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Abstract 

Feeling of anxiety is commonly expressed by foreign language learners in learning to speak a 

foreign language. This feeling is considered to have a negative impact on communication in 

the target language. This study has attempted to investigate the most influential factors in 

creating this type of anxiety as well as the most commonly used strategies to cope with it. In 

this respect, a qualitative research methodology, based on interviews and reflective journals, 

was used to investigate the issue. A total of 10 female freshman undergraduate students of 

English education in Universiti Teknologi Malaysia participated in the study. The findings 

suggested that assessing language learners‟ speaking performance was the most anxiety 

provoking factor and creating a fun environment was the most commonly used strategy to 

cope with anxiety. The pedagogical implications of these findings suggested the significant 

role of teachers in creating and/or reducing foreign language speaking anxiety in language 

learners. 

Keywords: Foreign Language Anxiety, Trait Anxiety, State Anxiety, Situation-Specific 

Anxiety, Intercultural Communication Apprehension 
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1. Introduction  

Fulfillment of the idea of creating a global village requires interaction with people of 

different nations. To achieve this goal, people of all ages attend English language classes as 

English has been recognized to be the international language. However, when it comes to 

speaking, anxious feelings inhibit these language learners from participating in classroom 

interactions.  

Research over the relationship between anxiety and foreign language learning has been 

conducted since the mid-1960s. Early studies reported contradictory results. Some studies 

found that anxiety has a negative impact on foreign language learning. Some other studies 

found that anxiety has a positive impact on foreign language learning. However, there were 

also studies which concluded that anxiety does not influence foreign language learning. 

Scovel (1978) attributed this inconsistency in the results to utilizing different anxiety 

measures and suggested researchers to measure specific types of anxiety.  

1.1 Anxiety and Language Skills 

Although most researchers in the field of foreign language anxiety have considered the 

impacts of anxiety on speaking, some researchers have investigated the influence of anxiety 

on other language skills including listening, reading, and writing as well. Young (1990) and 

Phillips (1992) conducted two distinct studies over the influence of anxiety on language 

learners‟ oral performance. The results of both studies demonstrated that anxiety has a high 

negative impact on oral performance. Sellers (2000) investigated the influence of anxiety on 

American language learners‟ reading comprehension. He concluded that anxious language 

learners could not concentrate on their task which influenced their comprehension of the text. 

Elkhafaifi (2005) explored the relationship between general foreign language anxiety and 

language learners‟ achievement in an Arabic course. He also investigated the relationship 

between foreign language listening anxiety and language learners‟ listening comprehension. 

The results suggested a highly negative relationship between foreign language listening 

anxiety and some demographic variables in Arabic language courses. However, he found no 

significant relationship between gender and listening anxiety. Atay and Kurt (2006) 

conducted a study over 85 Turkish prospective English teachers to investigate the influence 

of foreign language writing anxiety on language teachers. More than half of these teachers 

experienced a high or an average level of writing anxiety. 

1.2 Factors of Anxiety 

Numerous scholars and language practitioners have investigated the factors which cause 

anxiety in foreign language classrooms. Krashen (1980) notes individuals with low 

self-esteem feel more anxious than those with high self-esteem. The reason is that they are 

worried about what their peers think. She also mentions that since teachers expect beginners 

to perform beyond their level of competence, speaking can result in high anxiety. Bailey 

(1983) reports language learners who compare themselves to other language learners or to the 

ideal self-image feel more anxious. Horwitz et al. (1986) and young (1990) believe that 

teachers‟ non-supportive correction results in language learners‟ anxiety. Price (1991) and 
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Hembree (1988) state that language learners who feel they have a lower proficiency than the 

others may experience foreign language anxiety. Sparks and Ganschow (1991) argue that the 

disabilities of native language learning results in foreign language anxiety. Philips (1991) 

believes more speaking exercises to improve oral competence will increase anxiety and 

reduce motivation to learn a foreign language for language learners who experience foreign 

language anxiety. Yamoshiro and McLaughlin (2001) state high level of motivation results in 

high level of anxiety leading to a low level of proficiency.  

1.3 Strategies to Cope with Anxiety 

A number of strategies have been suggested to cope with anxiety. Kondo (1997) conducted a 

study to find out strategies that students use to cope with test anxiety. Four groups of coping 

strategies including cognitive, affective, behavioral, and resignation were reported. According 

to Hembree (1988) there are three approaches to cope with anxiety. The first one is cognitive 

approach which implies that the origin of anxiety is thinking disturbances that take place in 

the classroom. This approach suggests rational-emotive therapy and cognitive restructuring in 

order to avoid anxiety. The second approach is affective approach which tries to reduce the 

negative relationship between classroom and anxiety. In order to achieve this goal, this 

approach suggests biofeedback training, relaxation training, and systematic desensitization. 

Finally, behavioral approach implies that the origin of anxiety is poor academic skills. 

According to this approach, students can cope with anxiety by training in study skills. 

1.4 Types of Anxiety 

Anxiety has been categorized into various models by several scholars. Anxiety in educational 

setting is categorized into three groups: trait anxiety, state anxiety, and situation-specific 

anxiety. Trait anxiety is a stable personality trait that will cause the person feel anxious in 

various situations (Scovel, 1978). State anxiety is a temporary condition experienced at a 

certain time (Spielberger, 1983). Situation-specific anxiety is a trait occurring frequently in 

certain situations like tests or oral presentations (Ellis, 1994). Language learning anxiety falls 

into the category of situation-specific anxiety and is composed of communication 

apprehension, test anxiety, and fear of negative evaluation (Horwitz et al., 1986).  

There are two models of anxiety: the interference retrieval model and the skills deficit model. 

The interference retrieval model refers to the problems at the output stage of learning. In this 

model, information learned in the past cannot be remembered. The skills deficit model refers 

to the problems at the input and processing stages of learning. Bad study habits or lack of 

information results in this model of anxiety (Tobias, 1985). In terms of effects on language 

learning anxiety, there are two types of anxiety: debilitating anxiety which poses an obstacle 

to language learning and facilitating anxiety which facilitates or fosters it (Scovel 1978 in 

Horwitz 1991; Young 1991; MacIntyre & Gardner 1991a, 1991b).  

Foreign language anxiety is composed of three components: communication apprehension, 

test anxiety, and fear of negative evaluation. Communication apprehension refers to the fear 

of communicating with others. Test anxiety refers to the fear of failure in test performance. 

Fear of negative evaluation looks like test anxiety but in a more general sense and refers to 
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the anxiety resulting from different assessing conditions. (Horwitz et al., 1986). 

1.5 Anxiety from a Cognitive Perspective 

According to MacIntyre (1995) there is a recursive or cyclical relationship among anxiety, 

cognition, and behavior. For instance, requesting a student to answer a question might make 

him/her experience anxiety. This anxiety results in worry. As a result of the division of 

attention, cognitive performance reduces which reduces performance subsequently resulting 

in negative self-evaluation and more embarrassing cognition which will further reduce 

performance, and so on. 

 

Figure 1. Recursive Relations among Anxiety, Cognition, and Behavior 

 

Eysenck (1979) claims individuals who feel anxious try to make up for the raised cognitive 

demand by more effort. The degree to which anxiety improves or reduces performance 

depends on the level of effort by the anxious individual. Therefore, anxiety affects both 

performance quality and degree of effort. However, the level of effort is approximately fixed 

and the way quality of performance is influenced by anxiety should be put into consideration. 

This law provides a curvilinear relationship between anxiety and performance. When a task is 

easy, anxiety will enhance performance by raising effort. By an increase in the difficulty of a 

task, anxiety will decrease performance as more effort may not make up for the cognitive 

interference. A further increase in the difficulty of the task further increases the negative 

effects of anxiety. 
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Figure 2. Inverted “U” Relations between Anxiety and Performance 

 

1.6 Intercultural Communication Apprehension 

Fear of interaction with people of different cultures is called intercultural communication 

apprehension (Neuliep and McCroskey, 1997). This can be explained through Uncertainty 

Reduction Theory which implies that in communication between two individuals who 

interact for the first time, uncertainty can arouse. More feeling of uncertainty leads to more 

anxiety (Kwok et al., 2001). Factors which can influence uncertainty level entail social 

identities, expectations, shared communicative networks, degree of similarities between 

interactants, and the interpersonal salience of the contact with stranger (Gudykunst & 

Hammer, 1988). Intercultural communication apprehension can be decreased through 

responsiveness and assertiveness (McCroskey and Richmond, 1996). 
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Figure 3. Potential Effects on Inter-Cultural Communication Apprehension 

2. Research Questions  

Given the significance of creating an anxiety-free environment for successful foreign 

language learning, the current study seeks to investigate the factors which provoke anxiety in 

language learners and strategies which can be adopted to help cope with those anxiety 

provoking factors. In this respect, the research questions to be addressed in the current study 

are: 

What are the most anxiety provoking factors in foreign language speaking classrooms? 

What are the most common strategies to cope with foreign language speaking anxiety? 

3. Methodology  

3.1 Participants 

The participants of this study were ten first year undergraduate students of English education 

in Universiti Teknologi Malaysia. This university is located in the south part of Malaysia in 

Johor state. The rationale for selecting this university was that it was where the researcher 

was studying. Furthermore, it was one of the top ranked international universities in the 

world. 

The participants were selected based on their availability. All of these participants had the 

same condition. They were all females, Malaysians, in their early twenties, and in the same 

class. Also, based on their marks in the first semester, they were at the same proficiency level. 

In addition, all the other students in their class were females which reduced the tension of 

presence of students of the opposite gender. 
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The rational for selecting participants of the same condition was to reduce the influence of 

demographic variables such as age, gender, grade, and cultural background on the results. 

The rationale for selecting students of the first year was that freshmen tend to experience 

more anxiety than their senior peers. Finally, the rationale for selecting students of English 

education was that they are considered to be more fluent and accurate English speakers. 

3.2 Instruments 

This research utilized a qualitative research methodology. The instruments used to collect the 

data were interview and reflective journal. A set of five questions were used to interview 

participants. These questions elicited language learners‟ ideas regarding the factors which 

made them anxious while speaking in the target language as well as strategies to reduce these 

factors (see appendix).  

Participants were also asked to write two reflective journals following two speaking sessions. 

Reflective journals elicited participants‟ in-depth experience of anxiety immediately 

following each speaking session. These reflective journals were utilized to confirm the data 

derived from interviews.  

The reason for using qualitative research method in the form of interview and reflective 

journal was that unlike quantitative research method based on questionnaires which elicit 

participants‟ attitudes toward some fixed predetermined ideas by the researcher, participants 

could express and elaborate their own ideas regarding anxiety. 

3.3 Procedure 

Participants of this study were chosen from among those students of the selected classroom 

who were willing to participate in interview and reflective journal writing. Before conducting 

interviews, permission was gained from participants to record the interviews. They were also 

ensured that the information obtained from interviews and reflective journals will be kept 

confidential and all the recordings will be deleted following data analysis.  

Following the interviews, they were given two slips of papers with some instructions on what 

to include in them in order to write their reflections toward their anxious feelings 

immediately following each speaking session. The reason for emphasizing to write their 

reflective journals immediately after each speaking session was that they could easily convey 

their real feelings which they experienced in the class to the paper. However, if the time 

passed, they might not have the exact feelings and might not tend to write their exact feelings. 

The participants were given a 7- to 10-day period to complete their reflective journals and 

return them to the researcher. The reason for giving them a 7- to 10-day period was that their 

speaking sessions were held only twice a week. These reflective journals also gave them the 

opportunity to feel relaxed writing the things they might not feel relaxed to say during 

interview. 

3.4 Data Analysis 

To analyze the data, a total of two variables were taken into consideration namely factors 
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causing anxiety and strategies to cope with anxiety. Data were analyzed based on content 

analysis. Interviews were transcribed. The data derived from transcribing interviews and 

reflective journals were coded using identification of categories of themes that emerged from 

the analysis. The results were tabulated and presented through description. 

The factors and strategies which were suggested only once and were not included in both 

interviews and reflective journals were excluded from the results. The reason was that factors 

and strategies suggested by only one person and only via interview or reflective journal can 

be an exception or a person‟s perception at a certain time. Therefore, they cannot be 

considered as general influencing factors or strategies. 

4. Results  

4.1 Factors of Anxiety According to Data Derived from Interviews 

Table 1 summarizes participants‟ ideas regarding factors of anxiety in foreign language 

speaking classrooms which were suggested through interviews. In general, it can be seen that 

participants suggested three major categories of factors as influencing the level of anxiety in 

language learners during a foreign language speaking session. These categories include 

personal factors, teachers‟ factors, and classmates‟ factors. For each of these categories, some 

subcategories were suggested. 

Table 1. Factors of Anxiety Suggested through Interviews 

Participants Personal Factors Teachers‟ Factors Classmates‟ 

Factors 

 Fear of 

making 

mistakes 

Speaking 

without 

preparation 

Speaking 

in front 

of class 

Unfamiliarity 

with topic 

Assessing 

language 

learners‟ 

performance 

Having high 

expectations 

Being 

strict 

Not paying 

attention 

01   √  √    

02 √ √ √  √ √   

03  √   √    

04 √      √ √ 

05 √ √  √   √  

06    √ √   √ 

07      √   

08   √  √ √   

09   √    √  

10 √ √  √     

Total 4 4 4 3 5 3 3 2 

The most number of anxiety provoking factors were attributed to language learners‟ 

personality traits. These factors were suggested to be fear of making mistakes, speaking 

without preparation, speaking in front of class, and unfamiliarity with the topic. On the 

contrary, the fewest number of anxiety provoking factors were attributed to classmates‟ 
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behaviors. They were suggested to have an influence on language learners‟ anxious feeling 

just by not paying attention to what the speaker says. The teacher‟s role in influencing 

language learners‟ anxiety was also suggested to be assessing language learners‟ performance, 

expecting high performance from language learners, and being strict.  

Although the most number of anxiety provoking factors were attributed to personal factors (4 

items), teachers were rated to be the highest anxiety provoking factors in language learners. 

Fifty percent of all participants agreed that considering some marks for their speaking 

performance made them anxious. The most significant reason suggested by these participants 

was that the dominant assessment criterion for university students in Malaysia is the marks 

they receive for their class activities. On the contrary, classmates were rated the lowest 

anxiety provoking factors in language learners. Only 20 percent of participants suggested 

they feel anxious while their classmates do not pay attention to what they say. 

4.2 Factors of Anxiety According to Data Derived from Reflective Journals 

Table 2 summarizes participants‟ ideas regarding factors of anxiety during two foreign 

language speaking classrooms which were suggested through reflective journals. In general, 

it can be seen that the same categories and subcategories of anxiety provoking factors which 

were suggested through interviews have been suggested. However, a different percentage was 

devoted to each item during the analysis of reflective journals which suggests different 

findings. A combination of some of teachers‟ and personal factors were mentioned to be the 

most anxiety provoking factors while a combination of some of classmates‟ and personal 

factors were mentioned to be the least anxiety provoking factors. 

Table 2. Factors of Anxiety Suggested through Reflective Journals 

Participants Personal Factors Teachers‟ Factors Classmates‟ 

Factors 

 Fear of 

making 

mistakes 

Speaking 

without 

preparation 

Speaking 

in front 

of class 

Unfamiliarity 

with topic 

Assessing 

language 

learners‟ 

performance 

Having high 

expectations 

Being 

strict 

Not paying 

attention 

01   √      

02 √ √ √  √    

03  √       

04        √ 

05 √ √       

06    √ √    

07      √   

08   √  √    

09       √  

10 √   √     

Total 3 3 3 2 3 1 1 1 
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According to this table, the highest rated anxiety provoking factors during these two speaking 

sessions were suggested to be assessing their speaking performance, speaking without 

preparation, fear of making mistakes, and speaking in front of class. These factors were 

agreed by 30 percent of participants. In contrast, the lowest rated anxiety provoking factors 

were suggested to be their classmates‟ lack of attention to what they were saying, strict 

teacher, and teacher‟s high expectations from students. These factors were agreed by just 10 

percent of the participants. 

4.3 Strategies to Cope with Anxiety According to Data Derived from Interviews 

Table 3 summarizes participants‟ ideas regarding strategies to cope with anxiety in foreign 

language speaking classrooms which were suggested through interviews. In general, it can be 

seen that participants suggested three major categories of strategies as influencing in reducing 

the level of anxiety in language learners during a foreign language speaking session. These 

categories include personal strategies, teachers‟ strategies, and classmates‟ strategies. For 

each of these categories some subcategories were suggested. 

Table 3. Strategies to Cope with Anxiety Suggested through Interviews 

Participants Personal Strategies Teachers‟ Strategies Classmates‟ 

Strategies 

 Practicing 

more 

Prior 

preparation 

Using 

English 

in daily 

life 

Encouraging 

language 

learners to 

speak 

Creating a 

fun 

environment 

Conducting 

group 

discussions 

Giving 

feedback 

Peer‟s 

support 

01    √ √    

02 √ √ √  √  √  

03 √   √   √ √ 

04   √ √     

05  √   √ √   

06 √ √    √  √ 

07   √  √ √   

08 √ √     √  

09     √ √   

10    √ √    

Total 4 4 3 4 6 4 3 2 

The most number of strategies to cope with anxiety was attributed to the methods and 

techniques adopted by teachers (4 items). These strategies include encouraging language 

learners to speak, giving them feedback, conducting group discussions, and creating a fun 

environment in the classroom. On the contrary, the fewest number of strategies to cope with 

anxiety was attributed to classmates‟ behaviors. They were suggested to have an influence on 

reducing language learners‟ anxious feeling just by helping them. The roles of personal 

strategies in reducing language learners‟ level of anxiety were also suggested to be practicing 

more, using English in daily life, and prior preparation.  
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The highest rated strategies suggested through interviews refer to the role of teachers. Sixty 

percent of participants suggested that creating a fun environment in foreign language 

speaking classroom can reduce anxiety. The most significant rationale suggested by 

participants was that they had enough knowledge to speak but they felt shy and they needed a 

funny environment to mask their reticence and cope with their anxiety. On the contrary, the 

lowest rated strategies suggested through interviews refer to the role of classmates. Only 20 

percent of participants suggested that support from their classmates could reduce their anxiety 

level. 

4.4 Strategies to Cope with Anxiety According to Data Derived from Reflective Journals 

Table 4 summarizes participants‟ ideas regarding strategies to cope with anxiety during two 

foreign language speaking classrooms which were suggested through reflective journals. In 

general, it can be seen that the same categories and subcategories of strategies to cope with 

anxiety which were suggested through interviews have been suggested. However, a different 

percentage was devoted to each item during the analysis of reflective journals which does not 

violate the findings from interviews. Similar to the findings from interviews, creating a fun 

environment was suggested to be the most influential in reducing anxiety while support from 

peers was suggested to be the least influential one. 

Table 4. Strategies to Cope with Anxiety Suggested through Reflective Journals 

Participants Personal Strategies Teachers‟ Strategies Classmates‟ 

Strategies 

 Practicing 

more 

Prior 

preparation 

Using 

English 

in daily 

life 

Encouraging 

language 

learners to 

speak 

Creating a 

fun 

environment 

Conducting 

group 

discussions 

Giving 

feedback 

Peer‟s 

support 

01     √    

02 √ √   √  √  

03       √ √ 

04    √     

05  √   √    

06 √     √   

07   √   √   

08 √ √       

09     √ √   

10    √     

Total 3 3 1 2 4 3 2 1 

According to this table, the highest rated strategy to cope with anxiety during these two 

speaking sessions was suggested to be creating a fun environment in the foreign language 

speaking classroom. This strategy was agreed by 40 percent of participants. In contrast, the 

lowest rated strategy to cope with anxiety was suggested to be support from their peers. This 

strategy was agreed by just 10 percent of the participants. The most significant reason which 
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they mentioned for this low percentage of strategies attributed to classmates was that there 

already existed a friendly relationship among language learners in this class and they did not 

expect a further support from their peers. 

5. Discussion  

A comparison between results derived from interviews and those of reflective journals 

suggests that the same factors and strategies which were suggested by language learners 

during interviews were mentioned in their reflective journals as well. However, not every 

factor introduced in the interviews was suggested in the reflections. The reason might be they 

did not experience particular types of anxiety or did not find some particular types of 

strategies suitable during those two speaking sessions. This implies that every language 

learner‟s perception of anxiety is different from the others and there is a certain number of 

factors and strategies which can provoke or reduce anxiety in an individual, but not all these 

factors and strategies might be experienced or applicable at a specific time.  

As can be seen in tables 1, 2, 3, and 4, the findings from reflective journals fully support the 

findings from interviews. According to interviews, the highest rated anxiety provoking factor 

was suggested to be assessing language learners‟ speaking performance. This factor is among 

the highest rated ones in reflective journals. Also, the highest rated strategy to cope with 

anxiety was suggested to be creating a fun environment in the classroom. This strategy is 

rated the highest in reflective journals as well. A look at the opposite side shows that 

according to interviews the lowest rated anxiety provoking factor was suggested to be 

classmates‟ lack of attention to language learners‟ speaking. This factor is also among the 

lowest rated ones in reflective journals. Also, the lowest rated strategy to cope with anxiety 

was suggested to be support from classmates. This factor is also among the lowest rated ones 

in reflective journals. 

What is interesting in findings from both interviews and reflective journals is that although all 

participants agreed on feeling anxious while speaking English in foreign language classrooms, 

very few factors and strategies were suggested by most of them. This implies that although 

the researcher tried to reduce the probability of anxiety in language learners by reducing the 

influence of demographic variables and selecting students of English education, there still 

existed some factors which made them anxious and more or less all participants felt anxious 

during speaking sessions for some reasons. Also the highest ranked factors and strategies to 

cope with speaking anxiety in a foreign language classroom are attributed to the role of 

teachers. The reason can be attributed to the fact that classes are still teacher-centered and it is 

the teacher who controls every aspect of classroom, even language learners‟ participation in 

class interactions. This fact is in contrary with the attempts of language practitioners and 

course book designers toward a student-centered language learning environment based on the 

modern language teaching methods such as communicative language teaching method.  

In general, compared to most other studies which utilized Horwitz‟s Likert Scale 

questionnaire, the findings of this research can be more reliable. The reason is that this 

questionnaire elicited language learners‟ ideas toward a set of fixed factors which can 

generally cause anxiety in language learners and strategies to cope with them and did not let 
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language learners to express their real feelings of anxiety. However, since the participants in 

this study came from the same background (gender, nationality, age, educational level, and 

major), the type of suggested factors and strategies centered on the perception of language 

learners of the same characteristics. This implies that including participants with a greater 

range of demographic variables could add more factors of anxiety to this study. 

6. Conclusion  

The most significant finding which has been emerged from this study is the role of teachers in 

creating and/or controlling anxiety. According to the findings of this study, teachers play the 

most significant role in creating anxiety in language learners during a foreign language 

speaking session. At the same time, they were also suggested to be the ones who could help 

more in reducing language learners‟ tension and anxiety during a speaking session by 

adopting various techniques and methods. In this regard, the most anxiety provoking factor 

was suggested to be teacher‟s assessment of language learners‟ performance. The most 

frequent strategy used to cope with anxiety was also suggested to be creating a fun 

environment in the class by teachers. 
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Appendix 

Interview questions 

1. What makes you anxious while speaking English in the classroom? 

2. What kinds of situations cause stress or anxiety for you in language classroom? 

3. How does your language teacher play a role in creating or reducing anxiety in 

students? 

4. What can be useful to make you speak voluntarily in language classroom? 

5. What do you suggest in order to reduce language anxiety in students? 
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