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Abstract

This study was conducted by second-year English students at Hanoi University of Science and Technology to
investigate the application of ChatGPT role play in improving first-year students of faculty of foreign languages'
willingness to communicate. Data were collected through online ChatGPT-based roleplay involving 15
participants with fundamental English proficiency. The research subjects will receive guidance on applying given
prompts based on previous research on willingness to communicate to examine the change in their willingness
to exchange information. The research includes several phrases, starting with choosing and gathering the right
items, helping generate prompts and guiding participants on how to apply them correctly. A four-week experiment
will be designed to track and follow participants’ progress and data will be collected via pre and post test
outcomes. Finally, a small survey will be conducted after the weekly experiment to gather student’s feedback.
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I. Introduction

The rapid rise of Artificial Intelligence (Al) promises to transform many aspects of life, from education
and work to personal connections (Colleen & Brian, 2025). Over the next decade, artificial intelligence (Al) is
expected to make substantial contributions across numerous sectors, yet its potential in education remains less
frequently discussed compared to other fields (Holmes et al., 2019, p. 12). He also noted that Al had the potential
to personalize learning experiences and provide data-driven feedback that could support both students and
teachers. Recent findings about these fields have only focused on written languages but not on verbal
communications. Writing apps with Al capabilities, including Grammarly, tools assist in improving writing style
and tone, making the content more logical and suited ProWritingAid, and Paperrater, have transformed traditional
teaching methods by providing students with individualized learning experiences and real-time feedback (Jati,
2022). These are for academic settings. Because Al can give immediate feedback, it is worth considering the
potential advantage it may offer to language speakers. Therefore, the purpose of this research is to experiment the
efficiency of ChatGPT role play in improving the willingness to communicate of first-year students within English
major.

The purpose of this study is to analyze the influence of ChatGPT-facilitated role-play activities on the
willingness of first-year students to communicate in English. Particular attention is given to variations in their
confidence levels, anxiety, and interest in language use. Additionally, the research evaluates the efficacy of these
activities in alleviating students' speaking-related anxiety.

II. Literature review
2.1. ChatGPT

2.1.1. Background information

ChatGPT is an artificial intelligence-based conversational Al created by OpenAl and introduced to the public in
November 2022. It is based on the Generative Pre-trained Transformer (GPT), which includes GPT-3.5 and GPT-
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4 models, all pre-trained on large amounts of text to produce human-like responses to given inputs. It applies
transformer-based deep learning methods, such as the self-attention mechanism, to process contextual information
and produce relevant and contextually appropriate text.

In recent years, the development of Al, specifically the voice chat and role-play features of the ChatGPT platform,
has opened up a new approach to enhancing English as a Foreign Language (EFL) communication skills. The
role-play feature allows learners to engage in diverse, real-life simulated scenarios with real-time, personalized
feedback, thereby creating a context-rich practice environment. Notably, recent studies indicate that interacting
with a "non-judgmental" Al system significantly reduces language anxiety—one of the most substantial
psychological barriers for foreign language learners. For instance, according to Salsabil et al. (2025), Al Voice
Chat cultivates a low-pressure learning space that directly enhance Willingness to Communicate WTC,
transforming passive learners into more confident speakers. Although the pedagogical potential of this tool has
been acknowledged, an in-depth empirical investigation into how ChatGPT Role-play specifically impacts the
WTC levels of first-year English majors—who are in a transitional phase of building their foundational academic
expertise—remains an area requiring further detailed study.

2.1.2. The use of ChatGPT role play in English language learning

There was a significant growth in the use of artificial intelligence (Al) chatbots in education (Hwang &
Chang, 2023). A notable example in the field is ChatGPT, a pre-trained language model developed by OpenAl
(Flanagin et al., 2023; Roumeliotis & Tselikas, 2023). “OpenAl proposed the GPT (Generative Pretrained
Transformer) model based on the stacked Decoder structure in the Transformer architecture” (Liu et al., 2024,
p.2). It is able to generate multimodal content from textual prompts, via an intermediate code generation step
(Yejin, 2023). Role play is a form of experiential learning (Russell & Shepherd, 2010). A systematic review of
empirical studies - finds that some of the uses of ChatGPT in English language teaching include using it as an
interactive dialogue simulator which is essentially a role-play context; for example, allowing students to simulate
conversations. (Philip et al., 2024).

One of the most commonly cited applications of ChatGPT’s ability is that it provides real time feedback
to students, a feature that enhances engagement and tailors learning experiences (Hong, 2023). Koraishi (2023),
for example, underscored the efficiency of ChatGPT in automating assessment processes, providing immediate
feedback and adapting to individual learner needs, thereby enhancing its overall effectiveness in education.

Van Horn (2024) discussed the impact of ChatGPT, highlighting advantages such as personalized
feedback and increased learner engagement. Notwithstanding, these earlier investigations predominantly employ
document research methods, encompassing existing literature reviews, while lacking experimental or qualitative
data from the perspectives of teachers and learners. In addition, ChatGPT’s ability to provide translated
explanations of grammar mistakes may facilitate learners’ understanding of grammatical structure, thereby
supporting English language acquisition. In fact, over 85% of the first-year students in Schmidt-Fajlik (2023)’s
research advocated its ease of use and usefulness in English writing learning. In line with this finding, Bonsu and
Baffour-Koduah(2023) discovered that students expressed support for the integration of ChatGPT at universities,
accompanied by an effective management system, as students found ChatGPT valuable to alleviate the stress of
generating ideas while doing scientific research.

However, these previous studies have yet to adequately consider students’ attitudes towards English
language learning. During speaking tasks, L2 learners frequently experience foreign language anxiety (FLA), an
affective barrier characterized by situational tension and fear that significantly reduces their oral fluency and
communicative engagement (Tania et al., 2025). There is a correlation between high levels of FLA and learners'
WTC, with anxiety being associated with decreased initiating or continuing discourse in the target language.
Empirical studies indicate that communication anxiety, a key component of FLA, decreases participation in
classroom speaking activities and lowers overall WTC. Additionally, studies based on WTC modeling of EFL
learners demonstrate that face-to-face and digital communication anxiety are both associated with reduced
comprehensibility in communicating (Zarrinabadi, 2014; Khajavy, Maclntyre & Barabati: 2018). The study
indicates that reducing speaking anxiety could be crucial in increasing learners' active involvement and confidence
in L2 communication (Dewaele & MaclIntyre, 2016).
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2.2. Willingness to Communicate (WTC)
2.2.1. Definition of Willingness to Communicate (WTC)

WTC is the chance that a person chooses to speak when they have the opportunity (Maclntyre et al.,
1988). In language learning, it is not fixed but can change depending on both personal traits and the situation
(Maclntyre et al., 1998). The Pyramid Model explains that speaking is affected by many layers of factors, from
stable ones like personality and learning background to more immediate ones such as confidence, mood, and who
the person is talking to. Because of this, even learners with good language knowledge may still stay silent. In the
end, they will only speak when they feel ready and willing at that moment.

2.2.2 WTC Framework

The concept of WTC is used as the theoretical foundation of this study. It was first introduced by James
C. McCroskey and Virginia P. Richmond in 1985. Both are well-known researchers in the field of communication
studies, focusing on how individuals behave in different communication situations, especially in relation to
anxiety and communication confidence. Later, the concept was developed further by Peter D. Maclntyre and his
colleagues in 1998. They applied WTC to second language learning and defined it as a learner’s readiness to
communicate in a second language in specific situations. This development made WTC an important concept in
language learning research.

The WTC framework explains how a learner decides to speak in a second language at a given moment.
According to Peter D. MaclIntyre et al. (1998), WTC is influenced by multiple factors rather than a single cause.
The framework is often described as a pyramid, with actual communication at the top, followed by willingness to
communicate. This decision is directly affected by immediate factors such as confidence and anxiety. It is also
influenced by situational factors, such as who the learner is speaking with and the type of activity. At the base are
more stable factors like personality, motivation, and language ability. Overall, the framework shows that a
learner’s willingness to speak depends on both short-term and long-term influences.

This framework is appropriate for the study for several reasons. First, it directly measures the main focus
of the research, which is students’ willingness to communicate. Second, it allows the researcher to examine
communication in different scenario-based situations, which matches the design of role-play activities. Finally,
ChatGPT-based role-play can help students practice in a less stressful and more supportive environment, which
may increase their confidence and reduce anxiety. As a result, WTC is a suitable framework to evaluate the
effectiveness of this approach in improving students’ communication at FOFL - HUST.

In addition, WTC focuses on factors like how confident students feel, how nervous they are when
speaking, and how well they think they can communicate. These are the same aspects that GPT-based role-play
activities may improve, since students can practice in a more relaxed and supportive environment.

Finally, using a pre-test and post-test helps show whether students become more willing to speak after
the activities. This makes it possible to clearly evaluate how effective the ChatGPT-based role-play is in improving
their participation in communication.

2.3 The application of ChatGPT role-play in improving WTC.

With the rapid development of Al technology, ChatGPT is becoming a useful tool for people in many
fields in which it equips people with medical information, provides useful scientific data and become a steadfast
companion for language enthusiasts. Previous findings on chatbots as conversational partners have contributed to
our understanding of how learners engage in computer-mediated oral practice (Ayedoun et al., 2015). Al role-
play chatbot helps reduce anxiety in speaking and create a more comfortable space for learners to practice
communication (Ayedoun et al.,2015; Carayannopoulos, 2018; Kim & Su, 2024).

Earlier research has been conducted in diverse educational settings, including a university EFL
classroom, high school, and online instructional environments. Participants engaged in ChatGPT-mediated role-
play tasks over several weeks. According to Du and Daniel (2024), by giving feedback and acting as partners,
chatbots create a continuous language learning experience.
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Overall, findings consistently show that ChatGPT role-play improves confidence, reduces anxiety.
Learners also report positive attitudes toward Al. Moreover, an accessible approach allows learners to practice
speaking anytime and anywhere, encouraging independent learning and engagement beyond the traditional
classroom (Dewi, Nur’Aini, & Suwarti, 2022). However, learners sometimes rely too much on chatbot prompts
instead of constructing their own expressions ( Ayedoun et al., 2015). Despite the drawback, the article suggests
that ChatGPT role-play is a promising and pedagogically valuable tool for fostering WTC in language learning
environments.

2.4. Research Gap

In a different glance, despite the above-mentioned benefits of ChatGPT, several limitations of current
studies remain. Yildiz (2024) demonstrated that ChatGPT-assisted communicative activities significantly
improved EFL learners’ speaking self-efficacy; however, the study did not examine whether this increased
confidence translated into greater WTC in authentic interaction contexts. In a similar vein, Nufiez et al. (2025)
observed that while ChatGPT Voice significantly enhanced learners’ pronunciation, fluency, vocabulary, and
grammar, their research lacked the incorporation of structured role-play tasks—a method well-known for fostering
authentic communicative engagement and reducing anxiety. Across these studies, scholars have mainly focused
either on psychological effects (e.g., self-efficacy) or on voice-based affordances for speaking practice, leaving
the combined effect of ChatGPT-mediated role-play activities on learners’ communicative willingness largely
unexplored. Notably, within the specific educational context of the Faculty of Foreign Languages (FOFL) at Hanoi
University of Science and Technology (HUST), this topic remains empirically under-researched. Consequently,
there is a critical need to examine how role-play with ChatGPT might influence first-year English majors” WTC,
a gap this study seeks to address to fulfill both theoretical and contextual voids.

II1. Research Methodology
3.1. Research method
3.1.1. Mix method approach

This study employs a mixed-methods approach to comprehensively evaluate the impact of ChatGPT role-
play activities on students' WTC (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). To measure specific variations in students'
interaction levels and willingness to communicate across specific scenarios—based on MacIntyre's (2001)
modified questionnaire framework—quantitative data is collected through a pre-test and post-test system utilizing
a Likert-scale questionnaire. To decode the psychological dynamics underlying the statistical figures, qualitative
data is simultaneously gathered through two channels: chat log analysis to determine interaction frequency,
utterance length, and conversation maintenance strategies, alongside semi-structured interviews to explore
students' perceptions regarding the alleviation of their fear of making mistakes and their enhanced self-confidence
(Patton, 2015). This triangulation between statistical data and personal experiences ensures validity and provides
a multidimensional perspective on the transformation of learners' communicative behavior.

3.2. Data Collection Method
3.2.1. Experiment Design

A four-week experiment will be conducted in which 15 students gather three times a week for a brief
speaking session. Each session is planned to last between 45 minutes to 1 hour maximum. Throughout the four-
week experiment, participants are provided with 8 practical scenario-based items that are covered in” Willingness
to Communicate, Social Support, and Language-learning Orientations of Immersion Students” (MacIntyre, 2001).
In the beginning of every session, the leader of the team will clearly and briefly explain basic information about
ChatGPT roleplay and introduce the prompt that participants will use that day. The instruction in each session has
3 main components. The first one is greeting, the second one is the demonstration of how to use prompts before
the participants begin the activities and the last one is giving participants suggestions, open-ended questions to
overcome communication breakdowns with ChatGPT.

Moreover, Students will be encouraged to express freely and each session will be recorded for subsequent
analysis. The process is carried out under our supervision and there will be immediate support from the conductor
if any troubles arise during the session.
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3.2.2. Semi-structured Interview

In the final stage of data collection, semi-structured interviews were conducted after the completion of the entire
intervention with five participants. Individual interviews were employed to collect in-depth data on each
participant’s experiences and perceptions.

This method was selected because it provides a balance between consistency and flexibility, allowing the
researchers to ask a set of predetermined questions while also probing deeper into individual responses when
necessary (Creswell, 2012).

The interviews were carried out after the post-test phase. Vietnamese was used as the primary language during
the interviews to ensure that participants could fully express their thoughts without being limited by their English
proficiency. This choice helped enhance the depth and authenticity of the collected data.

The interview protocol was adapted from Xu et al. (2024) consisted of a series of open-ended questions developed
based on the research objectives. The questions focused on several key aspects, including: (1) psychological
pressure and anxiety in traditional speaking classes, (2) differences between interacting with ChatGPT and real-
life communication, (3) the influence of a non-judgmental environment on confidence and fear of making
mistakes, (4) changes in willingness to initiate communication, (5) perceptions of feedback and learning support,
(6) technological and interactional limitations, and (7) future intentions to continue using ChatGPT.

During the interviews, follow-up questions were used when necessary to clarify participants’ responses and
encourage further elaboration. All interviews were audio-recorded and later transcribed to ensure accuracy and
reliability in data handling.

3.3. Sampling
3.3.1. Participants

The participants in this program are 15 first-year students from the Faculty of Foreign Languages (FOFL)
who are learning basic English speaking skills. To find these students, the study uses the Snowball sampling
method. According to Nikolopoulou (2022), snowball sampling is a way of choosing people where the current
participants find and invite new people to join the group. This means that the first few students in the program
will ask their classmates or friends to become part of the sample as well. The group gets bigger as more students
recruit others, just like a snowball growing as it rolls. This is a simple way to gather a specific group of students
who are all focused on the same goal of improving their speaking.

3.3.2. Snowball Sampling

A snowball sampling technique, a form of non-probability sampling (Patton, 2002), was strategically
employed for participant recruitment. Initial participants were identified within the HUST freshman community;
these individuals then referred peers who shared similar linguistic barriers and a desire to improve their oral
proficiency. This method was chosen to ensure a high degree of participant commitment and homogeneity, which
is vital for maintaining the integrity of a focused, intensive intervention (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2017). By
utilizing peer networks, the researchers were able to reach students who might otherwise be hesitant to participate
in a study focusing on their perceived communicative weaknesses (Flick, 2018).

3.4. Data analysis
3.4.1. Quantitative data analysis

A four-week experiment was conducted with first-year language students to measure their WTC. Two
instructional sessions were implemented per week, involving 15 participants, in order to examine patterns of
change in their self-reported willingness to participate in communication during class time. Data were collected
across eight sessions to capture potential differences over time within a short-term instructional context. A control
group was not included, as the experiment was designed to observe within-group fluctuations rather than to
establish cause—effect relationships. The overall design reflects an exploratory approach to understanding the
dynamic and situational characteristics of willingness to communicate in language learners.
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To analyze the collected data, SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) was employed due to its
effectiveness in handling quantitative data and conducting statistical tests. The researchers applied a paired-
samples t-test to evaluate changes in participants’ willingness to communicate before and after their participation
in the instructional sessions. This procedure was selected to compare data obtained from the same group of
students at two different time points, thereby accounting for within-subject variation. By examining the
differences between pre- and post-intervention measures, the analysis aimed to determine whether any observed
change in WTC was statistically significant rather than attributable to chance.

In addition, SPSS was used to compute descriptive statistics such as mean scores and standard deviations,
providing an overview of participants’ performance across sessions. The use of SPSS ensured accurate data
processing, minimized calculation errors, and enhanced the reliability and transparency of the findings. The
paired-samples design, combined with SPSS analysis, was therefore appropriate for examining changes within
the same 15 participants over the course of the study.

3.4.2 Qualitative data analysis

To comprehensively evaluate the impact of ChatGPT role-play on students' situational WTC, the
qualitative data analysis is conducted in two distinct but complementary phases, enabling robust methodological
triangulation.

First, the study analyzes the two-way chat history using a modern Human-AI Conversation Analysis
(CA) framework (Choi & Oh, 2026). This approach adapts traditional CA (Gonzalez-Lloret, 2011) to the
inherently asymmetrical nature of human-Al interaction. Drawing upon Mehan’s (1979) IRE framework and
Schegloff’s (2007) principles of sequence organization, student turns are systematically coded into three distinct
communicative acts: Initiation (I), Response (R), and Evaluation (E). In accordance with the theoretical stances
of Markee (2000) and Choi & Oh (2026), a developmental shift from merely producing passive responses (R) to
proactively generating initiating (I) and evaluating (E) turns serves as tangible behavioral evidence of enhanced
interactional competence and situational WTC. Specifically, the student's use of Evaluation (E)—traditionally a
teacher-led act in classroom discourse—demonstrates a proactive agency in assessing and negotiating meaning
with the Al system.

Second, to decode the underlying cognitive drivers behind these behavioral fluctuations, the semi-
structured interview dataset is evaluated utilizing Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This systematic
framework identifies and interprets patterns of meaning regarding the students' psychological experiences. By
distilling themes related to interactional confidence, psychological barriers, and perceived safety, this phase
captures the subjective factors influencing the learners' willingness to engage.

Ultimately, this dual-method approach allows for methodological triangulation, cross-validating the
objective behavioral shifts observed in the chat logs with the students' subjective, self-reported psychological
experiences. This provides a comprehensive and empirically grounded understanding of the students’ WTC
development in an Al-mediated environment.

3.4.2.1 Chat history

To provide a deeper understanding of the psychological shifts underlying the survey scores, this study
conducted a qualitative analysis of the chat histories generated between the students and ChatGPT. These logs
provide direct evidence of participants’ interactional competence (Markee, 2000) and allow for the observation of
longitudinal changes in communicative behavior, such as utterance length and lexical precision (Skehan, 1998).
Following Purposive Sampling (Patton, 2015), three representative participants—ID 4, ID 10, and ID 5—were
selected to illustrate three distinct WTC transformation trajectories: remarkable progress, moderate fluctuation,
and minimal change.

The study employs a specialized Human-AI Conversation Analysis (CA) framework (Choi & Oh, 2026)
to examine Communicative Agency—the learner’s capacity to exercise agency in directing the interaction, rather
than remaining passive (Ahearn, 2001). The coding procedure follows an adaptation of Mehan’s (1979) IRE
framework, integrated with Schegloff’s (2007) principles of sequence organization. Every student turn is
meticulously categorized into three functional codes:
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e Response (R): Passive turns where the student merely provides conditional replies to Al prompts to fulfill
the assigned tasks. A high frequency of "R" codes often signifies a low threshold of WTC.

o Initiation (I): Proactive acts where the student introduces new topics or seeks clarification. This indicates
reduced linguistic inhibition and a transition toward taking control of the interaction.

e Evaluation (E): The most distinct indicator of interactional competence. When a student evaluates or
reacts to the Al’s input (e.g., "I see,” "That is a great point"), they are engaging in the negotiation of
meaning. This role reversal suggests that the student feels psychologically safe enough to interact with
the Al as a peer-like partner.

Finally, the data is cross-analyzed across Social and Academic contexts to validate the theoretical argument
that WTC is a situational construct, shifting dynamically according to the perceived complexity and safety of the
interactional environment (Maclntyre et al., 2001). This triangulation process confirms whether the students' self-
reported confidence translates into functional communicative performance within the digital domain.

3.4.2.2 Thematic analysis

The researchers decided to employ thematic analysis to scrutinize the qualitative data for several
compelling reasons. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is a highly flexible approach that
allows researchers to identify, analyze, and report patterns or "themes" within data without being tied to a specific,
rigid theoretical framework. This flexibility was particularly beneficial for this study as it allowed for a
comprehensive exploration of the diverse psychological factors influencing students' WTC when interacting with
ChatGPT. This method is particularly appropriate for the current study as the data were collected through semi-
structured interviews, which generate rich and complex qualitative responses. Since the research aims to explore
students’ perceptions, experiences, and psychological changes in WTC rather than test predefined hypotheses, a
flexible and interpretive approach like thematic analysis is highly suitable. Furthermore, thematic analysis is
widely recognized for its accessibility, making it an ideal choice for researchers to systematically organize and
summarize large volumes of interview data while highlighting key insights (Braun & Clarke, 2006). By using this
method, the study could effectively capture the nuances of students' perceptions, from their reduced anxiety to the
technical challenges they faced during the Al role-play sessions.

To ensure a rigorous and transparent analysis, the study followed Braun and Clarke’s six-phase
framework. The procedure was conducted manually to maintain a close connection with the participants' original
voices. First, the researchers familiarized themselves with the data by transcribing the audio recordings and
reading the transcripts multiple times while taking initial notes. In the second phase, initial codes were generated
by identifying and labeling meaningful segments of the text with descriptive tags related to WTC and Al
interaction. These codes were then sorted and combined into potential themes that captured broader patterns across
the five participants (P1-P5). During the fourth and fifth phases, these themes were reviewed, refined, and clearly
defined to ensure they accurately represented the data set. Finally, the analysis concluded with the production of
a narrative report, where the identified themes were illustrated with direct quotes from the students to provide a
cohesive and persuasive account of the findings.
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Figure 1: Students’ WTC Levels before the ChatGPT Role-play Intervention (Pre-test).
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Figure 2: Students’ WTC Levels after the ChatGPT Role-play Intervention (Post-test).

Assessment Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
Pre-test 3.21 0.93 0.24
Post-test 3.67 0.75 0.19

Figure 3 Descriptive Statistics for Pre-test and Post-test WTC Scores (N = 15)
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Figure 4 Paired-Samples T-test Results for WTC Scores
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4.1. Research Question 1: Specific Aspects of Willingness to Communicate Affected by ChatGPT Role-play

Synthesized data from both quantitative and qualitative sources show that speaking anxiety and
communication confidence are the two aspects of WTC most strongly affected by the ChatGPT role-play practice.

The main evidence for this change comes from the student interviews. Participants consistently said the
Al was a safe environment that removed the fear of being judged by others. For example, P1 and P2 clearly stated
that they no longer worried about making grammar mistakes or forgetting their ideas when talking to a computer.
This helped them feel much more confident.

These interview findings match the statistical results from Lesson 6 (Academic Group Discussion). In
this lesson, the number of students who were "Almost never" willing to communicate dropped from six to just
two. This shows a huge improvement in situations that used to cause the highest levels of anxiety.

The increase in confidence is also clear when looking at how students actively participated in the chat
logs. Case 1 (Student ID 4) is a great example of this confidence in action. Instead of just giving short answers
(Code R), this student actively asked questions (Code I) and shared personal opinions (Code E), even during
difficult academic topics. This active participation proves that the student's fear of making language mistakes had
been successfully reduced.

In addition, the immediate language help from the Al—Ilike suggesting better words—directly improved
the students' vocabulary. P3 said learning new words was the main reason she felt more ready to start a
conversation, showing how technical help leads to better communication.

However, the results regarding personal interest (intrinsic motivation) were mixed. Some students were
motivated by the Al's game-like feedback and high scores. But the chat log of Student ID 5 showed someone just
trying to finish the assignment. Even though this student had good grammar skills, they only answered the Al to
complete the task. They refused to expand the conversation or show any real interest.

This finding is supported by comments from P4 and P5, who felt the Al was robotic and unnatural. In
the end, this suggests that while ChatGPT is great at reducing fear and building confidence, its ability to create
genuine interest is limited because it lacks real human empathy and body language.

4.2. Research Question 2: The extent of Speaking Anxiety Reduction through ChatGPT Role-play

The study confirms that the use of ChatGPT role-play helps reduce students’ speaking anxiety to a
substantial and statistically significant extent. This change is objectively proven by the paired-samples t-test
results, which show a significant rise in WTC mean scores from 3.21 to 3.67 (p = 0.020). Most importantly, the
calculated Cohen’s d value of 0.675 signifies a medium-to-large effect size. This provides empirical confirmation
that the intervention had a considerable practical impact on the students' affective states. Furthermore, the
reduction in standard deviation from 0.93 to 0.75 suggests that the students' communication confidence became
more stable and cohesive as a group following the intervention.

Visual data from the eight-lesson distribution charts provides a granular look at the effectiveness of this
support across varying levels of social and academic pressure. In high-anxiety scenarios, such as Lesson 4
(Clarifying Class Instruction), the number of students choosing the "Almost always" willing category rose from
only two in the pre-test to six in the post-test. This quantitative shift demonstrates that the intervention successfully
moved the majority of the cohort away from moderate hesitation toward active initiative. The reduction in anxiety
is also highlighted by Lesson 2 (Reviewing a movie/song), where an initial mental block felt by eight students
was removed, leading to a substantial migration toward the "Usually" and "Almost always" willing categories.

Qualitative evidence reinforces that the decrease in anxiety was sufficient to facilitate real-world
transferability. The confidence built in the simulated environment was not confined solely to the Al interaction.
For example, P2 reported a clear behavioral shift, stating he is now ready to take the initiative and talk to
foreigners. Similarly, P3 mentioned being less hesitant to answer her teacher during actual class discussions.

While technical limitations such as voice recognition errors (noted by P1) and repetitive prompts (noted
by P5) presented some hurdles, they did not negate the overall positive trend. Therefore, it can be concluded that
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ChatGPT role-play serves as a functional preparatory tool that effectively alleviates communicative apprehension
and empowers first-year English majors to engage in L2 interactions more frequently and with less fear.

V. Discussion

The study was conducted to explore the impact of ChatGPT role-play activities on the Willingness to
Communicate (WTC) of English majors at Hanoi University of Science and Technology (HUST). Both qualitative
and quantitative results indicate that these activities have a significantly positive effect on learners' confidence
and their ability to lead conversations. Specifically, ChatGPT facilitates a low-pressure language practice
environment, enabling students to transition from passive responses to proactive interaction initiation.

5.1. Argument 1: The Impact of ChatGPT on Specific Aspects of WTC

The research findings indicate that practicing role-play with ChatGPT has a positive impact on students'
communication confidence and their ability to lead conversations. The shift from passive responses (Code R) to
actively initiating questions and sharing opinions (Codes I and E) demonstrates that learners reduced their
dependence on the Al's suggested prompts.

This increase can be explained through the Foreign Language Anxiety Theory (Horwitz et al., 1986).
Data from P1 and P2 show that the non-personal nature of Al eliminates the pressure of being evaluated by
teachers and peers. This result is consistent with the study by Maclntyre et al. (2001), which asserts that WTC is
a situational construct and increases when learners feel psychologically safe. Additionally, ChatGPT's provision
of immediate vocabulary helped participant P3 to resolve linguistic difficulties instantly, thereby facilitating the
maintenance of the conversation. However, data from student ID 5 suggest that the impact of Al on intrinsic
motivation remains limited, as this student interacted only to complete the assigned task rather than for genuine
communicative purposes. This indicates that while Al is an effective support tool, it cannot yet replace the
emotional connections found in human-to-human interaction.

5.2.Argument 2: The Extent of Speaking Anxiety Reduction through Role-play Activities

Statistical data, featuring a mean score increase from 3.21 to 3.67 and Cohen's d = 0.675, confirm that
these activities significantly reduce speaking anxiety. The results show that the group of students with the highest
initial anxiety levels made the most progress. This proves that ChatGPT is an appropriate practice tool for low-
confidence learners, helping to bridge the communication gap between students within the same class.

The confidence gained from practicing with Al appears to be transferable to real-world contexts. Data
from P2 and P3 show that students tended to be more willing to speak with foreigners and participate in class
discussions after the intervention. This finding reinforces the argument that virtual practice environments serve as
a preparation stage for real-life communication. Despite some technical issues regarding voice recognition, the
study concludes that ChatGPT is an effective support tool for first-year students to overcome psychological
barriers when speaking English.

VI. Implications
6.1. Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, the researchers could not fully control how the students spoke to
ChatGPT. Some students might have used prepared scripts or translation tools instead of speaking naturally.
Because the researchers were not always watching, it is possible that some interactions were not spontaneous.

Second, the group was small. The study only included 15 first-year English students at HUST. Therefore, these
results might be different for students in other majors or other universities who face different problems when they
speak English.

Third, technical problems affected the experience. Sometimes ChatGPT did not understand the students' voices
correctly. Also, ChatGPT often provides responses that are too long and lack naturalness. These issues made it
difficult for students to have a normal conversation.

DOI: 10.35629/2895-16028596 www.questjournals.org 94 | Page



The Application of ChatGPT Role Play in Improving Students' ...

Fourth, ChatGPT does not have human features. It cannot make eye contact or show real emotions. This made the
practice feel less real for some students. For those who need to see a person's face and feelings to feel confident,
practicing with a computer might not be enough to prepare them for real-life social situations.

Finally, this study was conducted using only the standard, free version of ChatGPT. As a result, the role-play
interactions may have been restricted by the technical limitations of this free plan, such as daily usage limits,
shorter context memory. These factors could have interrupted the natural flow of the conversation. Future research
should consider using premium versions (such as ChatGPT Plus or Pro), which provide access to more advanced
language models and improved voice features. This could offer learners a smoother, more human-like, and
uninterrupted communication experience.

6.2. Pedagogical Implications

At FOFL-HUST, ChatGPT role-play should be integrated as a supportive pedagogical tool in speaking classes to
help students build confidence before engaging in real-life communication. This tool is particularly effective in
creating a low-pressure environment where students can experiment with language, make mistakes, and expand
their vocabulary without fear of judgment.

To maximize its effectiveness, instructors should provide clear guidance on how to construct effective and
interactive prompts, rather than allowing students to rely on pre-written scripts. Emphasizing spontaneous and
unpredictable exchanges can enhance the authenticity of the interaction and better prepare learners for real
communicative situations.

In addition, ChatGPT role-play can be implemented as an initial classroom activity before the main speaking
lesson. This approach can help lower students’ affective filter and reduce psychological pressure, enabling them
to participate more actively in classroom discussions. Overall, such integration can contribute to improving
students’ WTC and encourage more proactive use of English in academic context

VII. Conclusion

This study offers novel insights into the use of ChatGPT-based role-play as an effective method for
enhancing first-year English students' willingness to communicate (WTC). Rather than concentrating solely on
speaking performance, the research emphasizes the role of Al-supported interaction in addressing critical
psychological factors, particularly by alleviating speaking anxiety and fostering communication confidence. The
findings illustrate that ChatGPT provides a safe, low-pressure environment that motivates students to actively
engage in communication, facilitating a transition from passive to active participation. From a practical
perspective, the results advocate for integrating ChatGPT role-play as a preparatory stage before students engage
in real classroom interactions. Nonetheless, the study recognizes that ChatGPT cannot fully substitute human
interaction, given that some students exhibit limited emotional engagement with Al. As a result, its application
should be considered supplementary rather than standalone. Future research should investigate the potential of
combining ChatGPT with voice-based systems or Al-driven avatars, as well as assess its long-term implications
using larger sample sizes for greater generalizability.
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