in fluency. These findings provide insights

into the effectiveness of GenAI in enhancing students’ English-speaking learning outcomes and

emotional dynamics.
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Introduction

Speaking is a key contributor for communication in the target language and shapes lear-
ners’ overall language development (Kohn and Hoffstaedter, 2017). With insufficient
opportunities for interactions in the English as a foreign language (EFL) context, learners
often feel anxious and hesitant to speak in front of others (Peng, 2019). Therefore, promot-
ing EFL learners’ oral proficiency, reducing their anxiety and encouraging them to take lin-
guistic risks remains a persistent challenge (Fernández-García and Fonseca-Mora, 2022).

To address these issues, a growing body of literature suggested that artificial intelli-
gence (AI) offers innovative opportunities for speaking practice by providing automatic
evaluation and feedback (Huang et al., 2021), and by adding naturalness and authenticity
in oral practice (Han, 2024). Built on large language models (LLMs), generative artificial
intelligence (henceforth GenAI) represented by ChatGPT outperformed early AI in its
strong abilities to create human-like and meaningful text on various topics (Dalalah
and Dalalah, 2023). Hence, GenAI has begun to be utilised in EFL settings. Despite
the growing interest in GenAI for foreign language learning, empirical research on its
efficacy in enhancing EFL learners’ oral proficiency is still in its infancy. In addition,
while there is evidence that early AI has been able to boost positive emotions (Tai and
Chen, 2023), the studies on the impact of GenAI on EFL learners’ emotions in oral prac-
tice remain limited.

To bridge these gaps, this study used ChatGPT 4o with Chinese university students to
investigate its effects on oral English proficiency. It also aimed to reveal how GenAI
influences Chinese EFL learners’ anxiety and risk-taking because both positive and nega-
tive emotions are crucial factors affecting speaking achievements and outcomes (Lee and
Hsieh, 2019). In addition, some scholars (e.g. Teng and Wang, 2024) have pointed out
learners with varying proficiency levels may have different rates of progress and emo-
tional responses in a technology-assisted learning environment. Thus, the current study
also explores GenAI’s influence on EFL learners of different oral proficiency levels.
Our study addresses the following two research questions:

RQ1: What is the impact of ChatGPT on EFL learners’ oral proficiency in high proficiency
group (HG) and low proficiency group (LG)?

RQ2: How does ChatGPT affect EFL learners’ anxiety and risk-taking in high proficiency group
(HG) and low proficiency group (LG)?

Literature Review

GenAI and ChatGPT in Speaking Practice

Since its release in 2022, ChatGPT has gained wide attention for its ability to generate
human-like text, facilitate authentic interactions and provide personalised feedback.
A number of ChatGPT alternatives have been introduced since July 2023, such as
Bard and Alpaca. They use deep learning models to create human-like outputs across dif-
ferent formats, including audio, images, text, three-dimensional (3D) objects, and even
videos (UNESCO, 2023). Compared with early AI tools, GenAI offers language learners
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a ‘personalised, interactive, user-friendly and outcome-focused virtual learning environ-
ment’ (Han, 2024).

The positive impact of GenAI in EFL learners’ speaking practice is evident. Dwivedi
et al. (2023) stated that GenAI could support improved speaking skills by offering instant
feedback and refinement. Zhou et al. (2023) argued that sustained engagement with
GenAI contributed to learners’ growth in communicative competence. Bin-Hady et al.
(2023) contended that English oral speaking practice might be optimised with GenAI’s
assistance to refine, improve, and enhance learners’ responses. However, these advan-
tages are primarily based on observations and lack empirical evidence. More empirical
evidence is needed to measure the effect of GenAI thoroughly on speaking practice
among language learners.

Speaking Anxiety and Risk-Taking in AI-Supported Language Learning

Emotions, whether positive or negative, significantly correlate with foreign language
achievement (Dörnyei, 1998). Foreign language speaking anxiety (FLSA) refers to a psy-
chological state characterised by nervousness and tension experienced during foreign lan-
guage communication, particularly in front of others (Horwit et al., 1986). FLSA is
caused by factors such as limited daily practice opportunities (Richards, 2015), restricted
classroom time (Suzuki and Hanzawa, 2022), and the fear of making mistakes (Ebadi and
Azizimajd, 2024). AI tools have been integrated into oral practice to ease anxiety and
improve language gains. For instance, Du and Daniel (2024) reviewed AI chatbots
used in EFL practice and found that half of the studies revealed the potential of AI chat-
bots in alleviating speaking anxiety. When interacting with AI chatbots, learners felt a
‘flow state’ focusing on oral activities in a supportive and non-judgemental atmosphere
(Zhang et al., 2024). However, other studies argued that technical limitations of early AI
technologies, including misinterpretation by natural language processing (NLP) tech-
nologies and automatic speech recognition (ASR) systems and inability to maintain
coherent conversations may trigger anxiety (El Shazly, 2021; Ji et al., 2023). GenAI chat-
bots may surpass earlier AI tools in effectively alleviating anxiety among EFL learners.
Yet, few empirical studies have touched FLSA in the context of using GenAI for EFL
speaking practice.

Linguistic risk-taking refers to learners’ readiness to get out of the comfort zone to use
the target language in meaningful and authentic settings (Slavkov, 2023). This readiness
is influenced by their willingness to communicate, the choices they make, and the edu-
cational setting (Sadoughi and Hejazi, 2024). For EFL learners, engaging in controlled
risk-taking is vital as it enhances self-confidence and facilitates progress to higher profi-
ciency levels (Brown, 2005). Therefore, fostering an environment that promotes risk-
taking is crucial for helping students overcome their fear of communication (Lin and
Lin, 2020). Recent studies have suggested that AI tools positively enhanced confidence
and engagement by providing a low-pressure environment (Luria, 2024). Similarly,
researchers such as Fathi et al. (2024) and Kim and Su (2024) have highlighted the posi-
tive role of AI chatbots in improving EFL learners’ willingness to communicate and
helping learners develop favourable attitudes. While previous studies have explored L2
learners’ WTC, motivation, and confidence in chatbot-supported oral communication
(Huang and Zou, 2024; Zhang et al., 2024), the crucial role of risk-taking in such pro-
cesses has received notably less attention.

Chen et al. 3



To address these limitations, this study examines the effects of GenAI on EFL lear-
ners’ oral proficiency, speaking anxiety and linguistic risk-taking, aiming to enhance
our understanding of the role of GenAI in enhancing EFL speaking skills and influencing
learners’ emotional states.

Methodology

Participants

Our participants are undergraduate students from a southern Chinese university. They
were divided into a high proficiency group (HG, n= 37) and a low proficiency group
(LG, n= 37). The HG consists of third and fourth-year English majors, while the LG
comprises first-year non-English majors. Participants were selected from eligible volun-
teers with no prior GenAI-related language learning experience. Participants’ English
proficiency was first assessed by two experienced raters. Three students in the LG
were excluded because their oral English performance was significantly above or
below the group average. The final sample comprised two distinct groups: the HG
with 37 participants (27 women and 10 men; 19–24 years old) and the LG with 34 parti-
cipants (27 women and 7 men; 18–20 years old). In terms of English proficiency, HG
participants demonstrated IELTS scores ranging from 6.0 to 7.5 (mean= 6.25), while
LG participants scored between 3.5 and 5.5 (mean= 4.5) on the IELTS scale.

Research Setting

All the 71 participants volunteered to participate in our 8-week programme utilising
ChatGPT 4o for English oral practice. The experimental procedure commenced with par-
ticipants watching pre-recorded videos introducing the core functionalities of ChatGPT.
This was followed by a live video conference, in which researchers presented a series of
IELTS oral practice prompts and procedures for using these prompts in an oral conver-
sation with ChatGPT. A question and answer (Q&A) segment was provided to clarify
technical or procedural queries from participants. Participants then engaged in daily
oral interactions with ChatGPT 4o through both listening and speaking.

Instruments

Oral Proficiency Assessment. Participants’ speaking abilities were assessed using the
IELTS speaking tests, which were conducted in both pre-tests and post-tests. These
tests evaluated four key dimensions of oral proficiency: fluency and coherence, lexical
resource, grammatical range and accuracy, and pronunciation. Scores were assigned on
a scale from 1 to 9 for each dimension, following the official IELTS speaking criteria.
The pre-test questions were randomly selected from the IELTS speaking test question
pool for May to August 2024, and the post-test questions were selected from the same
source to ensure consistency. To maximise reliability and accuracy in scoring, two
experienced IELTS oral examiners independently rated the participants’ performance.
The inter-rater reliability was confirmed with a Cohen’s kappa of 0.92.
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Self-Report Oral Proficiency Questionnaire. Participants also completed self-report surveys
measuring their perceptions of oral proficiency, anxiety, and risk-taking before and after
the programme. The items in the self-report English oral proficiency questionnaire were
adapted from Zou et al. (2023), with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.974. These items evaluated
learners’ comprehensive oral proficiency, covering fluency, pronunciation, reading aloud,
grammatical range and accuracy, idea organisation, and presentation skills. Besides, this
study incorporated an additional item assessing vocabulary in oral English, aligned with
the IELTS speaking criteria. These questions were translated into Chinese to avoid
possible misunderstandings. The scale showed high reliability, with a Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.90.

Foreign Language Speaking Anxiety (FLSA) Scale. A foreign language speaking anxiety
(FLSA) scale, modified from Bashori et al. (2021), was applied to evaluate participants’
degree of anxiety when communicating with ChatGPT 4o. The scale displayed strong
reliability, with Cohen’s kappa coefficient of 0.87.

Linguistic Risk-Taking (LRT) Scale. The linguistic risk-taking scale, adapted from Pyun et al.
(2014), was employed to evaluate the willingness of EFL learners to engage in challen-
ging linguistic tasks, even at the risk of potential embarrassment. The scale demonstrated
high internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.71.

Semi-Structured Interview. A semi-structured interview was conducted in Chinese to
enrich the quantitative data. A total of 20 participants, ten from the HG and ten from
the LG, were interviewed. The interview questions focused on participants’ experiences
with ChatGPT, exploring their perceptions of English pronunciation, intonation, gram-
matical competence, fluency and lexical richness. The interview also revealed learners’
reflections of speaking anxiety and risk-taking, as well as any technical challenges
encountered during the interaction.

Research Procedure

The 8-week programme in the present study was conducted during the summer vacation
in 2024. The research procedure consisted of three phases as shown in Figure 1.

In week 1, participants took an IELTS speaking pre-test and were categorised into the
HG and LG. Subsequently, both groups completed self-report oral proficiency, FLSA
scale and LRT questionnaires, to assess their initial perceptions of English-speaking
ability and emotional states. From week 2 to week 7, participants engaged in a conver-
sation with ChatGPT 4o for at least 30 min a day. To ensure task completion, all parti-
cipants were required to submit timestamped screenshots documenting their daily
sessions through the group channel on DingTalk, a widely used instant messaging plat-
form in China. In addition, they needed to follow the RTCF model, which guides them
through four steps (role, task, conceptual framework, and feedback) to create effective
prompts for ChatGPT (see Figure 2). As illustrated in Figure 2, ChatGPT was first
asked to act in a dual role as trainer and interviewer. Subsequently, the participant direc-
ted ChatGPT to focus on a topic from the IELTS speaking test. In the third step, the par-
ticipant instructed ChatGPT to generate a conceptual framework for addressing the
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designated topic. Finally, following the participant’s framework-based response,
ChatGPT provided detailed feedback concerning language accuracy, vocabulary and
coherence to improve the participant’s answer. The topics for daily communication

Figure 1. Research procedure.

Figure 2. The RTCF model.
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with GenAI were selected from IELTS speaking test themes, including entertainment,
education, personal experiences and future plans. The study concluded in week 8 with
a post-test of English oral proficiency, followed by self-report oral proficiency, FLSA
and LRT questionnaires survey. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to gather
qualitative insights into the impact of ChatGPT on participants’ oral performance and
emotions.

Data Analysis

In this study, our dataset included pre and post-test results of oral proficiency, self-report
questionnaire responses, and interview transcripts from both the HG and LG.

Quantitative Analysis. Quantitative data were analysed using SPSS 27.0. Paired-sample
t-tests were conducted to assess within-group differences between pre-test and post-test
oral proficiency scores, self-report questionnaire results of oral proficiency and emotional
responses.

Qualitative Analysis. Thematic analysis was used to analyse the interview scripts, guided
by the framework proposed by Braun and Clarke (2012). The interview data were
coded to find key themes and patterns. To ensure accuracy, all interviews were audio-
recorded and transcribed into digital format. Participants were also given unique identi-
fiers (e.g. P1, P2…) to preserve their anonymity. The data analysis was conducted by two
coders, and the consistency of their coding reached a score of 0.87. Any minor differences
in coding were collaboratively discussed to ensure the reliability of our qualitative
findings.

Results

Quantitative Results

Pre and Post-Oral Proficiency Test Results. Tables 1 and 2 demonstrate the descriptive data
for HG and LG participants’ performance across five dimensions of the IELTS speaking
criteria. In Table 1, paired-sample t-tests results revealed that HG participants demon-
strated significant improvements in vocabulary, grammar, fluency, and overall speaking.

Table 1. Paired-sample t-tests results of oral proficiency for HG.

Pre-test Post-test

Themes M SD M SD t Sig. Effect size

Pronunciation 6.662 0.566 6.784 0.641 −2.700 0.010 0.444

Vocabulary 6.243 0.548 7.054 0.587 −13.685 <0.001 2.250

Grammar 6.365 0.402 6.797 0.533 −6.400 <0.001 1.052

Fluency 6.459 0.477 7.068 0.579 −10.385 <0.001 1.707

Overall 6.444 0.427 7.042 0.540 −11.481 <0.001 1.913

N (HG)= 37.
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Table 2 illustrates that LG learners also made significant progress across all dimensions.
Figure 3 displays a substantial improvement in all speaking dimensions for both groups.
Notably, for HG participants, the increase in vocabulary scores was particularly pro-
nounced, while the improvement in pronunciation was modest. In contrast, LG partici-
pants demonstrated substantial gains in fluency. Additionally, the effect size for
pronunciation among LG participants (Cohen’s d= 1.315) was comparatively larger
than that of the HG participants, suggesting that ChatGPT may be more effective in
enhancing pronunciation for LG learners.

Comparison of Self-Report Oral Proficiency Results. Table 3 displays a significant self-
perceived improvement of oral proficiency among HG learners. On average, their self-
report oral abilities exhibited a notable increase. However, HG participants did not
report a statistically significant improvement in fluency and intonation, which is different
from the paired-sample t-tests results.

Table 2. Paired-sample t-tests results of oral proficiency for LG.

Pre-test Post-test

Themes M SD M SD t Sig. Effect size

Pronunciation 4.471 0.748 5.441 0.860 −7.669 <0.001 1.315

Vocabulary 3.853 0.744 5.353 0.754 −11.097 <0.001 1.903

Grammar 4.000 0.739 5.338 0.725 −10.188 <0.001 1.747

Fluency 4.088 0.753 5.515 0.691 −14.050 <0.001 2.409

Overall 4.088 0.712 5.529 0.685 −12.956 <0.001 2.222

N (LG)= 34.

Figure 3. Oral proficiency performance in pre and post-tests for HG and LG.
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Table 4 illustrates the impact of ChatGPT on LG learners’ self-report oral abilities.
Overall, they exhibited a remarkable enhancement in their oral proficiency, with their
self-evaluations significantly increasing from a pretest mean of 2.493 to a post-test
mean of 3.361 with a large effect size (Cohen’s d= 1.351 > 1.2).

The findings suggest that learners in both HG and LG perceived ChatGPT as benefi-
cial in enhancing their overall oral proficiency and specific dimensions. These results
demonstrate the potential effect of ChatGPT in facilitating improvements in EFL lear-
ners’ English spoken proficiency.

ChatGPT’s Impact on EFL Learners’ Anxiety and Risk-Taking. The changes in participants’
self-perceived FLSA and LRT are represented in Figures 4 and 5. It is evident that
both HG and LG experienced a decrease in FLSA and an improvement in LRT. More
detailed data are provided in Tables 5 and 6.

Table 3. Paired-sample t-tests results of oral self-evaluation for HG.

Pre-test Post-test

Themes M SD M SD t Sig. Effect size

Overall 3.253 0.500 3.787 0.377 −5.860 <0.001 0.554

Fluency 3.568 3.568 3.811 0.569 −1.946 0.059 0.320

Vocabulary 3.000 0.913 3.676 0.580 −3.995 <0.001 0.657

Grammar 2.892 0.875 3.351 0.716 −2.613 0.013 0.430

Pronunciation 3.378 0.953 4.108 0.516 −4.483 <0.001 0.737

Intonation 3.703 0.661 3.730 0.732 −0.255 0.800 0.042

Idea organisation 2.784 0.630 3.622 0.639 −5.167 <0.001 0.849

Reading aloud ability 3.919 0.759 4.243 0.548 −3.402 0.002 0.559

Presentation skills 2.784 0.712 3.757 0.641 −6.005 <0.001 0.963

N (HG)= 37.

Table 4. Paired-sample t-tests results of oral self-evaluation for LG.

Pre-test Post-test

Themes M SD M SD t Sig. Effect size

Overall 2.477 0.662 3.355 0.511 −7.993 <0.001 1.354

Fluency 2.765 0.819 3.382 0.604 −4.605 <0.001 0.756

Vocabulary 2.412 0.821 3.059 0.600 −4.293 <0.001 0.705

Grammar 2.353 0.849 3.000 0.696 −3.605 <0.001 0.622

Pronunciation 2.588 1.019 3.529 0.706 −5.026 <0.001 0.835

Intonation 2.559 0.894 3.353 0.646 −5.413 <0.001 0.940

Idea organisation 1.941 0.736 3.294 0.760 −8.971 <0.001 1.594

Reading aloud ability 3.176 1.058 3.824 0.797 −3.823 <0.001 0.660

Presentation skills 2.000 0.853 3.382 0.817 −7.657 <0.001 1.288

N (LG)= 34.
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Table 5 displays the results reflecting emotional states of HG participants. An obvious
decrease in the mean anxiety score is manifested. Conversely, risk-taking significantly
increased. These findings indicate ChatGPT’s positive impact on reducing speaking
anxiety and enhancing risk-taking among HG learners. In Table 6, LG participants
also experienced a significant reduction in anxiety and a marked increase in risk-taking.
Overall, these results suggest that interventions involving ChatGPT effectively reduce
anxiety and foster risk-taking for both HG and LG participants.

Figure 4. The changes in anxiety and risk-taking for HG.

Figure 5. The changes in anxiety and risk-taking for LG.
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Qualitative Results

To explore further why EFL learners demonstrated quantitative improvements across
nearly all dimensions of oral skills after ChatGPT-mediated interactions, semi-structured
interviews were conducted in Chinese. This study used thematic analysis (Braun and
Clarke, 2012) to reveal themes reflecting EFL learners’ attitudes and perceptions
towards the use of ChatGPT. These themes were categorised into perceptions of oral pro-
ficiency changes and emotional states after GenAI-mediated oral practice. We numbered
the 20 participants from number 1 to 20, with P1 to P10 categorised as the HG intervie-
wees and P11 to P20 as the LG interviewees.

Theme 1: Enhancement of Vocabulary and Idea-Generation Skills among HG Learners. In the
HG group, many interviewees emphasised ChatGPT’s capacity to enhance vocabulary,
foster logical reasoning, and stimulate idea generation. Notably, they highlighted
ChatGPT’s role in expanding their vocabulary on specific topics and aiding the transition
of passive vocabulary into active use. This enhancement is attributed to ChatGPT’s role
as an interlocutor in introducing topic-related phrases (P4), providing native-like expres-
sions (P2), and promoting concise communication (P9). P6 shared:

Since I’m a gym enthusiast, I used to say ‘go to the gym’. However, thanks to ChatGPT, I’ve
adopted a more casual phrase, like ‘hit the gym’. After hearing it a few times, it slipped into my
daily conversations without me even realizing it. My vocabulary has significantly improved and
my language has become more refined and sophisticated.

Moreover, many HG interviewees emphasised ChatGPT’s role as a concept organiser,
offering multiple perspectives on a given topic (P4, P7, P9, P10). P9 provided one
example:

Table 5. Paired samples t-test results of HG’s anxiety and risk-taking.

Pre-test Post-test

Themes M SD M SD t Sig. Effect size

Anxiety 3.279 0.865 2.401 0.591 6.639 <0.001 1.092

Risk-taking 3.081 0.731 3.669 0.540 −5.401 <0.001 0.888

N (HG)= 37.

Table 6. Paired samples t-test results of LG’s anxiety and risk-taking.

Pretest Post-test

Themes M SD M SD t Sig. Effect size

Anxiety 3.676 0.772 2.740 0.650 5.726 <0.001 0.982

Risk-taking 2.279 0.615 3.206 0.716 −6.625 <0.001 1.136

N (LG)= 34.
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When confronted with unfamiliar topics, I often found myself unsure of where to begin.
However, ChatGPT provided me with various angles to approach the question. For instance,
during a discussion about disliked advertisements, ChatGPT suggested intrusive or disruptive
ads could lead to disdain, offering me an insightful perspective I hadn’t previously considered.

Theme 2: Enhancement of Fluency and Grammar among LG Learners. LG interviewees high-
lighted two aspects less frequently mentioned by HG interviewees: fluency and grammar.
Regarding fluency, many LG learners reported that they could now articulate more in a
single turn while speaking English. They agreed that ChatGPT served as a language role
model in enhancing their fluency (P14, P17, P19, P20). For instance, P19 shared:

I used to speak hastily without organizing my thoughts, which affected my fluency. However,
ChatGPT helped me structure my responses by providing a topic sentence and linking details
with transitional words. This enabled me to grasp general speaking patterns, avoid fumbling
for words, and become more fluent in my speech.

In terms of grammar improvement, LG interviewees noted a conscious shift towards
using more varied and complex grammatical structures, facilitated by ChatGPT’s feed-
back. One example comes from P17:

Before practicing with ChatGPT, I only used simple sentences but now I dare to use complex
attributive clauses with ‘which’ or ‘that’.

Theme 3: Divergent Perspectives on Pronunciation Improvement. HG and LG learners’ views
on pronunciation improvement diverge. HG interviewers attributed this limitation to
ChatGPT’s robotic voice. P2, P4 and P8 stated ChatGPT’s speech output lacked
natural pauses, stress patterns and right intonation, which made it less effective in improv-
ing pronunciation. LG interviewees, however, believed that ChatGPT played an effective
role in improving their pronunciation. They argued that ChatGPT’s inability to recognise
certain pronunciations made them more aware of their articulation errors, prompting
efforts to correct these mistakes and ultimately leading to pronunciation improvement
(P18, P20). P11 stated, ‘In order to make sure ChatGPT understands me, I have to pro-
nounce the words clearly and correctly, which ChatGPT helps me achieve’.

Theme 4: Reduced EFL Speaking Anxiety. Several interviewees (P2, P4, P5, P6, P7, P8,
P13, P20) reported that ChatGPT provided a low-pressure environment for practising
speaking skills. They appreciated the opportunity to interact with it without feeling self-
conscious or judged, creating a safe space for language practice. As P8 stated:

I used to experience intense anxiety whenever I had to answer questions in English, especially in
front of classmates, as I feared being judged or even laughed at. However, ChatGPT helps me
improve my oral performance without judgment, as it is robotic. I never feel embarrassed or
nervous when talking with ChatGPT.

Furthermore, some learners noted that practising with ChatGPT five times a week over
6 weeks offered ample speaking opportunities in a non-threatening environment. This
consistent practice allowed them gradually to feel at ease when speaking in an
all-English setting, leading to enhanced fluency and, ultimately, a reduction in anxiety.

12 RELC Journal 0(0)



Theme 5: Enhanced Language Risk-Taking. Both HG and LG interviewers agreed that
ChatGPT provided a relaxing environment and thus increased their willingness to take
linguistic risks. Some LG learners strongly believed that their fluency could improve
because ChatGPT would not misunderstand them, even with their limited English profi-
ciency (P15, P16, P19). HG learners noted that ChatGPT could easily grasp their intended
meaning, even when they occasionally misused complex terms. This provided them with
opportunities to test their acquired knowledge, thereby encouraging them to speak more
freely and bravely (P3, P4, P5, P9). For instance, P3 remarked:

ChatGPT can always understand whatever I say and provide appropriate feedback, which
encourages me to talk freely. I once described 财阀 as ‘the bigger joint company that controls
the economy’, and ChatGPT intelligently identified it as ‘chaebol’. However, in a real class-
room, I would just use the words I have already mastered and stick to topics I’m familiar with.

In summary, EFL learners who dared to express themselves to GenAI reported
improvements in their language proficiency. By practising newly acquired vocabulary
or phrases without fear of making mistakes, learners develop the ability to self-correct
and continue practising. As a result, they experienced a reduction of speaking anxiety
and an enhancement of risk-taking.

Discussion

This study investigated the impact of GenAI on improving EFL learners’ oral proficiency
as well as its effects on learners’ anxiety and risk-taking. For the first research question,
the findings indicated that learners in both high and low proficiency groups made notable
progress, with HG learners showing significant improvement in vocabulary and LG lear-
ners in fluency. HG learners’ vocabulary enhancement was driven by ChatGPT’s ability
to introduce advanced and contextually specific language. This enabled HG learners to
incorporate more complex vocabulary in appropriate situations (Yildiz, 2023). LG lear-
ners’ gains in fluency resulted from an increased exposure to native-like speech, which
helped them shift from interlingual to intralingual strategies, and relied more on the
target language’s structures and vocabulary (Chen, 2006). These findings diverged
from previous findings that chatbots were more beneficial for learners with higher oral
proficiency (Coniam, 2014), or for lower-proficiency learners because advanced learners
might feel reluctant to engage with chatbots (Yin and Satar, 2020). The inconsistencies in
findings may stem from the different AI tools used, which differ in algorithms, models,
datasets, and the maturity of the technology. In our study, it was observed that learners’
oral proficiency was enhanced across multiple dimensions, as GenAI can dynamically
adapt to learners’ initial proficiency levels and support their progress through persona-
lised interactions. Another significant finding was that LG learners attained substantial
improvement in pronunciation, while HG learners reported no statistically significant
gains. This contrasts with previous studies that emphasised the effectiveness of chatbots
in enhancing English pronunciation for all users (Du and Daniel, 2024). Although HG
learners attributed their less significant improvement in pronunciation to ChatGPT’s
robotic voice, the actual reason might be that most HG learners already had relatively
good pronunciation. Their short-term exposure to AI-mediated interactions did not
yield statistically significant enhancement in pronunciation skills.
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Therefore, we arrive at the conclusion that GenAI positively impacted EFL learners
with varying oral proficiency levels. The outcomes are consistent with previous studies
by Bin-Hady et al. (2023) and Mohamed (2024), which emphasised the potential of
GenAI in enhancing EFL learners’ oral proficiency. The observed improvements may
result from ChatGPT’s human-like interaction abilities, which is beneficial for the devel-
opment of fluency and the internalisation of linguistic knowledge (Tai and Chen, 2024).
Besides, GenAI tools offer real-time feedback ensuring a smooth conversational flow and
minimises communication breakdowns (Dal Pian et al., 2024). Moreover, GenAI facili-
tates a translanguaging space (Turner and Lin, 2024), in which participants switch freely
between Chinese and English as needed to achieve their communicative goals.

For the second question, both HG and LG participants experienced a reduction in
anxiety and a greater willingness to take linguistic risks in English speaking practice.
These emotional changes are related to the enhanced speaking abilities resulting from
sustained practice with ChatGPT. These findings are also aligned with previous research
showing that communicative activities can affect anxiety (MacIntyre, 2017) and risk-
taking (Dehbozorgi, 2012). Firstly, GenAI optimises learners’ performance by offering
authentic language input, real-time feedback, and personalised guidance, equipping
them with the linguistic resources needed for real-life conversations. The more learners
engage with ChatGPT, the more comfortable they become in speaking English, ultim-
ately overcoming the fear of using the target language. Secondly, GenAI provides a
non-judgmental, stress-free environment that encourages learners to share their ideas
and feelings, thereby alleviating anxiety and fostering greater risk-taking in language pro-
duction. The findings align with previous studies by Dizon (2017) and Tai and Chen
(2023), showing that GenAI enhances motivation and willingness to communicate in
English, subsequently facilitating oral competence and emotional wellbeing.

Conclusions and Limitations

This study investigated the impact of ChatGPT, a GenAI tool, on the oral proficiency of
EFL learners across varying proficiency levels. Both HG and LG participants demon-
strated substantial improvements in English oral proficiency in both speaking tests or self-
report results. This progress was accompanied by a notable reduction in speaking anxiety
and an increase in risk-taking behaviour throughout the 8-week intervention.

Although this study offers valuable insights, several limitations should be acknowl-
edged. First, the absence of a control group limits our ability to compare the observed
changes among our participants with those who did not use GenAI, potentially affecting
the generalisability of the findings. Second, the experiment lasted 8 weeks, which may
not adequately capture the long-term effects of GenAI tools on EFL learners’ oral profi-
ciency and psychological dynamics. Another limitation is the study’s focus on the context
of higher education. Consequently, future research should integrate GenAI into different
educational levels and contexts to gain a more comprehensive view. However, it is a
promising direction to integrate GenAI into relatively input-poor EFL learning environ-
ments in many countries. This study provides pedagogical implications for EFL learning
and for language instructors seeking to transform conventional foreign language class-
rooms. The implementation of models such as the RTCF framework can facilitate con-
versational practice in class, enabling students to engage in authentic dialogue
exercises centered on curriculum-related topics. Moreover, the supportive, empathetic,
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and responsive nature of GenAI interactions enables the design of oral class frameworks
that may seamlessly integrate pre-class, in-class, and post-class activities.

In conclusion, this study provides a more comprehensive view of the technology’s ben-
efits and challenges. It provides empirical evidence that reinforces the role of generative AI
as a facilitator, organiser, and interlocutor in linguistic interactions. Notably, the study also
highlights its effectiveness in reducing anxiety and encouraging users to take risks.
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