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ABSTRACT 

 

That learning a foreign language can create anxiety has been commonly reported 

by the language learners and documented in the literature and research on foreign and 

second language anxiety. The purpose of the study is not to understand how we can 

remove language anxiety arousers to promote language achievement but how we can help 

our language students to showcase and bring out the already learned capacity in situations 

where anxiety is prone to occur.  

This study has set out to use international students’ oversea experiences as a 

window to look back and forth to identify the gaps, find the reasons for the gaps, and 

discover solutions to fill them.  It examined the relationship of language anxiety to 

international students’ language learning, language achievement, and language 

performance. It has sought to understand how they handled the anxiety, whether or not 

any anxiety was perceived, and proposed the recommendations these EFL (English as a 

Foreign Language) international students perceived to be missing or lacking and what 

they believed to be necessary to be able to transition EFL learners to real-world 

interactions. 

The results of the study suggest that these international students did not find 

anxiety stimuli in the home-country English classrooms, but anxiety could be activated in 

many aspects and events of language use in the US, on campus or in off campus 

environments. The study will report the identified situations where anxiety could be 

triggered, intensified, or alleviated, the perceived under-prepared language skills for 
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study-abroad contexts that open the door to anxiety generation, and the recommended 

approaches and measures these international students made to all relevant role players to 

address issues of language anxiety. The study wishes to provide practical applications for 

home countries to make worthwhile the substantial time, energy, efforts, and funding 

spent on global citizen preparation and to call for support and action of host institutions 

to provide mentorship and guidance for language-anxious international students in their 

classrooms. 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ix 
 

ix 
 

          TABLE OF CONTENTS 

CHAPTER          PAGE 

   I. INTRODUCTION………………………………………………………….. 1 

Introduction………………………………………………………... 1 

Situating the Researcher in the Study……………………………... 3 

Rationale for the Study……………………………………………. 17 

Purpose of the Study………………………………………………. 19 

Research Questions………………………………………………... 21 

 II. LITERATURE REVIEW…………………………………………………...  22 

Introduction………………………………………………………..  22 

Sources and Impacts of Anxiety…………………………………...  23 

Earlier Views on Language Anxiety Research…………………….   26 

Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale……………………... 28 

Outcome Measures and Language Anxiety……………………….. 29 

Affective Factors…………………………………………………..  33 

Personality Traits………………………………………….. 34 

Self-Perception and Self-Efficacy………………………… 35 

Fear of Negative Evaluation………………………………. 37 

Test Anxiety………………………………………………. 39 

Perfectionism……………………………………………… 41 

Motivation………………………………………………… 43 

Foreign Language Learning History……………………… 45 

                   Cognitive Factors and Language Anxiety…………………………. 47 



 

x 

          TABLE OF CONTENTS 

CHAPTER          PAGE 

LITERATURE REVIEW (CONTINUED) .………………………………….. 22 

                              Linguistic Coding Deficit Hypothesis ……………………. 47 

                   External Factors and Language Anxiety .…………………………            48 

                              Classroom Characteristics …………………………………                    48 

                              Teacher Characteristics ……………………………………                    48 

                              Peer Competition …..………………………………………                49 

Repairing the Foundation …..…………………………………….               50 

Communication Apprehension …..……………………………….                 51 

Public Speaking Anxiety …...……………………………………..             53 

Performance Anxiety ……………………………………………..           58 

Active and Passive Coping Strategies ……………………………          62 

Currently Available Pedagogical Coping Strategies ……………..          66 

III. METHODOLOGY…………………………………………………………            72 

Research Overview……………………………………………….           72 

Pedagogical Purpose ……………………………………………..           72 

Personal Purpose………………………………………………….           74 

Theoretical Framework …………………………………………..          76 

Participants……………………………………………………….           79 

Instruments……………………………………………………….           79 

Data Collection…………………………………………………...          80 

Data Analysis…………………………………………………….. 83 



 

xi 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

CHAPTER          PAGE 

IV. FINDINGS…………………………………………………………………  86 

                    Introduction………………………………………………………. 86 

                    Self-Reflection……………………………………………………. 87 

Participants………………………………………………………..  95 

Coding Process……………………………………………………  96 

Category One: Exhibits of Disapproval of English Teaching  

Approach…………………………………………………. 

 

98 

Category Two: Triggers of Foreign Language Anxiety…..  109 

Category Three: Language Skills Perceived Under-     

 Prepared for Study-Abroad Contexts…………………….. 

 

114 

Category Four: Aspects That Affect Intensity of Language- 

Related Anxiety…………………………………………… 

 

126 

Category Five: Demonstrations of High Levels of   

Accountability Pressure…………………………………… 

 

134 

                    Focus Group Discussion…………………………………………... 138 

V. SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND CONCLUSION………………………. 142 

Introduction……………………………………………………….. 142 

Discussion………………………………………………………… 143 

                                Question One Discussion…………………………………. 145 

                                Question Two Discussion………………………………… 150 

                                Question Three Discussion……………………………….. 154 



xii 
 

xii 
 

..

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

CHAPTER          PAGE 

V. SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND CONCLUSION (CONTINUED)…. 142 

Conclusion…………………………………………………….. 159 

Final Thoughts…………………………………………………  165 

Limitations…………………………………………………….. 166 

REFERENCES……………………………………………………………… 168 

APPENDICES………………………………………………………………. 185 

APPENDIX A. INTERVIEW PROTOCOL……………………     185 

APPENDIX B. FOCUS GROUP AGENDA……………………       189 

 

 



 

 
 

Chapter One:  Introduction 

Introduction 

According to the 2013 Open Doors Report on International Educational Exchange, 

the number of international students studying in the United States (U.S.) has increased 

greatly. The U.S. recorded a 7.2 percent increase to 819,644 students in the year 2012-

2013 over the previous year and continues to lead the world international student 

enrollment, with California, New York and Texas together accounting for 32 percent of 

all international students in the United States. Other countries, such as the United 

Kingdom, China, France, Germany, Australia, and Canada, have also shown growing 

international enrollment. English-speaking countries continue to be the most popular 

destinations for advanced study for English-as-a-foreign-language (EFL) students.  

Many of these host countries have long been aware of the cultural and economic 

impact of international students on their domestic students, home institutions, and local 

economic activities (Kelly, 2011; McAteer-Bingham, 2014). To draw these students to 

their lands and to reap the benefits of their enrollment, the host governments and 

institutions have developed and continue to seek effective strategies to attract perspective 

international students (Feintuch, 2014; Kunin, 2013; Foreign Affairs, Trade & 

Development Canada, 2013).  

While institutions continue to welcome and lobby the interests of potential foreign 

students to study in their schools, their EFL counterparts, especially in Asia, have long 

been committed to “mass-producing” globally-ready citizens to keep up with the 

worldwide competition. With English being used as a lingua franca among speakers of 

different cultural backgrounds in today’s global society (Jenkins, 2012), equipping 
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students with English proficiency naturally becomes a preliminary measure imperative to 

preparing students to network across the globe. Promoting English learning at an early 

start, therefore, is the agenda of relevant role players (Enever, 2007; Nunan, 2003). In 

Asia, to support their agendas, many institutions have already demanded that students 

pass the English proficiency exit requirements before graduation (Lin & Hu, 2009; Pan & 

Newfield, 2012), which has put more burden on already stressed EFL students. 

On one side of the world, knowledge of English is being vehemently cultivated as 

if a production line is in operation; while on the other side, learned knowledge is being 

required to be demonstrated in real-time as if a market is in action. These “products,” or 

individuals fluent in English, are in great demand however we need to test these 

individuals in real market, real-life situations in order to determine their level of English 

language successfully acquired. If they are found to not have sufficiently acquired 

English in order to interact in English-only settings, we need to re-examine EFL 

instruction in order to determine whether it was the product design or the method of 

making the product that went wrong.  In Asia, EFL students take in whatever information 

is given to them, learn in the ways required,  and spend a good proportion of their 

priceless learning time acquiring English for native-speakers’ benefits.  The humane 

response would be for education programs on both sides of the world to take part in the 

growth and development of their students and view the success of their students as their 

responsibilities.  

In advertising programs as lifetime-changing study-abroad destinations worth 

studying, the most effective word-of-mouth marketing strategy is to produce successful 

students.  Maintenance and promotion of course completion is, of course, a fundamental 
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effort to guarantee the generation of alumni. It is crucial that institutions and faculties 

assist and empower international students to maximize learning and potential (Lin & 

Scherz, 2014) so that their rich abroad experiences may create better chances for EFL 

students to succeed and speak for themselves. Hence, host institutions’ willingness and 

abilities to identify and respond to the challenges, frustrations, and anxieties international 

students experience would be pathways to meeting the promises made on their recruiting 

advertisements. At the same time, if foreign EFL institutions and their respective 

countries are determined to make English a mandatory and demanding subject, not only 

at the cost of taxpayers but also of student learning time and mentality, they are also 

ethically and duty-bound to assure that all the valuable time and resources are well spent.  

There are many channels by which these entities may to tap into the effectiveness 

of their efforts. Being an international student, I am confident that the experiences of 

international students would make a significant and immediate contribution to the 

discussion. Many challenges have been identified by international students (Brown, 2008; 

Lin & Scherz, 2014), such as cultural shock, language proficiency, language barrier, and 

foreign language anxiety, especially in the beginning stage of academic study (Brown, 

2008).  

Situating the Researcher in the Study 

The particular reasons I chose to explore language anxiety came initially from 

personal experience, and I always wanted to learn more. Given foreign language anxiety 

is a problematic struggle many language students have claimed to have endure (Brown, 

2008; Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986; Woodrow, 2006) and that anxiety is believed to 

interfere with language learning (Awan, Azher, Anwar, & Naz, 2010; MacIntyre & 
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Gardner, 1994; Woodrow, 2006), I feel a sense of responsibility as a language teacher to 

bring my experiences and struggles to the discussion of language anxiety research. 

Learner anxiety has been well documented in the literature and research on 

foreign and second language acquisition (Horwitz et al., 1986; Khan, & Khattak, 2011; 

Liu, 2012; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991, 1994; Wei, 2007) although there are some that 

find otherwise (Liu & Huang, 2011). Generally speaking, language anxiety has been 

identified as one of the best predictors of language success since it tends to interfere with 

language acquisition, retention, and production.  Research suggests that anxiety may be 

more relevant in adult learners (MacIntyre & Gardner; 1991). Perusing through the 

research on this topic reveals that there have been constant efforts dedicated to 

understanding and attempting to establish the link between anxiety and foreign language 

achievement, as noted by many researchers such as Scovel (1978), Horwitz et al. (1986), 

MacIntyre and Gardner (1991), and Sparks and Ganschow (2007).  

Under the circular reasoning that language learning creates anxiety, and anxiety, 

in turn, hinders learning so that poor learning and anxiety continuously contribute to each 

other’s severity, the majority of researchers believe language anxiety negatively 

influences learning outcomes (Aida 1994; Awan et al., 2010; Horwitz et al., 1986; Kim, 

1998; Phillips, 1992; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991; Rodriguez’s 1995; Woodrow, 2006; 

Na, 2007). “The lower the level of anxiety, the better the language acquisition” (Krashen, 

1987, p. 39) becomes a routine way of understanding and conceptualizing the impact of 

anxiety on language acquisition.  

Language anxiety is said to be not only detrimental academically but also 

cognitively, socially and personally. Once anxiety begins, it can create a mental block 
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and make information difficult to be processed. For some highly-anxious learners, 

anxiety can manifest itself in uncomfortable reactions or even physical pain, resulting in 

trembling, palpitations, sweating, stammering, sleep disruptions, headache, and 

stomachache (Horwitz et al., 1986; Woodrow, 2006).   Anxiety can even compel learners 

to doubt their own learning ability, leading to loss of self-esteem and shaken self-

confidence (Woodrow, 2006; Sahatthatsana & Sojisirikul, 2011).  

Language anxiety is not always considered to bring negative effects though. 

Moderate anxiety in an appropriate amount can help motivate persistent efforts and is 

may lead to better performance (Liu &  Huang, 2011; Na, 2007; Scovel, 1978). Some 

researchers, however, suggest that cognitive aspects, rather than affective ones, account 

for poor language aptitude, first language underdevelopment, and learning deficits (Dufva 

& Voeten, 1999; Hultstijn & Bossers, 1992; Sparks & Ganschow, 1991, 2007). 

Nevertheless, language anxiety is generally believed to be associated with negative 

learning results, whether it be the cause or the consequence in the language learning 

process.  Consequently, anxiety has become one of the top variables used to explain less 

desirable learning outcomes (Aida, 1994; Horwitz et al., 1986; Young, 1991; Na, 2007).  

When people discuss learning outcomes, they refer to the face value of the course 

grades or proficiency tests (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1994). In light of the importance of the 

English language in today’s academic, economic, and political world, people in countries 

who speak languages other than English have long made English a mandatory subject as 

early as possible to better participate in global communications and competition.  If 

learning a foreign language inevitably spurs language anxiety, this will mean pupils from 

these nations are destined to face and have to learn to embrace the anxiety earlier than 
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ever and realize they may always deal with it. How to diminish the detrimental impacts 

and to cultivate the constructive effects of the anxiety become top responsibilities we 

language educators must not elude. Researchers, therefore, recommend that teachers take 

a more deliberate and thoughtful understanding of the role anxiety plays on language 

learning (Horwitz et al., 1986), explore instructional strategies that reduce anxiety 

(Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, & Daley, 1999; Liu, 2006), and adopt approaches that create a 

positive and supportive learning environment which promotes learning (Scovel, 1978; 

Sahatthatsana & Sojisirikul, 2011; Suwantarathip & Woolfolk, 2010).  

While it sounds legitimate and relevant to understand how one impacts the other 

so that appropriate approaches can be explored, developed, and applied according to the 

identified relationship, the fact that inconsistent findings of this relationship have been 

reported in the research, however, warrants a more comprehensive and critical 

investigation. Although Scovel (1978) attributed the inconsistent results from the earlier 

studies to the researchers’ failure to specify the type of anxiety being measured, later 

studies that adopted Horwitz et al.’s (1986) “Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale” 

(FLCAS), which has been widely accepted as a valid measure in its own right, to probe 

into the relationship between foreign language classroom anxiety and language learning 

and performance, still elicited varying findings. This should tell us something. 

As a life-long language learner and a teacher myself, I have witnessed first-hand 

the inconsistent relationship between language anxiety and achievement in my classes, 

those I was in as a student and those I taught as a teacher; it does not surprise me at all 

that no consistent relationship should have been confirmed. Learning a language requires 

memorizing and retrieving skills. If you have chances to use it, especially in a meaningful 
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context, you remember it, and vice versa (Krashen & Terrel, 2000). As far as I know and 

have experienced, there is no better way of learning a language than to use it regularly in 

real life situations to help actively stimulate and invigorate the memory and retrieval 

mechanism. In countries where English is learned as a foreign language with no 

availability to use on a daily basis, it is only natural that young students cannot identify 

themselves with the target language, let alone have the interest and motivation to learn, 

even though they have surely been bombarded since a very young age as to how 

important it is to possess English competence in the future. Given the limited 

instructional time and at close-to-zero exposure to the language, the “future” is simply 

too vague of a concept for the wisdom to affect and have the immediate impacts on these 

young minds to work hard on a language they might or might not use when they grow up. 

Moreover, it is a hard task for the EFL students, especially students of non-alphabetical 

culture, to memorize the abstract and “meaningless” vocabulary and unfamiliar grammar 

structure, which happen to be what the tests are solely about and based upon. After all, 

learning a foreign language is one unique experience and requires life-long commitment, 

unlike learning how to ride a bike or how to play a sport. Considering the limited amount 

of learning time and exposure, their average to low grades on this English subject is 

really understandable and justifiable if there are no other drives, such as language 

aptitude or parental involvement. Therefore, using EFL students’ test scores or final 

grades as an outcome measure or indicator of learning achievement is convenient but 

troublesome. To some degree, Horwitz (2001) raises the concerns over final grades when 

she mentions a study conducted earlier by her and her colleague, “Steinberg and Horwitz 

(1986) argued that the use of final grades as a measure of second language achievement 
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was probably in and of itself a source of variability in the anxiety literature and urged 

researchers to use more subtle achievement measures to capture the true effects of 

anxiety” (p.115). 

By the same token, it is problematic to use the language anxiety instrument to go 

as far as to imply “learning” anxiety. Take the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety 

Scale (FLCAS) as an example. The facts that the majority of the questions on this 

instrument tap into the anxiety related to speaking, listening, interacting, self-esteem, fear 

of evaluation, etc. and that the high anxiety indicators point to questions associated with 

speaking or listening (Awan et al., 2010; Horwitz, 1986; Liu. 2006) immediately prompt 

me to reasonably assume that the anxiety level revealed is not necessarily related to 

learning per se but simply anxieties where evaluation is prone to occur (Donaldson, 

Gooler, & Scriven, 2002).  This is similar to how we understand public speaking anxiety, 

audience anxiety, or stage fright (MacIntyre & Thivierge, 1995). Simply speaking in 

front of the class is enough for anxiety to occur, not just speaking in a foreign language in 

class (Young, 1990). 

I would like to draw an analogy between learning a foreign language and learning 

to dance. Imagine you are learning to dance. Over the years you have seen many good 

dancers and many bad dancers. Most often, you see average dancers. Good dancers will 

tell you that dancing is not that hard, you just need to practice, practice, and practice; bad 

dancers may tell you otherwise or give excuses here and there like average dancers might 

tell you. To learn how to dance, you can join a bunch of students in a dancing studio or 

you can follow the steps on the dance DVDs at home. No matter what attitude you have 

toward dancing when you first learn to dance, “normally” you will know if you possess 
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an aptitude for dancing after a few lessons. After learning at some point, you can be 

recognized as one of the following: A born dancer who can pick up the steps quickly, 

move so gracefully and beautifully, and perform not just with perfect techniques but with 

a quality that connects the souls in the audience; a good dancer who can master all the 

choreography but definitely has room to work to perfection; an average dancer who can 

remember the steps most of the time although does not seem to have a natural calling for 

dancing; a poor dancer who has a hard time remembering the steps and moves somewhat 

clumsily; or anywhere in between. No matter how you are recognized, it should be true to 

believe that you can always dance better if you are willing to work harder than you may 

have ever worked. From our life experiences, simply moving along in a group with the 

instructor should not produce the kind of anxiety that can significantly impact your 

learning negatively, nor should it when you are dancing alone at home with the DVD 

instructor. It is not until you are asked to demonstrate for the class, to perform in front of 

a group, to audition for a competition, or when you sense being observed, that anxiety 

can be triggered. 

The dancing analogy here applies to many things in life, such as singing, playing 

a musical instrument, or cooking. I have to believe that it is impossible that you will be 

nervous and shivering while singing in your shower, playing the piano in your living 

room, cooking in your own kitchen, or reading a foreign language book by the bed. 

However, you “might” be nervous if you are to sing or play in front of a group, to 

demonstrate your cooking skills during a culinary examination, or to speak the target 

language with many eyes on you. It is this very concept that has helped me make sense of 

my own anxiety over the past years’ class presentation experiences here in the United 
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States. The fact that English is a foreign language to me and that it is normal that one 

would be nervous about speaking publicly, not to mention to speak it in another language, 

makes it convenient for me to claim that I have foreign language anxiety.  In this way, I 

can be excused for my unsatisfactory presentation or English skills. Whether or not I 

truly have language anxiety does not matter; what matters is I had a way to escape from 

the self-esteem threat. 

On second thought, not everyone is nervous when performing in public. There are 

individuals of great talent who can perform to their actual abilities with ease. We often 

recognize them as born talents. On the other hand, there are opposite examples when 

confidence and competence do not match. I have seen a lot of bad singing or dancing 

auditions on the television shows; apparently they believe they can sing or dance. If there 

were a device that could measure anxieties accurately, it is possible that the device would 

show that the latter-mentioned individuals possessed a low level of anxiety but some real 

great singers/dancers in actuality could hold a high level of anxiety. In fact, there are 

studies that happen to find that anxious students tend to underestimate their abilities and 

less anxious students tend to overestimate their competence when actual proficiency level 

is being controlled for (Dewaele, 2002; MacIntyre et al., 1997). You might have met in 

your life many kinds of people who would proudly and comfortably show off the skills 

that are not that great by your standard; obviously they either possess amusing 

personalities and attitudes towards life or they sincerely “adore” their abilities. You might 

have also met people who could pull off their performance you really appreciate but the 

performers claimed to be nervous and wish they could have done better. I myself have 

encountered many individuals who are very comfortable speaking in a foreign language 
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even though their language abilities might be quite limited or their speeches difficult to 

understand; they possess the kind of confidence level that I can never have.  

From our day-to-day life experiences, it is evident that there is no cut-and-dry 

cause-and-effect relationship between anxiety and achievement. My personal life 

confirms that; my student experience confirms that; my teaching practice also confirms 

that. In foreign language learning, classroom and test factors can cause anxiety (Piniel, 

2006; Shomoossi, Kooshan & Ketabi, 2008); learning style and strategies (Cohen, 2012; 

MacIntyre and Gardner, 1991), environment (Munoz, 2008), motivation, and language 

aptitude (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991) can also influence the likelihood of success of 

learning a language. Any attempt to quantify the anxiety-and-achievement relationship is 

insensitive to and ignorant of this complex psychological construct (Scovel, 1978) that 

contributes to one’s “perceived” anxiety and, in turn, the “exhibited” anxious behaviors.  

Moreover, being nervous cannot change the real ability you have but might 

change the way you show it. Whatever language knowledge and proficiency you already 

possess, it is there in you at all times. It is when encountering situations where anxiety 

can be triggered that there is a possibility that you might not perform to your fullest 

abilities. In other words, learning a language per se should not generate anxiety; it is 

really hard to picture how one could study a language in fear and trembling. External 

factors, such as teacher characteristics (Kitano, 2001; Piniel, 2006), that come into play in 

the learning process, however, can and therefore might decrease input load.  If you are 

asked to give a speech in a foreign language, the anxiety that comes along with the 

presentation does not remove your language “attainment;” however, it can influence your 

“performance.” Unfortunately, performance is usually how we measure one’s 
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competence (McCroskey, 1982) and both, in my opinion, are difficult to be measured 

objectively.  

If my understanding of all this is valid and reasonable, then it puzzles me just how 

many language colleagues have put efforts into identification of the role anxiety plays on 

language “achievement” simply by correlating the scores of an anxiety instrument and a 

proficiency test. First, in my view, it is not entirely appropriate to use test scores or final 

grades to define a student’s actual foreign language abilities. For test scores, are we 

testing what students have learned? Or are we testing how well they can remember or 

perform under test pressure, given the circumstances that they are tested on the 

knowledge of a language they do not use in real life? The use of time-constrained tests 

may measure the latter but never precisely for the former (Wiley, 2012). If students 

happen to not study for the test for some reason, such a test cannot truly measure either of 

both.  For final grades, is a holistic assessment that includes classroom participation, 

assignments, quizzes, examinations, etc. suitable to evaluate one’s true attainment of the 

target language? Second, are we sure we always have the best test questions that capture 

the essence of what needs to be mastered? And by whose standard is that essence defined? 

Third, do we all agree upon what is considered language competence? Which of the 

following students would you consider a better language learner? A) A student who does 

well on the language test but has difficulty communicating in the target language; B) A 

student who does poorly on the test but can use the language effectively and 

understandably.  

McCroskey (1982) posits that “[o]ne may not infer competence from performance 

or project performance from competence. Neither is a necessary condition for the 
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existence of the other" (p. 4) since knowing and doing are different repertoires. He 

mentions that there are instances where competence and performance develop at different 

paces. For example, children know an item before they can say it, and are capable of 

reciting a passage well without really understanding it, or that they are able to read aloud 

(performance) without actually comprehending the material. There may be situations 

where knowing simply does not equate with doing. He points out that some of the 

greatest communication scholars are, in fact, poor public speakers, some leaders in 

interpersonal communication theory are ineffective in their interpersonal relations, and 

other great experts in teaching are poor at teaching itself.  

As much as I oppose using test scores or final grades to assess a student’s real 

language ability, these outcome measures, nevertheless, have been the most frequently 

collected data in the studies that look into the correlation of anxiety and achievement. 

Horwitz (2001) believes that the FLCAS that measures situation-specific foreign 

language anxiety is an appropriate instrument and has expressed concerns over the 

existing application of outcome measures. As can be anticipated, at present every 

possible relationship has been reported in foreign and second language anxiety research. 

When a negative correlation is identified, anxiety is claimed to be a detrimental factor 

that thwarts students from learning better (Aida 1994; Awan et al., 2010; Demirdaş & 

Bozdoğan, 2013; Horwitz et al., 1986; Kim, 1998; Phillips, 1992; Rodriguez, 1995; 

Woodrow, 2006; Na, 2007).  When a positive relationship is recognized, anxiety is 

considered as a facilitating force in bringing out better performance (Kitano, 2001).  

However, when no relationship is found, anxiety is said to have no effect on learning 

(Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002). Seriously, what does that mean? While it is understandable 
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that language anxiety researchers would put forward conclusions according to what they 

have found, these mixed findings in fact bring further confusion and little substantial and 

pragmatic teaching implication to foreign or second language teachers. 

I have concerns about this fanatic pursuit of the anxiety-achievement relationship; 

conclusions from the extant studies which seem to be weak or questionable. I understand 

how well-founded it sounds to have language students fill out the anxiety survey 

questions and to correlate the scores of their responses with their final grades so that a 

relationship can be explicated between anxiety and language achievement. Language 

anxiety research studies almost always conclude with the reminder that language teachers 

seem to provide a relaxed, positive, and supportive classroom setting just because the 

anxiety level is found to correlate negatively with the final grade. Make no mistake; I also 

whole-heartedly advocate such an atmosphere.   In fact, I have done my best to create a 

rapport within my classroom which encouraged lots of laughter and fun when I was still 

in my teaching post. The problem is that we may be only partially correct concerning 

how to lead our language classes correctly if readers walk away with the impression that 

language success can be attained more effectively only when anxiety instigators can be 

removed from the classroom—a concept which has been widely promoted and accepted 

in today’s language classrooms.  

What has been out of sight but seriously needs to be taken into consideration is 

the nature of the learning environment and the outcome measures adopted. As mentioned 

earlier, poor academic grades do not necessarily mean learning inability. EFL students 

are learning the target language in an environment at the fullest disadvantage in terms of 

language exposure.  Any varying levels of the language achievement should be 
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predictable and any “under-expectations” should not be labeled as “incapable of learning.” 

For example, my niece had been failing her English classes since first grade. She was 

convinced that she could not learn English and was terrified by the idea of coming to 

study in the U.S. After studying here at the age of 13 for three months, she started to pick 

up the language a little, and she thought to herself that maybe she could learn it. Now she 

is one of the top students in her English class in Taiwan and those days of receiving 

scores of 20 or 30 percentile are forever gone. All it took was that one “magic” year to 

instill motivation, the confidence, and self-esteem in her. Learning vocabulary for her in 

the past was simply a pointless task; it did not take long for the new vocabulary she just 

memorized to be forgotten. As Krashen and Terrel (2000) have pointed out, “‘memorized’ 

or ‘drilled’ vocabulary does not stick” (p.156).  In fact, according to my niece, it was not 

even retained long enough for her tests. Ever since English started to make sense to her, 

learning new words for her now has been, “what not to remember?” to quote her own 

words.    

If one can learn to speak their first language, there is no reason he or she cannot 

learn another language; we just happened to be born in a place a certain language is 

spoken. However, I will avoid obfuscating the scope of my concern by involving the 

Critical Hypothesis Theory to discuss why a second language can be more easily learned 

before reaching puberty (Birdsong, 2006; Singleton, 2001). The point being that not 

learning a foreign language well does not necessarily mean it is language anxiety or any 

sort of learning deficit from first language that prevents the learner from learning it. 

Environment does matter. If one had a chance to witness my niece’s past struggles in 

learning English, one might have assumed that she must have a certain degree of learning 
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deficit, and if she happened to take the foreign language anxiety survey, the result would 

probably also have confirmed that she was a highly anxious language learner.  

Secondly, survey questions that are asked have quite a lot to do with speaking, 

listening, interacting, fear of self-esteem, fear of evaluation, etc. Since language is 

supposed to be learned and spoken, and since chances to practice and exposure to the 

language is not available in one’s learning environment, it makes no sense to greatly 

empathize and relate survey questions involving speaking or interaction.  In particular, it 

makes no sense for those who are susceptible to the fear of public speaking, making 

mistakes, negative evaluation, self-esteem and self-image threat, or imperfection and 

inadequacy. Again, such anxiety might not have anything to do with learning a language 

itself as many people have anxieties, such as those mentioned above, in many aspects of 

life. That is to say, just because a negative relationship between anxiety and the test score 

and/or final grade is discovered, it does not necessarily suggest that one should impact 

the other as a cause to determines a consequence. There is always something more behind 

any discovered correlations. 

Because I am the classic product of such a takeaway message is why I perceive 

the danger of providing an anxiety free classroom setting. Never in my school days did I 

ever feel language anxiety when learning English. Luckily, I happened to learn it “well,” 

if defined by the face value of test scores.  I guess I believed subconsciously that life in 

the U.S. would not be difficult before I actually came in contact with speakers not sharing 

my language and having to use English to get by. To my surprise when first arriving in 

the United States, I discovered that I was not “communication ready” for my Master’s 

program. Not only just real interaction in English with people of different cultural 
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backgrounds frightened me, but also the presentations and oral communication required 

in almost every course here, which had never been the classroom practice in my schools 

days. Having to present or speak in a language I had never been trained to speak 

convinced me that I must have had foreign language anxiety. All the events that led to my 

panic attacks and mental blocks are nothing now—although just by thinking of them 

conjure up unforgettable nightmares.  But they allow me to see clearer that there must be 

something more we language teachers can do other than simply plunging into an attempt 

at creating and offering an anxiety free or less classroom setting.  

Rationale for the Study 

As a language student who shares the same language anxiety as indicated in most 

relevant studies, I have progressed from extremely anxious to moderately anxious in 

situations where I sense evaluation from others is present. As a language teacher who 

experiences and witnesses the anxiety from within, I am motivated to search for solutions, 

and I believe that there must be some lessons learned from my experience that could be 

of use to the field. In order to optimize learning, many language educators and 

researchers have devoted their fullest capacity to bringing forth various strategies to keep 

anxiety threats out of the picture so that language learners can be placed in an anxiety-

free environment. This approach would not apply to students like me who did well on the 

tests and never felt anxiety in language classrooms except for the universal test anxiety.  

We can debate over the impact of foreign language anxiety on language learning 

like there is no tomorrow. Policy makers, administrators, teachers, or any role players of 

one particular school of thought in authority today will still bring up, adopt, or implement 

the solutions they believe in to improve English education. Let’s assume that they can 
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eliminate all suspected elements that trigger language anxiety in the classroom; they can 

meticulously manufacture a made-to-believe positive learning environment; they can 

come up with alternative evaluation approaches that prevent students from repeatedly 

perceiving failure; they can even improve teacher quality and offer teacher development 

and re-education (Toan, 2013).  Yes, they might be able to do a lot of things. The reality 

is that no matter how protective we language teachers are in the classroom to minimize 

the harm anxiety brings to our students’ learning, at the end of the day it is the students 

themselves who must face the real anxiety produced from authentic interactions one 

situation or the other. Many international students, especially Asian students, have 

expressed anxiety in showcasing their under-prepared and under-practiced language skills 

required in the real world after so many years of learning (Lin & Scherz, 2014). Reasons 

can vary from person to person.  Strategies and factors that contribute to successful 

language learning, however, are not the focus of the study.  

One can learn to fight in a war, to fly an airplane, to drive a car in a simulation-

based learning environment. We teachers want students to succeed so we do everything 

in our power to provide a learning environment that is stress free or less. No matter how 

well our simulation programs are designed and prepare our students with all the skills 

they might need under different conditions and situations, no program can ever prepare 

them or help them cancel out the real-time anxiety when they are finally sent to fight in a 

real war, to fly a real airplane in the air, or to drive a real car in the traffic.   

I have been to the two sides of the world, one simulated to its minimum sense and 

the other authentic. There are certain anxieties one will just have to learn to get used to 

with more practice. I once had a successful English learning experience on one side of the 
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world where the only “oral” training provided was in-class scripted role plays in pairs, 

and I now am on the other side where real-life-paced communication takes place without 

prepared scripts. This is exactly how I came to experience the gaps between the contexts 

of limited and unlimited exposures, in terms of the confidence level of my language 

proficiency and the level of my language anxiety.  It is the perceived gaps that have 

prompted me to explore the feasible solutions and strategies to be added to foreign or 

second language classrooms. This is the rationale for the study. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study is to understand how we can help our language students 

to showcase and bring out the already learned capacity in situations where anxiety is 

prone to occur. In a broader sense, the study wishes to provide practical implications for 

home countries to make worthwhile the substantial time, energy, efforts, and funding 

spent on global citizen preparation.  Furthermore, the study hopes to call for support and 

action of host institutions to provide mentorship and guidance for language-anxious 

international students in their classrooms. The purpose of the study is therefore three-fold.  

First, the literature review section begins by providing an overview of theoretical 

and empirical research relevant to foreign and second language anxiety.  It then discusses 

available approaches that address language anxiety and explores work in sister fields that 

also deal with anxiety that bear similar manifestation and phenomenon of foreign 

language anxiety in different areas of research, such as public speaking, audience anxiety, 

and stage fright, for applicable solutions. It is my speculations that the anti-anxiety or 

anxiety coping strategies that have been commonly adopted by clinical practitioners 

might be potential alternative applicable measures for foreign language classrooms. It is 
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in the hope that these explorations can serve as helpful suggestions for language 

instructors.  

Second, a self-reflection was conducted before the study was actually carried out. 

The purpose of recording my learning curve with ups and downs was to understand what 

alternatives work for people who share similarities with me. As mentioned earlier, I am 

not yet “cured,” but at least I have transitioned from extremely nervous to moderately 

anxious, which should count as some progress. The self-reflection was intended to 

disclose my value orientations, and to open them to public scrutiny—a step Carspecken 

(1996) encourages 

Third, the study began by investigating the nature of language anxiety that 

international students had experienced, documenting their anxiety management strategies 

that were adopted and reported helpful and beneficial,  and ended with providing bottom-

up perspectives and solutions suggested by these very people upon whom the gap 

between two contexts has directly impacted. This last element of the study is important 

because in the past language teachers were often offered and almost entirely dependent 

on the researchers’ top-down recommendations to treat language anxiety in the classroom 

as based on their understanding and interpretations. This is not to say top-down measures 

are necessarily ineffective.  This study, however, was determined to bring horizontal 

perspectives to the discussion. My hope was that these international students’ rationales 

and recommendations would stimulate thought and discussion and bring pedagogical 

contributions to the field of language teaching as well as to the classrooms that welcome 

international students.  
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Research Questions 

 This study utilized international students’ overseas experiences as a window to 

look backward and forward to identify language gaps, the reasons for the gaps, and to 

propose solutions to fill those gaps.  It investigated the relationship of language anxiety to 

international students’ language learning, language achievement, and language 

performance.  It also sought to understand how international students handle anxiety, if 

there is any perceived, and to provide the anxiety management strategies these EFL 

international students perceived to be missing or lacking and have believed to be able to 

transition EFL citizens to real-world interactions. According to Carspecken (1996), an 

interview protocol should allow for best flexibility during an interview. Accordingly, 

topic domains will be constructed to particularly guide the interview process to explore 

the following questions: 

1. What situations trigger anxiety, and why do they act as language anxiety triggers 

for international students in both their home and host countries’ classrooms? 

2. What are the impacts of language anxiety, if there are any, on international 

students’ overall language experience? 

3. Having been through two learning scenarios, one as EFL students in their home 

country and one as international students in the United States, what pedagogical 

recommendations would they make to address the issues of language anxiety to 

home and host institutions and instructors? 
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Chapter Two:  Literature Review 

Introduction 

The following literature review begins with a brief overview of the sources and 

impacts of language anxiety which present concerns in today’s language classrooms. 

Next, it traces back to earlier views on the inconsistent findings in foreign and second 

language anxiety research that may have directly or indirectly impacted the later research 

methodology. Then, it discusses the driving force behind the formation and the 

development of the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), which has 

greatly influenced the foreign language anxiety studies. This is followed by an 

exploration of the growing number of studies aimed at identifying the relationship 

between language outcome and language anxiety. Studies that support a negative, 

positive, or neutral relationship were reviewed and included to give a sense of the current 

range of findings, conclusions, and recommendations.  

The readers shall see that many studies suggest anxiety causes poor learning 

based on the correlation of language outcome and language anxiety.   These studies 

frequently recommend an anxiety-free classroom environment, even though the so-called 

language anxiety revealed might just be speaking- or interaction-related and not learning-

related anxiety. There are other studies that specifically look into speaking anxiety and 

suggest instructional strategies that may help overcome the challenges of speaking a 

foreign language.   

Included in the review are a variety of cognitive and affective constructs that are 

identified to activate various anxiety symptoms. Depending on the relationship found 

between language outcome and language anxiety, anxiety is either being labeled as 
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constructive or destructive interference. Finally, the review will touch on the studies and 

research on communication apprehension and performance anxiety that share similar 

anxiety symptoms and panic attacks to language speaking anxiety. The treatments that 

are claimed to be effective against communication and performance anxieties will be 

introduced as alternatives to be considered and mulled over.  Additionally, the concepts 

of active and passive coping strategies from the medical field will be added to the 

discussion to broaden the worldview. It is the sincere hope that the expanding literature 

and studies into other fields that share commonalities with language anxiety will bring 

meaningful implications to language anxiety research to inspire and encourage creativity, 

innovation, and collaboration among foreign and second language teachers.  

Sources and Impacts of Anxiety 

For most of us, it might be a universal phenomenon to feel uncomfortable and 

nervous whenever we are under threat of being evaluated or judged formally or 

informally (Donaldson et al., 2002). Given that learning a foreign or second language 

involves a series of performance evaluation either in school or within social contexts, 

anxiety is prone to arise in a degree that differs from person to person. Horwitz et al. 

(1986) highlight communication apprehension, test anxiety, and fear of evaluation to be 

three key performance-based components that affect the language learning process. They 

referred to communication apprehension as “a type of shyness characterized by fear of or 

anxiety about communicating with people.” (p. 127). If a language learner finds it 

challenging speaking in groups, he or she will surely have a harder time speaking in front 

of the class or in public when their performance evaluation is at stake. Such 

communication anxiety, topped with the lack of knowledge of the target language, can 
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make students who usually take the initiative in class to become quiet in a language class, 

and of course, vice versa. Test anxiety is said to be a type of worry or fear of failure, 

often due to the unrealistically self-imposed high expectations upon themselves. Oral 

examinations in a foreign language class can additionally aggregate not only test anxiety 

but also communication anxiety.  

The spectrum of fear from negative evaluation, however, is not limited to 

classroom settings. Any academic or social context where the use of the target language 

is to be “evaluated” is bound to promote apprehension of negative evaluation. Woodrow 

(2006) finds some of her participants perceive a higher level of anxiety in outside-class 

than in-class settings. In her study, Woodrow also finds support that language learners 

may experience anxiety at different stages as a result of skills deficit or retrieval 

interference. Skills deficit anxiety refers to the difficulties at the input or processing 

stages of language learning caused by poor study habits and skills; retrieval interference 

refers to the type of anxiety that handicaps the recall of previously learned information at 

the output stage. Awan et al. (2010) also find evidence in their study that anxiety occurs 

at each stage of language learning, but most often at the processing and output stages. 

Anxiety in fact is found as a two-sided coin of challenge and opportunity. 

Evidence from quantitative and qualitative studies has supported the negative, as well as 

positive, impacts of anxiety on language learners’ learning attitudes, behaviors, emotions, 

and cognitive abilities (Horwitz et al., 1986; MacIntyre & Gardner; 1991). On one hand, 

the negative impact on language learners’ learning attitudes can be students’ delaying 

taking language courses, passively participating in classroom discussions, sitting in the 

far back of the classroom, unexcused absences, or avoiding courses, majors, and careers 
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that will have association with foreign language use (Horwitz et al., 1986). Anxiety can 

also go as far as to negatively impact language learners in terms of behavior, cognition, 

and emotion in ways that anxious language learners are often found in various situations 

to be fast-paced heart-pounding, sweating, stammering, fidgeting, mental blocking, 

stomachache, self-doubting, or lacking confidence (Horwitz et al., 1986; Woodrow, 2006)  

On the other hand, anxiety can play a positive role in that language learners are 

motivated to confront the new learning materials and to step out of their comfort zone. 

Kleinmann (1977, cited in Scovel, 1978) noticed in his study that students scoring high 

on facilitating anxiety measures were found to use the structures of the target language 

that were otherwise avoided by their peers due to the divergence from the structures of 

their native language. Teaching approaches are also found impactful in anxiety levels. 

Chastain (1975, cited in Scovel) observed that while the correlation between anxiety and 

audio-lingual method is found negative, it is found positive with a traditional method. 

Scovel (1978) advises that although a certain degree of anxiety might be a desirable force, 

too high of a degree could bring a detrimental effect on learning: 

The attractiveness of this binary approach to anxiety lies in its common sense 

viewpoint that learning, whatever the activity might be, is enhanced by both 

positive and negative motivations. A good performance, in music, in sports, or in 

language learning, especially the overt social act of speaking, depends on enough 

anxiety to arouse the neuromuscular system to optimal levels of performance, but, 

at the same time, not so much that the complex neuromuscular systems 

underlying these skills are disrupted (p. 138).  
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It should be legitimate to consider that anxiety does not have a place in the 

beginning stages of foreign language learning within a classroom setting. According to 

MacIntyre and Gardner (1991), motivation and language aptitude are keys to language 

success.  If there is any anxiety felt at this point, it is more likely to be trait anxiety, test 

anxiety, communication apprehension, etc., but might not have to do with language 

learning per se. For anxiety specific to language learning to accumulate, one has to 

constantly encounter a negative learning experience. Taken from that perspective, anxiety, 

to a certain degree can be a consequence of poor learning in the beginning but a cause of 

the learning differences in the end.  

Earlier Views on Language Anxiety Research 

In the review of earlier studies that investigated the relationship between anxiety 

and language learning, Scovel (1978) found that different conclusions ranging from 

positive to negative effects could be drawn from the results. Simply put, studies 

indicating positive effects of language anxiety suggest that the more proficient a language 

learner is, the more anxiety he or she exhibits.  Conversely, studies obtaining negative 

effects of language anxiety report that the more anxious a language learner is, the more 

poorly he or she learns. By the same token, studies that find no correlation between 

anxiety and learning outcome consequently conclude no effect of anxiety on learning. 

There are many studies of his review worth pondering.  One is Backman’s1976 study 

where her two most poorly performing language students scored the highest and the 

lowest on an anxiety measure, respectively. In the studies he reviewed, anxiety could be 

found to negate one measure of language proficiency but not necessarily with other 

proficiency measures, or to indicate a facilitating factor in one study but a debilitating 
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factor in another in terms of academic performance. According to Scovel, it seemed that 

the more efforts were made to understand their relationship, the more intervening 

variables were identified to affect learning process.  These include individual differences, 

levels of intelligence, difficulty of the skills being tested, age or stages of learning, nature 

of learning (formal or informal). 

On account of the inconsistent findings in language anxiety research, Scovel 

cautions that anxiety should not be viewed as a single construct that can be measured as 

high or low in the amount.  Rather, it is an umbrella of affective states, with intrinsic and 

extrinsic factors woven together to influence one another and consequently each phase 

and aspect of language learning.  He urges language anxiety researchers to specify the 

anxiety under examination, be sensitive to the anxieties measures employed, and to be 

sensible to the complex of learner variables that come into play in the learning. 

Horwitz et al. (1986) echoed Scovel’s view, stressing that anxiety is one critical 

challenge to be conquered in language learning and that language anxiety should be 

adequately defined and its effects on foreign language learning described. Given a wide 

variety of anxiety types, such as trait anxiety, state anxiety, achievement anxiety, 

facilitative, and debilitative anxiety, Horwitz (2010) reckoned that it was not surprising 

that earlier studies on anxiety-and-achievement relationship would have led to mixed 

findings.  

When examining the earlier studies on anxiety, MacIntyre and Gardner (1991) 

found that these studies differed in terms of how anxiety was conceptualized and that 

conceptualization directly impacted researchers’ approaches to research design and 

application of methodology and instruments.  Three perspectives were identified as to 
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how the concept of anxiety was defined in the language learning context. The first 

perspective views anxiety as a general personality trait.  Individuals with high level of 

trait anxiety are most likely to be nervous in many situations. The second perspective 

focuses on state anxiety that is temporary and situational, for example, during tests or 

presentations. It is believed that those who are inclined to be nervous in general have a 

good chance to experience emotional anxiety especially in stressful situations. The third 

perspective looks at the anxiety that occurs consistently only in a particular setting. It was 

identified as situation specific anxiety and interpreted by MacIntyre and Gardner (1991) 

as “trait anxiety measures limited to a given context” (p. 90). Distinguishing state 

(temporary and situational) from trait (permanent and stable) anxiety is thought to be a 

promising solution to reduce contradictory findings (Scovel, 1978). While each approach 

has its own strengths and limitations, the third perspective is considered today to offer 

more consistent results (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991).   

Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale 

Similar to how some people are characterized as suffering from mathematics or 

computer anxiety, Horwitz et al. (1986) used the term “foreign language anxiety” to 

discern anxiety that is aroused only in foreign language learning situations from anxiety 

in general. They perceived foreign language anxiety as “a distinct complex of self-

perceptions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors related to classroom language learning 

arising from the uniqueness of the language learning process” (p.128). In light of the lack 

of a validated instrument that lent itself to reliable measurement of anxiety aroused in 

foreign language classrooms, Horwitz and her colleagues (1986) developed a scale 

specifically to serve the purpose and fill the void.  Based on student self-perceptions, 
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first-hand teaching experiences, and personal accounts from those working with anxious 

language learners, and a review of pertinent instruments, a thirty-three-item Foreign 

Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) was formed and introduced. Responses to 

all items are rated on a Likert scale with 1 indicating “strongly disagree” and 5 “strongly 

agree.” Some items with reversed statements are to prevent response biases. Supported by 

the preliminary studies with the FLCAS, they reported that their instrument demonstrated 

internal reliability with an alpha coefficient of .93 and test-retest reliability with an r 

= .83 (Horwitz, 1986; Horwitz et al., 1986). 

Outcome Measures and Language Anxiety 

Implications of research on foreign and second language anxiety over the past 

half-century seemed to have leaned towards the notion that language anxiety exerts a 

negative effect on language learning (Aida, 1994; Horwitz et al., 1986; MacIntyre & 

Gardner, 1991 & 1994; Young, 1991; Na, 2007), even though there were other studies 

that found otherwise (Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002; Kleinmann, 1977 as cited in Scovel, 

1978; Marcos-Llinas & Garau, 2009). In language anxiety research, while there are 

studies suggesting anxiety level increases as language proficiency advances (Kitano, 

2001: Marcos-Llinas & Garau, 2009; Onwuegbuzie et al., 1999), there are other studies 

suggesting anxiety level decreases as proficiency increases (Liu, 2006). Efforts have been 

continually ongoing to understand and delineate in detail how anxiety could sabotage the 

learning outcomes of language students and solutions have been proposed to address 

language anxiety. 

Prior to the introduction of the FLCAS scale, Horwitz and her colleagues 

(Horwitz, 1986) conducted several studies of an estimated 300 undergraduates in 
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introductory foreign language classes, Spanish and French. One of their findings, during 

that piloting phase, suggests that anxiety negatively correlates with the final grade as well 

as expected grade. Ever since the FLCAS was first pioneered and introduced, it has been 

wildly adopted or adapted by many language researchers in various contexts of cultures 

and languages in the hope that a relationship between anxiety and language achievement 

can be elucidated.  

The research approach that compares the scores of this FLCAS scale and 

proficiency measure(s), with some manipulation, has become the trend. When examining 

the relationship between foreign language anxiety and oral performance, a negative 

correlation was found in Phillips’ (1992) study, although the researcher noted that the 

correlations might be weak since the FLCAS was not meant for measuring anxiety 

related to specific oral exam. In a study of Japanese learners who were either native or 

non-native speakers of English in the United States, Aida (1994) found the participants’ 

anxiety levels in learning Japanese negatively correlated with language achievement 

when comparing the scores of the FLCAS and the final grades. Using the Chinese version 

of the FLCAS and the English scores of the final examination from the Science-class 

group, Na (2007) found anxiety impinges on English learning in high school level. 

Employing the abbreviated version of FLCAS, students’ GPAs, and an inventory that 

claims to be able to determine different situations that provoke anxiety, Awan et al. (2010) 

confirmed the findings of previous studies that supported such a negative relationship 

between anxiety and final grades. 

Many other studies adopting the FLCAS also echo such a negative effect of 

anxiety on final grades or scores of achievement tests (Demirdaş & Bozdoğan, 2013; Kim, 
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1998; Rodriguez, 1995; Liu & Huang, 2011). Liu and Huang’s (2011) study identifies the 

FLCAS as the best predictor of English performance. From the participants’ highly 

responses to the FLCAS items, Wei (2007) infers that it should be common to feel 

anxious in college English classrooms. Liu and Huang (2011) and Demirdaş and 

Bozdoğan (2013) also suggest a negative relationship between anxiety and performance, 

although their participants from various disciplines generally did not express anxiety in 

English classes. 

In Gardner and MacIntyre’s (1993) study, classroom anxiety is found 

significantly negatively correlated with several language production measures. Worth 

noting is that negative correlations between anxiety scores and self-ratings of language 

proficiency were much higher than with their actual scores on the tests of the target 

language. This suggests that students of their population may underestimate their actual 

abilities. The language learners’ tendency to underestimate their abilities, in fact, has 

been recognized by many researchers (Dewaele, 2005; MacIntyre et al, 1997; Na, 2007; 

Newcombe, 2007). Wei’s (2007) study that shows a significant negative correlation 

between participants’ perceived proficiency and the FLCAS scores suggests that anxiety 

levels may hint at the effectiveness of language learning.  

On the other hand, there are also studies that find a positive relationship between 

language anxiety and proficiency. Liu (2006) found in her study that students with more 

advanced levels of English proficiency tend to be less anxious in English class. Marcos-

Llinas and Garau (2009) first examined language anxiety across three proficiency levels 

of Spanish as a foreign language and later looked into the association between language 

anxiety and the course grades. Their study indicates that the higher the language 
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proficiency, the better the final grades, and the higher the language anxiety. Kitano 

(2001) investigated in his study the interaction among fear of negative evaluation, foreign 

language anxiety, and students’ self-perceived speaking abilities across the beginning-, 

intermediate-, and advanced-levels of Japanese language learners. Instruments used in 

this study were a 70-item survey combining shortened versions of the FLCAS and the 

Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale (FNE), background questionnaire, and three self-rating 

scales. The study found that the more fear of negative evaluation, the higher classroom 

anxiety and that fear of negative evaluation tends to influence more greatly the anxiety 

level of advanced-level students than those students in beginning and intermediate levels.  

More specifically, students with a higher level of proficiency were more prone to develop 

a higher level of anxiety when they also possess a strong fear of negative evaluation. 

Gregersen and Horwitz’s (2002) study, which intended to clarify the relationship between 

foreign language anxiety and perfectionism, however, did not find correlation between 

the anxiety and the actual language proficiency. 

Inconsistent findings are also documented in the studies that do not use the 

FLCAS. Young (1986) administered the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI), which is said 

to become an official test of oral performance for prospective foreign language teachers 

in Texas, to sixty university-level majors or prospective teachers of French, German, and 

Spanish in an attempt to investigate the relationship between anxiety and oral 

performance. The study used the OPI, Self-Appraisal of Speaking Proficiency 

questionnaire, and a dictation test as proficiency measures and the State Anxiety 

Inventory, the Cognitive Interference Questionnaire, a Self-Report of Anxiety, and the 

Foreign Language Anxiety Scale of Reactions consisting of several items from the 
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FLCAS as anxiety measures. Given the OPI significantly correlates with other two 

proficiency measures, the OPI was suggested to be a reliable indicator of language 

proficiency. The findings of the study suggest that it initially appears that anxiety negates 

with proficiency; however, significant correlations were no longer observed after running 

four-way partial correlations. That is, “once the effect of an individual's language 

proficiency was accounted for, oral performance no longer decreased as anxiety 

increased" (p. 439). She concluded that the results indicated that it is “ability,” not 

“anxiety” that plays a more important role on the OPI scores.  She also made sure to note 

that the result was based on an unofficial test of the OPI and the results were not official.  

Affective Factors 

 Affective factors are found to play a significant role in language learning 

(Gardner & MacIntyre, 1993).There is a Chinese saying that goes, “Water can carry a 

boat but can also capsize it.” Affective factors are such “water” that many studies found 

to be able to motivate as well as to demotivate one’s extended effort to reach their 

potentials or goals. Affective factors are defined by Scovel (1978) as “those that deal 

with the emotional reactions and motivations of the learner; they signal the arousal of the 

limbic system and its direct intervention in the task of learning” (p.131), such as anxiety, 

motivation, attitude, fear of negative evaluation, self-efficacy, etc. During the language 

learning process, it should be never enough for one specific affective construct alone to 

determine language success. Instead, it is the result of one’s personality repertoire that 

comes in contact with interrelated affective factors that leads to learning or performance 

differences (MacIntyre et al., 1997).  The following review explores personality and other 

affective constructs that mediate the degree of anxiety. 
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Personality traits. Two schools of thought have been debating over whether 

personality has a meaningful value in understanding or predicting behaviors. Opponents 

of personality relevance in behavior postulate that research that looks into this 

relationship has only found a low to moderate relationship and the correlations among 

behaviors are quite low. The proponents of personality relevance, however, argue that it 

is not a trait or a situation alone but the interaction of the two that provides a good 

predictor of a behavior reaction. The premise is to understand that a particular trait is 

individual bound and specific. It may be true and straightforward to argue that “a 

particular trait is relevant to only some people. When it is relevant, the correlation 

between behavior and disposition is high; when it is irrelevant, the correlation is small” 

(Daly, Caughlin, & Stafford, 2009p. 26).  

With this consideration in mind, it might be reasonable to think that a qualitative 

approach has a better chance to find a trait-behavior relationship than a quantitative one 

which casts a net out into the population pool without being able to correctly match a 

specific trait expressed and a particular behavior (or performance) observed. Personality 

traits have been characterized as being biological (Dewaele, 2005). Although it can be 

nurtured and changed (Dweck, 2008), personality is generally considered a stable 

attribute (Dewaele, 2005). According to MacIntyre et al. (1997), “global personality 

dimensions (among which extraversion, neuroticism and psychoticism) determine to 

varying degrees the so-called ‘language-related affect,’ namely foreign language anxiety, 

perceived competence, attitudes and motivational propensities” (p.122).  It is of high 

importance to understand the complicated interrelationship between traits and situations 

that leads to behaviors (Daly et al., 2009).  
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Some people are born as introverts and some are extrovert; some tend to perceive 

themselves positively and some negatively; some are more sensitive than others to fear of 

negative evaluation. But these do not give sufficient clues to necessarily predict the 

relationship between personality and language anxiety. While MacIntyre and Charos’ 

(1996, cited in Dewaele, 2005) study may reveal significant negative correlations 

between extraversion and language anxiety and also between language anxiety and 

willingness to communicate, Wang (2010) finds personality factors are major causes of 

speaking anxiety. Köksal, Arslan, and Bakla (2014) do not see a correlation between 

learners' personality characteristics and foreign language learning anxiety. 

Self-perception and self-efficacy. The roles of self-perception and self-efficacy 

affecting anxiety and achievement have received great attention in many studies. 

Individuals with high-level and low-level anxiety are found to differ in their self-

perceptions, with higher levels of negative self-concept in high anxious individuals as 

opposed to their low-anxious counterparts (Daly et al., 2009). The perceived competence 

is found to be a strong indicator of communicative anxiety and usually linked with 

willingness to communicate (Dewaele, 2005; MacIntyre et al., 1997). MacIntyre et al. 

(1997) observe that anxious students tend to underestimate their abilities and less anxious 

students tend to overestimate their competence with actual proficiency level being 

accounted for. Dewaele’s (2002) study piggybacked on their finding but further narrowed 

it down to suggest that foreign language students who happen to be introverted and 

anxious are more likely to underestimate their abilities while those who are extraverted 

and less anxious tend to overestimate their abilities. The occurrence of the unparalleled 

match between actual and perceived proficiency is thought to result from biased 
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perception, caused by either “self-enhancement” or “self-derogation.” A study by Liu 

(2012) reveals that a 85% of students feel less language proficient than their classmates, 

when in fact these students, according to Liu, have similar linguistic proficiency as those 

they perceive better in language performance. MacIntyre et al. (1997) believe that highly 

anxious individuals with lower efficacy are more prone to self-derogation and that “self-

perceptions mediate between actual competence and eventual achievement” (p.268). 

Onwuegbuzi, Bailey, Daley (2000) found in their study that low-level language proficient 

students tend to exhibit high level of language anxiety and low levels of perceived 

intellectual and academic competence.  

Wei’s (2007) study confirms a significant negative relationship between anxiety 

and self-rated English proficiency and concludes that the level of anxiety seems to 

suggest the effectiveness of language learning. In order to examine the relationship 

between foreign language learning anxiety and self-efficacy.  Cubukcu (2008) 

administered the FLCAS and the Foreign Language Self Efficacy Scale, which she 

developed, to the junior level students in an English teacher training program. The results 

show that no significant correlation between anxiety and efficacy exists. When using one-

way analysis, it does show different anxiety levels between learners of low and high self-

efficacy, in which the lower self-efficacy, the higher anxiety, and vice versa. According 

to the researcher, the difference, however, is not that significant. The student participants 

in her study expressed being nervous when they had to speak in class but not when 

talking with native speakers. Cheng’s (2002) investigation into factors relating to foreign 

language writing anxiety supports the idea that self-confidence defines anxiety. Self-
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confidence, with the highest factor loading of 34%, was found to best predict foreign 

language writing anxiety than writing achievement (2%) did.  

Nishitani and Matsuda (2011) brought up an interesting perspective from sports 

psychology they learned from Hagger and Chatzisarantis’ 2005 study that it is not the 

anxiety itself but athletes’ interpretations of the anxiety that impact their sports 

performance. Athletes who exhibit a higher level of facilitative anxiety, or interpret 

anxiety positively, tend to perform better. Inspired by other studies that proposed an 

affective approach as an alternative to deal with language anxiety, Nishitani and Matsuda 

conducted a study in 2006 that looked into the effect of the affective approach in 

language learning. Although, according to them, their study did not see a distinct effect 

that impacted language improvement significantly, the researchers reasoned that it was 

because efforts were placed into mitigating anxiety but not nurturing and shaping the 

minds as to how to interpret the anxiety experienced. They speculated that an affective 

approach alone might not be sufficient to see the effect and that scaffolding students with 

learning strategies should be added to the framework to improve the performance. A 

sense of success therefore could be perceived to build confidence. They also suggest 

cultivating students to perceive failure or make mistakes in a positive manner. 

Fear of negative evaluation. It may be an innate characteristic of human beings 

to be prone to fear of negative evaluation. That people feel anxious and uncomfortable 

under many evaluative situations may be the fear that they can appear incompetent or 

inadequate in the eyes of others (Donaldson et al., 2002). Gregersen and Horwitz’s (2002) 

study supports that fear of negative evaluation is one vital factor that distinguishes 

anxious from non-anxious learners. Liu and Huang’s (2001) study indicates that fear of 
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negative evaluation is a positive predictor of students’ performance if students also 

exhibit intrinsic motivation and interest in foreign languages and cultures. According to 

Liu and Huang, a certain amount of anxiety coming from the fear of negative evaluation 

might be beneficial to prompt students to perform better on the exam. Kitano (2001) finds 

that students with overseas experience, as well as those at more advanced levels, are 

inclined to suffer more from fear of negative evaluation, which in turn contributes to a 

higher level of language anxiety than those without oversea experience.  This might 

contradict our logical assumption that overseas experience should be able to enhance 

one’s self-confidence, and therefore proportionally contributes to reduced anxiety. He 

postulates that the reason students who spent some time living in Japan anticipate strong 

fear of negative evaluation may be due to their consciousness of how others perceive 

them. To a certain level, such a positive link between language anxiety and overseas 

experience was somewhat implied in Marcos-Llinas and Garau’s (2009) study since 

advanced learners were identified to possess the highest level of anxiety and most of 

them had overseas experience, although the length was not specified in their study.   

Oppositely, while overseas experience may not necessarily reduce the anxiety 

involving speaking ability in Kitano’s (2001) study, it does in Matsuda and Gobel’s 

(2004) study on self-perceived reading proficiency. Using the FLCAS and the Foreign 

Language Reading Anxiety Scale (FLRAS), they investigated the relationships between 

reading anxiety, language classroom anxiety, gender, proficiency and overseas 

experience.  The participants were randomly chosen from the first-, second- and third-

year college students majoring in English in Kyoto. The instruments adopted in the study 

are the FLCAS and the Foreign Language Reading Anxiety Scale. A question added at 
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the end of the FLCAS is “Have you studied abroad? If yes, where? How long?” They 

observed a clear connection between overseas experience and lower anxiety since being 

in direct contact with the target language for some time helps increase one’s self 

confidence in the language. They specifically emphasize the role of self-confidence as a 

significant predictor of classroom performance-based tasks and identify overseas 

experience as a factor to enhance self-confidence level. It is interesting to learn that the 

same factor, overseas experience, can receive two extreme and yet logical results in 

different studies.  Kitano reasons in his findings that students who have overseas 

experience and who happen to have a strong fear of negative evaluation tend to care 

about how others perceive them and feel pressure to perform in a certain way.  However, 

Matsuda and Gobel reason that since students with overseas experience have direct 

interaction and communication with native speakers of the target language in the real-life 

context, which may in turn promote motivation, confidence in the language is bound to 

increase.  

Many studies have found that fear of negative evaluation to be one critical 

predictor of language anxiety (Liu & Huang, 2001, Na, 2007). Although Na (2007) 

ascribes the exhibition of such fear to Chinese culture, it should be noted that 

susceptibility to fear of negative evaluation in language learners from different cultures 

has been continuously recognized and reported in numerous studies. (Gregersen & 

Horwitz, 2002; Aydin, 2008).   

Test anxiety. Test anxiety is referred by Horwitz et al. (1986) as “a type of 

performance anxiety stemming from a fear of failure” (p. 127). In school settings, it may 

be true that the only situations where anxiety can be triggered for students are when they 
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are to take a test or to perform publicly in any capacity since these tasks involve 

evaluative judgment (Huberty, 2009;). In testing situations, an appropriate amount of 

anxiety is believed to motivate and stimulate better performance; too severe an amount of 

anxiety, however, can inhibit one’s ability from performing optimally. If not dealt with, it 

can eventually become a pattern, which might lead to reduced motivation and poor self-

esteem (Huberty, 2009; Spencer, 2011). Spencer (2011) states that reasons for emergence 

of test anxiety might differ from person to person; family dynamics or school- and 

classroom-level factors, including teaching practices, can as well contribute to anxiety 

levels. Triggers to test anxiety can come from anxiety and attention disorders, learned 

helplessness, unrealistic expectations, poor study and test-taking skills, past negative 

experiences, students’ capabilities, peer competition, classroom climate, low self-esteem 

and confidence levels, test format/length/instructions, time limit, testing environment, etc. 

(Aydin, Yavuz, & Yesilyurt, 2006; AKMAN YEŞİLEL, 2012; Aydin, 2009; Spencer, 

2011). Some studies find that highly test –anxious students are disposed to possess 

temperaments characterized by general anxiety, which can be aggravated when being 

situated in evaluative conditions (Huberty, 2009), and that they tend to score poorly than 

those with lower levels of anxiety on the tests (Bensoussan, 2012; Phillips, 1992). In oral 

testing situations, highly anxious language students are found to speak less and with 

shorter communication units and use certain complex structures much less in comparison 

with their lower-anxious counterparts (Phillips, 1992).  

Many research projects have demonstrated the significant effects of test anxiety 

on foreign language learning process or achievement (Aydin, 2009; Aydin et al., 2006; 

Horwitz et al., 1986; Rezazadeh and Takavoli, 2009). While there are studies that find 
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test anxiety as a factor contributing to foreign language anxiety (Horwitz, 1986; Horwitz 

et al., 1986), as usual, there are studies that do not find test anxiety as such a factor (Aida; 

1994). Aydin et al. (2006) find that Turkish ESL students in their study generally exhibit 

test anxiety. Those who have high level of test anxiety often suffer physically, such as 

headache or stomach, and psychologically, such as losing confidence or motivation, 

problems. Among all the anxiety triggers they have identified, teachers’ behavior and 

attitudes and learners’ proficiency are found to be key reasons affecting levels of test 

anxiety. Shomoossi et al. (2008) conclude that inappropriate study habits are the main 

cause of test anxiety in their adult learners in ESP (English for specific purposes) courses. 

Self-beliefs, lack of learning, or study skills are also recognized as crucial factors leading 

to test anxiety (Rezazadeh and Takavoli, 2009). In their study that investigates into the 

relationship between test anxiety and academic achievement, Rezazadeh and Takavoli 

(2009) observe that as test anxiety increases in its level, achievement decreases, and the 

reverse is also true. 

In light of the likelihood for today’s failure on the test to become tomorrow’s fear 

in a similar test situation, effects of test anxiety should not be viewed as an issue to one 

specific content area but one that can be applied to all other courses or evaluative 

situations in life. Recommendations to adequately address it therefore have been made by 

researchers from cross disciplines (see more in Aydin et al., 2006; Huberty, 2009; 

Rezazadeh & Takavoli, 2009; Shomoossi et al., 2008; Spencer, 2011; Stowell & Bennett, 

2010). 

Perfectionism. People with perfectionism tend to hold extremely high and 

unrealistic standards for themselves (Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002) and even for others 
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(Kutlesa & Arthur, 2008). They have motivation to strive for perfection, but at the same 

time they have self-doubts, crave for approval, magnify their weaknesses, and are 

haunted by their past failing experiences to a point where intensified anxiety is built up 

and behaviors of procrastination, avoidance, and escape are developed. In some cases, 

they will raise their already highly-set goals once they are reached (Glover, Brown, 

Fairburn, & Shafran, 2007; Kutlesa & Arthur, 2008). They cannot make peace with being 

less perfect and they are their own harshest critics (Kutlesa & Arthur, 2008); therefore, 

they experience more anxiety than those who hold more realistic expectations (Arneson, 

2010). In language learning context, students with perfectionistic symptoms often commit 

themselves to high standards, procrastinate assignments or endeavors, worry about 

making mistakes, and fear for negative evaluation. Performance-related anxieties that are 

inflicting language students can be manifested to a greater effect in language students 

with perfectionistic characteristics, such as communication apprehension, test anxiety, 

and fear of negative evaluation. They prefer being quiet before fluency is obtained or 

when they are sure of the answers; they cannot accept if they are unable to communicate 

grammatically correctly with native-like pronunciation (Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002); 

they are not satisfied with a score less than a perfect one (Horwitz et al., 1986).  

In the quest of clarification between foreign language anxiety and perfectionism, 

Gregersen and Horwitz’s (2002) designed a two-phase study consisting of a one-on-one 

interview and a conversation, both of which were videotaped. Eight participants, four 

most and four least anxious students being identified from a sample of seventy-eight 

students who had taken the FLCAS, were chosen for observation. The purpose of the 

interviews was to understand the participants’ conversational English abilities, and the 
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videotaped conversations were to be played back to the participants for their reactions 

and comments. Their statements were audio recorded and transcribed for analysis by 

three assessors who were familiar with the literature on perfectionism. The valuators, 

without making known the anxiety levels of the participants, were to detect from the 

students’ comments that signify the participants’ “personal performance standards, 

procrastination, emotional responses to evaluation, and error-consciousness” (p. 565) and 

to rank the order of the eight participants based on the revealed perfectionist traits. The 

study suggests that the fear of negative evaluation sets the anxious and non-anxious 

language learners apart. All the anxious students were worried about being evaluated and 

all excused their errors as being nervous, whereas the non-anxious students did not 

express such concerns, or the fear of evaluation or excuses for errors. Their study, 

however, did not find correlation between the anxiety and the actual language proficiency. 

Motivation. English learning motivation and foreign language anxiety have been 

found not just closely related to one another (Liu, 2012; Mishitani & Matsuda, 2011) but 

also to English performance (Liu & Huang, 2011). When looking into motivation, one 

may find that it has received different interpretations by different researchers in foreign 

language acquisition (FLA).  There are integrative-instrumental, intrinsic-extrinsic 

approach, or other frameworks with further broken-down dimensions or perspectives 

(Carreira, 2005; Liu & Huang, 2011; Norris-Holt, 2001). Basically, all types of 

motivations are stressed but generally speaking it is more agreed that one’s intrinsic or 

integrative motivation shows a more success indication in language acquisition than one’s 

extrinsic or instrumental motivation (Carreira, 2005; Liu & Huang, 2011; Norris-Holt, 

2001). The study will not explore the details of all the proposed frameworks but will look 
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at some of the studies that examine the relationship between motivation and language 

anxiety. 

Setting out to understand the extent to which anxiety differs across English and 

French, Rodriguez and Abreu’s (2003) study confirms the negative correlation between 

motivation and anxiety, with motivation promoting and anxiety impairing language 

learning performance. They reason that since the participants in their study are preservice 

language teachers, majoring in both English and French in two universities, their 

motivation for mastering the languages is expected to be higher than that of those who 

take language courses as a requirement. Their higher levels of aptitude and motivation are 

said to contribute to low levels of anxiety and their anxiety levels did not differ across 

languages. 

Many studies have sought to understand how and to what extent foreign language 

anxiety and motivation interact with each other to affect language learning outcomes. 

Findings from various designs can be found similar or contradictory. I happened to come 

across two studies, which seek to understand the interactions among motivation, anxiety, 

and performance in university EFL context and share the similarities and differences in 

their findings despite different adoptions of research design. Liu and Huang (2011) 

investigated into six dimensions of motivation, which are motivation intensity, intrinsic 

motivation, language requirement, instrumental motivation, integrative motivation, and 

interest in foreign languages and cultures; Wei (2007) looked into instrumental 

motivation and integrative motivation. Liu and Huang used the scores of the final exam, 

and Wei the perceived proficiency as performance indicators. They both found that their 

college participants generally were motivated to learn English but were more motivated 
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instrumentally than integratively; course requirement does not necessarily motivate for 

better learning performance; anxiety and performance are negatively correlated. Their 

differences are that the correlation between motivation and anxiety is found significant in 

Liu and Huang’s but insignificant in Wei’s study; college participants in Liu and Huang’s 

study generally do not feel anxious, but those in Wei’s study demonstrates a moderate 

level of anxiety in English classes. Liu and Huang’s study confirms that motivation and 

anxiety are negatively related to each other and that they each impact on students’ 

performance positively and negatively respectively. Participants in their study show 

moderate to strong volumes of motivation intensity, instrumental motivation, interest in 

foreign languages and cultures and moderate intrinsic and integrative motivations. 

Intrinsic motivation and interest in foreign languages and cultures are claimed to be 

positive predictors of students’ English performance. Wei, on the other hand, did not find 

a significant relationship between anxiety and motivation. Although course requirement 

is the only motivation for English learning in this EFL context, it does not contribute to 

less anxiety in foreign language classrooms. According to Wei, although motivation and 

anxiety overall are not significantly correlated, integrative motivation or one’s perceived 

need for learning the target language to some extent seems to predict less anxiety level in 

learners. Such a significant correlation between anxiety and integrative motivation is also 

found in Gardner, Day, and MacIntyre’s (cited in Rodriguez and Abreu, 2003) study 

conducted in 1992. 

Foreign language learning history. The reason to place foreign language 

learning history under the heading of affective factors is the belief that our previous 

learning experiences can surely impact our future mindsets and behaviors. It can 
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stimulate fear or enhance efficacy. If one has constantly encountered anxiety-provoking 

experiences in the past, fear can be easily triggered when he or she is placed in similar 

learning tasks or situations (AY, 2010). The opposite also seems to be true in that 

previous positive learning experiences can serve as a foundation to shape how we believe 

what we can do. 

Chen and Chang (2004), seeking to understand the existing theoretical 

disagreement over whether anxiety plays a causal or consequential role, administered 

their survey to 1,187 technological and vocational students from ten universities and 

colleges in Taiwan using the Chinese versions of (1) the FLCAS to measure anxiety in 

foreign language classrooms and (2) the modified Foreign Language Screening 

Instrument for Colleges (FLSI-C) designed by Ganschow and Sparks (1991) to measure 

foreign language learning difficulty. The FLCAS scores served as the criterion variable, 

and Chinese learning history, academic learning history, developmental history, test 

characteristics, classroom learning characteristics, and English learning history were 

predictor variables. Their study indicates that difficulties in foreign language learning 

history correlate most significantly with foreign language anxiety. It is the authors’ 

speculation that students with a negative learning experience are likely to receive poor 

grades and therefore show higher levels of anxiety. When employing a step-wise multiple 

regression analysis, the three best predictors of anxiety are English learning history, 

classroom learning characteristics, and developmental learning difficulties. Interestingly, 

Chinese learning history, although appearing to be the most decisive factor revealed by 

the FLSI-C, does not predict foreign language anxiety.    
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Cognitive Factors and Language Anxiety 

While language anxiety research has not settled the question as to whether anxiety 

is a cause or a consequence of the language learning differences, there comes another 

perspective that taps into cognitive factors, such as first language skills and language 

aptitude, to provide an alternative to explain foreign language learning problems (Dufva 

& Voeten, 1999; Hultstijn & Bossers, 1992; Sparks & Ganschow, 1991, 2007). 

Linguistic Coding Deficit Hypothesis. Sparks and Ganschow (1991, 2007) view 

anxiety as a consequence, holding to the position that anxiety is a consequence of poor 

native language skills. Based on that concept, they proposed their Linguistic Coding 

Deficit Hypothesis (LCDH) inspired by Vellutino and Scanlon’s work (cited in Sparks 

and Ganschow, 1991). Over the past two decades, they have conducted numerous studies 

to test their hypothesis. They used the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale 

(FLCAS) as an independent variable, and the native language, foreign language 

proficiency, foreign language aptitude, word decoding, spelling measures, and foreign 

language grades as the dependent variables. As they expected, those identified as low 

anxious groups by the FLCAS demonstrated better commands over the above-mentioned 

dependent variables, and vice versa. The results of their studies led them to suggest that 

native language learning skills are related to language aptitude and foreign language 

performance. They conclude that one’s native language skills matter in the success of 

foreign language learning and hence question the studies that proclaim anxiety is the 

major cause for challenges in learning a foreign language and suggest that the control of 

participants’ native and foreign language abilities is crucial for drawing valid inferences. 
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External Factors and Language Anxiety 

Classroom characteristics. Several anxiety stimuli have been identified in the 

language classroom that can affect students’ perceptions of language anxiety.  

Onwuegbuzie et al. (1999) suggest in their study that participants of freshmen- and 

sophomore-levels tend to exhibit a lower level of anxiety, and that anxiety levels increase 

as one progresses into higher-level courses. Kitano (2001) suspects one of the 

possibilities for advanced-level language learners to exhibit more anxiety than the two 

less advanced-levels in his study can be teacher characteristics. He reasons that teachers 

at advanced-level classes may be less lenient and expect a higher level of work from their 

students than those at less advanced-level classes. Also, compared to the beginning and 

intermediate courses that may focus more on basic verbal skills, advanced-level classes 

entail more challenging activities and more real-life contextual or risk-taking tasks, which 

naturally increase the anxiety for their students.  

Tóth (2011) found in her study that transition from secondary school level, where 

English is learned two to three times a week as subject matter, to university level, where 

English is the means of communication in the class, and change from being regular 

English students to English majors who are required to meet or exceed course 

requirements can create intensive anxiety for her participants who also scored high on the 

FLCAS.  

Teacher characteristics. The role of the teacher is also found influential in 

developing students’ foreign language anxiety level in many studies (Aydin, 2008; Bailey, 

1983; Kitano 2001; Piniel, 2006). Students are conscious and sensitive to feedback. The 

way language teachers correct the errors their students make, supportively or otherwise, 
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is suggested to be able to mediate the level of anxiety (Young, 1990), given being 

corrected by teachers while speaking is considered to be anxiety-provoking stimulus 

(Mak, 2011). Mak’s study, which confirms speaking in front of the language class 

without preparation is the most speaking-in-class anxiety-trigger, seems to make sense 

that the participants in the study find an appropriate amount of wait-time the teacher is 

giving them to consider the answer can help reduce the anxiety. In learning contexts 

where the dominant and submissive roles of teachers and students are well established, 

Awan et al. (2010) believe the oppressing role of the teacher can discourage students 

from learning and can affect their performance. When controlling the level of trait 

anxiety, Piniel (2006) found in her case study that the students, ninth graders, who 

learned two foreign languages simultaneously, could develop different levels of anxiety 

and exhibit high levels of apprehension regardless of their low levels of trait anxiety. In 

her study design, only those participants who did not demonstrate high levels of the State 

Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI) and scored on the FLCAS high in one language but low 

in the other are chosen for the case study. Although the participants had to meet these two 

criteria to qualify for the study, the scores revealed by the FLCAS make evident that 

learning different languages can produce significantly different levels of anxiety. 

Through data collection and analysis from interviews, the author concluded that the 

teacher plays a major role in how her participants reflect their levels of anxiety on the 

FLCAS, in terms of teaching style, pace, classroom management, etc. and therefore is a 

potential source of foreign language classroom anxiety one cannot overlook.  

Peer competition. Peer competition is also one of the anxiety-triggers in a 

classroom setting. Tóth’s participants expressed the challenges to be around with their 
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classmates who have similar or better language skills and they felt they were in a more 

competitive environment. She stated that the perception of peers’ language proficiency is 

a major source of anxiety and confirmed the link between competition and anxiety. If 

topped with the pressure of college entrance examinations, the competition could be more 

severe that students tend to overestimate others’ language abilities and underestimate 

theirs, which could lead to more anxiety (Na, 2007)  

Repairing the Foundation 

Is it possible that we have been complicating the anxiety involving in the 

language learning process as research evolves over time? The most anxious reactions 

reported in language anxiety studies are times when they are to speak or perform the 

language where evaluation takes place or is possible to take place. For example, worrying 

about tests, making mistakes, being called on, failing language class, or being laughed at 

when speaking, and nervous about either speaking without preparation, with native 

speakers, in front of others, in language class, or being asked questions not prepared in 

advance (Horwitz et al., 1986) are all worries and anxieties commonly felt by students in 

classes of different subject matters. Most of us all worry about being called on or nervous 

about speaking in class, especially when we are not prepared in advance. It is just that 

language itself is unique in that we learn it to speak or perform it, a feature that is not 

applicable to other subject matters. The basic point being, if you are conscious and 

nervous being in the eyes of attention, asking you to perform a skill, especially a skill you 

are not confident in, in public “naturally” invites a greater level of consciousness and 

anxiety although there are always exceptions as mentioned earlier.  The following section 

is going to look at communication apprehension, public speaking anxiety, and 
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performance anxiety, or stage freight, and borrow some of the shared basic concept of 

anxiety to change our mind-sets back to a simple understanding about the function of fear 

in our language learning experience. The proposed coping strategies in these areas that 

are worth considering to be applied to language learning process will also be discussed. 

Communication Apprehension 

Many people experience anxiety in situations where they are required to speak. 

Logically, we can expect the anxiety will be even more exacerbated when having to 

speak in formal settings, such as during interviews, presentations, or conferences 

(MacIntyre & Thivierge, 1995; Pribyl, Keaten, & Sakamoto, 2001; Thomas, Tymon Jr, & 

Thomas, 1994). Studies suggest there is a strong link between communication 

apprehension and one’s perceived competence either in native or second language 

(MacIntyre et al., 1997). That is not just to say that self-perception matters in anxiety 

generation but also that if one would be nervous about speaking in his or her first 

language in various settings, we can be almost sure he or she would feel even more 

anxious having to speak in another language, given most language students perceive 

lowly of their language proficiency. Price’s (1991) study also gives evidence to this 

logical assumption when a positive association between the FLCAS and public speaking 

anxiety is demonstrated. Since foreign and second language anxiety that many students 

have expressed has to do with communication aspects, and since communication anxiety 

is a common fear for most people, not just language learners, it might be beneficial to 

step back a little to the fundamental issues of communication apprehension and sponge 

the knowledge, progresses, and worldviews from the field of clinical psychology that 

deals with communication apprehension for alternative solutions. Besides, if attention is 
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only paid to develop foreign language communication skills, we might be dealing with 

the surface and running in a circle with our efforts when foreign and second language 

learners who express foreign language communication anxiety happen to have anxiety 

speaking in their native languages.  

In Pribyl et al.’s (2001) comparison of public speaking experiences between 

American and Japanese students that American students have more opportunities to 

practice their public speaking skills at school than Japanese students, one should not 

assume that American students experience less anxiety in public speaking situations. In 

the same year of 2001, Merritt, Richards, and Davis mentioned an estimated forty percent 

of American population who suffered from public speaking anxiety. If Pribyl et al.’s 

comparison and Merritt et al.’s percentage are valid, a more severe anxiety can be 

imagined for Asian students. In fact, such comparison may also be true and could be 

made between Western students and Asian students. Those who have experiences 

interacting with other Western and Asian individuals might be able to support such an 

impression. The point is, since up to date investigation to effective approaches to 

reducing communication anxiety is still an ongoing enterprise in the field of 

communication studies (Finn, Sawyer, & Schrodt, 2009), it obviously suggests that 

communication anxiety is still a troublesome challenge for most people. I do not suppose 

anyone would think that language learners can happen to skip this global communication 

anxiety and that all they need to concern themselves about is simply their language 

communication anxiety. Please recall that language students are ordinary population 

members who happen to learn a foreign language, and most students are also language 

students in most countries, not to mention many of them comprised of those Asian 
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students who are not used to speaking publicly. By first addressing this global 

communication anxiety, we might be able to at least half-solve the anxiety in 

communication before we move on to tackle the spectrum of challenges involved in 

speaking another language. Although often communication apprehension is attributed to 

genetic variance and the effectiveness of any treatment on this genetic predisposition has 

not been clearly confirmed (Finn et al., 2009), there are models and approaches being 

reported to have brought some success (Behnke & Sawyer, 2004; Dwyer, 2000; Finn et 

al., 2009; Pribyl et al., 2001).  

Public Speaking Anxiety 

 Of all anxiety situations, public speaking is commonly perceived to be one of the 

most anxiety provoking experiences that people have (DiBartolo & Molina, 2010; 

MacIntyre & Thivierge, 1995; Merritt et al., 2001; Pribyl et al., 2001; Thomas et al., 

1994). In some cases, it may go as far as to negatively impact academic performance 

(Blume, Baldwin, & Ryan, 2013; DiBartolo & Molina, 2010) or even promote the 

dropout rate (DiBartolo & Molina, 2010). In Mayer’s study (1989, cited in Thomas et al., 

1994), “speaking before a group” received the highest rating of fear (42%) than death 

(19%) did. Naturally, avoidance of engaging in situations or activities where speaking is 

involved becomes the most frequently observed behavior among people with speech 

anxiety. (Blume, Baldwin, & Ryan, 2013).  Having the power to rein the fear kindled by 

public speaking scenarios, thus, seems to be one desirable asset one can hope to pursuit 

and acquire (Thomas et al., 1994). If one gets nervous in situations where he/she has to 

speak in public, he or she is likely to cut the speech short, which will compromise the 

effectiveness of the intended message (MacIntyre & Thivierge, 1995; Merritt et al., 2001) 

http://uh.summon.serialssolutions.com/search?s.dym=false&s.q=Author%3A%22Dwyer%2C+Karen+Kangas%22


54 
 

 
 

and give the impression of unwillingness to communicate (MacIntyre & Thivierge, 1995). 

To help students overcome their fear of speaking in front of an audience, communication 

researchers and professionals have devoted a great deal of efforts to developing practices 

and models in the past decades (Finn et al., 2009).  

Public speaking anxiety is found significantly reduced once speaking skills are 

enhanced (Pribyl et al., 2001); there are some models or techniques, however, being 

reported to go a long way than skills training in reducing public speaking anxiety, such 

cognitive behavioral therapies (Behnke & Sawyer, 2004) or exposure-based therapies 

(Finn et al., 2009). Given speech anxiety is not one single and uniform construct, 

integrative or multidimensional approaches are considered more effective to public 

speaking anxiety reduction (Dwyer, 2000; Finn et al., 2009; Safir, Wallach, & Bar-Zvi; 

Schoenberger, 1993). The combined effects of different approaches are believed to be 

able to address three major components generated from anxiety: Physiological reactivity, 

maladaptive cognitions, and avoidance behavior (Schoenberger, 1993). 

Contrary to what has been recommended in most foreign language studies that 

efforts should be made to eliminate anxiety arousals from the class, wisdom from 

emotional processing theory that is useful and applicable to language anxiety is that the 

presence of fear stimulants is necessary in order for fear reduction to take place. To make 

sure the treatment is effective, the fear stimuli that are activated must be at an optimal 

level or amount (Finn et al., 2009; Rauch & Foa, 2006); under- or over-activation of the 

fear structure is considered harmful to the effectiveness of the treatment. That is, if the 

dose of fear stimuli is not sufficient enough to arouse fear responses or emotions, or if the 
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dose is too high and results in the arousal of too much emotion, anxiety symptoms cannot 

be successfully reduced (Rauch & Foa, 2006).  

Another piece of sound advice for all of us who teach foreign language is “the 

longer one is exposed to a fear arousing stimulus, the great the therapeutic effect (Behnke 

& Sawyer, 2004, p. 165). Sensitization and Habituation are two types of emotional 

processes that occur when responding to anxiety stimuli. These concepts are easy to 

understand and operate constantly in our daily lives. Sensitization is understood as an 

increased response and habituation as a decreased response to a repeatedly presented 

stimulus (Behnke & Sawyer, 2004; Finn et al., 2009). In public speaking context, four 

peaks of anxiety are identified in giving a speech: anticipation, confrontation, adaptation, 

and release. The first peak, anticipation, occurs the minute right before the speech; the 

second peak, confrontation, takes place at the very minute the speech begins; the third 

peak, adaptation, is the last minute of the speech; and the fourth peak, release, starts the 

minute the speech ends. (Behnke & Sawyer, 2001 and 2004; Finn et al., 2009). The most 

physically anxiety-arousing moment is the very moment when the speaker confronts with 

his/her audience (Behnke & Sawyer, 2001); the speaker is at his/her highest point of 

sensitivity. Once he/she gets to talk and familiarize with the audience, the sensitivity 

level drops as result of increased comfort level with the surrounding, the so-called 

habituation effects. As Finn et al. (2009) sum up, “as a general rule, the effects of 

sensitization decay rapidly while habituation to a previously feared stimulus tends to 

dissipate gradually” (p. 94).  

Behnke and Sawyer’s (2004) study found that habituation processes are better 

predictors of performance anxiety for all their participants than sensitization. That is, the 
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anxiety peaks of anticipation and confrontation are indeed nerve-racking moments, but it 

is the habituation effect, the change in anxiety during the initial confrontation with the 

audience, that impacts the speaker’s overall perception of his/her public speaking anxiety. 

If the habituation effects occur at a later time in the speech, then they are found to bear 

little influence on the perceived overall anxiety. Therefore, they stress the importance of 

attenuating sensitization and promoting habituation process and they remind us that it is 

extremely constructive to provide anxious speakers positive feedback in many forms 

during habituation process (Behnke & Sawyer, 2004). After all, “the longer speakers are 

exposed to their audiences without receiving a requisite level of negative stimulus, the 

more likely their public speaking state anxiety will decrease” (Finn et al., 2009, p. 95).  

Exposure based therapies for anxiety disorder are usually known to be effective if 

patients are given enough time and exposure to their feared stimuli, Seim, Waller, and 

Spates' (2010) study manages to support that dosed exposure treatment is equally as 

effective as prolonged exposure treatment for public speaking anxiety. Hindo and 

Gonza´lez-Prendes’ (2011) study demonstrates that one brief, three-session exposure-

based treatment can also be effective in reducing the overall level of social anxiety and 

public speaking anxiety of college student participants.  

Above-mentioned concepts point to the effectiveness of exposure-based strategies, 

such as brief repeated exposure, prolonged exposure, audience exposure, systematic 

desensitization, or visualization (Finn et al., 2009). According to Gray & McNaughton 

(2000, cited in Behnke & Sawyer, 2001 and 2004), it is of essential benefit to instill 

guided exposure with cognitive therapies to help reduce social anxiety, including public 

speaking anxiety. It is the speculation of the study that exposure-based strategies 
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employed in public speaking anxiety may be one promising venue applicable to treating 

foreign language speaking anxiety. 

According to MacIntyre and Thivierge (1995), public speaking anxiety is “the 

fear and uneasiness caused by the potentially threatening situation of speaking before a 

group of individuals” (p. 457) and highly associated with communication apprehension, 

performance apprehension, stage fright, audience anxiety, and personality traits, as well 

as how familiar one is with his/her audience. Audience familiarity is generally, although 

not always, believed to affect the level of public speaking anxiety. MacIntyre and 

Thivierge took a further step to understand how the speaker perceives the anticipated 

anxiety and willingness to speak by cross-examining three levels of audience familiarity, 

friends, acquaintances, and strangers, and two levels of audience pleasantness, pleasant 

and unpleasant, in three different contexts, academic, social, and professional.  Their 

finding suggests that although their student participants would prefer to speak to a more 

familiar and pleasant audience, which is consistent with most empirical studies, audience 

pleasantness impacts more than audience familiarity does on how one perceives the 

anticipated anxiety and the willingness to speak. That means a pleasant audience of 

strangers are preferable to an unpleasant audience of friends. They suspect that the 

studies of audience characteristics which found inconsistent effects of audience 

familiarity might have overlooked the component of audience pleasantness.   

Behnke and Sawyer (2001) advise that since it is impossible to eliminate the 

anxiety occurred at the confrontation stage, it should be beneficial that teachers 

implement activities which minimize sensitization and promote habituation in the realm 

of public speaking. Fin et al. (2009) suggest that communication instructors devote time 
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to providing the most supportive classroom atmosphere where students are nurtured with 

positive speaking experiences that will set them up for success in speaking situations in 

the future. Jokelova (2004) suggests that students will benefit from public speaking 

experiences in other courses, not just public speaking courses, in terms of public speaking 

anxiety reduction.  

Performance Anxiety 

 Turning to the arena of performing arts, we found that those who are to perform 

their talents before an audience, such as singers, actors, dancers, and musicians , novice 

or seasoned, do not experience less anxiety than language learners or public speakers do, 

given it is natural to fear about being judged and evaluated (Arneson, 2010; Haid, 1999; 

Miller, 2011). Performance anxiety, commonly called stage fright, is generally 

understood as the fear one feels on the stage when facing the audience. Nevertheless, 

stage fright can be an accumulated anticipatory stress that has been built up long prior to 

the moment on stage (Arneson, 2010; Miller, 2011; Merritt et al., 2011; Studer, Gomez, 

Hildebrandt, Arial, & Danuser, 2011). Stage fright is a serious issue for many performing 

artists and it might surprise you to learn that it has been a top medical problem for 

professional orchestra musicians (Merritt et al., 2011; Studer et al.., 2011). As a result, 

performance anxiety is reported to negatively impact people’s mental and physical health.  

If anxiety is no stranger to those who are trained to perform, it is not hard to 

understand why many language learners, who learn the target language as a subject at 

school with limited instruction time and exposure to the language, cannot be free from 

experiencing it when time comes for them to “perform” the language in various forms. 

According to Arneson (2010), twenty to ninety percent of performers have suffered from 
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serious performance anxiety, depending on the type of survey administered. Studer et 

al.’s (2011) study shows that one-third of their music student participants have also 

experienced stage fright as a problem and express the need for support and information 

about stage fright. Examining more into performance anxiety, one will find that many of 

the anxiety characteristics, traits, mindsets, and symptoms, as well as the impacts, are 

commonly shared among anxious performers, public speakers, and language learners. In 

light of how anxious performers react to the stressful events can substantially affect their 

qualities of performance and future career paths, investigation into performance anxiety 

has been an ongoing endeavor in the field of performing arts (Arneson, 2010; Haid, 1999; 

Studer et al., 2011).  

Three factors that are interrelated to one another which contribute to performance 

anxiety are the individual, the task, and the situation (Hoberg, 2008). Some people with 

certain personality traits are more prone to performance anxiety than others, such as 

perfectionism; Some types of performances induce more stress than others, such as solo 

vs. group performances; and some settings are more anxiety-provoking than others, such 

as concerts vs. parties (Hoberg, 2008; Whitcomb, 2008). Anxiety is both physiological 

and psychological; however, it is one’s psychological state of mind that perceives one’s 

situation which determines if it is threatening or not. In other words, “we don't feel 

anxious because of performing, the situation is anxious because of the way we feel” 

(Miller, 2011, para. 5). Miller (2011) considers that performance anxiety is not different 

from general anxiety, which has physiological, behavioral and cognitive components. 

Depending on the type of arts performed, physiological symptoms can include shaking, 

sweating, rapid breathing, racing heart, dizziness, concentration loss; behavioral 
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symptoms can be playing /singing off-key, playing/signing/dancing off beat, fingers 

slipping off keys, etc.; cognitive symptoms can be any negative thoughts, fears and 

worries that have started prior, during and after the performance (Miller, 2011; Zhukov, 

2009).  

When anxiety is perceived, our body triggers the fight-or-flight response to 

protect us from mental or physical harm. It is a physiological reaction that when faced 

with threat or stressful situations, the human nervous system is activated to prepare us to 

fight or flee from the perceived danger, either real or imaginary (Arneson, 2010; Cherry, 

n.d.; Merritt et al.., 2001; Miller, 2011). As anxiety level rises, so do negative thoughts. 

Such negative thoughts can actually reinforce and exaggerate the perceived threat in an 

irrational way that impairs the focus and functioning (Merritt et al., 2001). Miller (2011) 

lists three qualities that make a successful performer, a) a technical control of their 

instrument, b) good taste in using this technique musically and artistically and c) the 

courage to do this in front of an audience” (para. 7). Although under preparation or 

performing beyond one’s current abilities can fuel anxiety (Haid, 1999; Whitcomb, 2008), 

having to perform in public is no doubt one of the few things that can trigger anxiety so 

quickly and effectively (Miller, 2011).  

Similar to language learners, avoidance behavior is also one coping strategy 

observed in singers who are suffering from performance anxiety (Arneson, 2010; Studer 

et al., 2011). While many anxious performers might seek help through medication, 

meditation, breathing exercises, in some extreme cases, some may turn to substance or 

alcohol use (Studer et al., 2011). In Studer et al.’s study, perception of stage fright as a 

problem significantly predicts the frequency of and acceptance of medication use. In his 
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review of numerous studies, Arneson (2010) seems to find that “the more advanced the 

musicians are in their career, the more the use of medication as coping strategies 

increases (p. 768). These unhealthy coping strategies, which result from the debilitating 

effects of performance anxiety, without doubt, can affect their health, personal lives, and 

potentially promising careers (Studer et al., 2011). Anxiety may be both the cause and 

effect of failure. Anxiety can cause poor performance, and poor performance, in turn, can 

induce more anxiety thereby perpetuating the vicious cycle (Miller, 2011). That said, 

performance anxiety is not always found to be a problem. Anxiety can be motivational 

and beneficial. According to Yerkes-Dodson law, there exists an inverted U-shaped 

relationship between performance and emotion arousal. A certain amount of stress and 

anxiety can stimulate better performance, but only up to a point (Başol & Zabun, 2014; 

Zhukov, 2009). Too much and too less over that certain amount are harmful and 

ineffective respectively. Hamann (1982, as cited in Miller, 2011) found that performers’ 

state of anxiety increases in accordance with trait anxiety, and performers with greater 

mastery of the instrument benefit more from high levels of state anxiety than those with 

the same level of trait anxiety but less mastery of the instrument. A moderate amount of 

stress and anxiety is generally perceived to be necessary to help enhance concentration 

and to motivate for a better performance (Hoberg, 2008; Millder, 2011; Studer et al., 

2011; Whitcomb, 2008), a concept, again, shared by language learning. Given anxiety is 

defined by one’s own perception, it is reasonable to think that the so-called “moderate 

amount” of anxiety is very individual, task, and situation specific. 

 In the performing arts field, a wide range of strategies are proposed and reported 

effective in treating performance anxiety. Merritt et al. (2001) found in their study that 
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the experimental group receiving a specialized vocal and physical skills training program 

over a period of 10 weeks effectively reduced the level of perceived performance anxiety 

more so than the control group receiving a text analysis program by the same teacher. 

Behavioral therapies, such as deep muscle relaxation and desensitization that focus on 

modification of dysfunctional behaviors, are found effective.  

Studer et al. (2010) discover in their study that breathing exercises, self-control 

techniques, and medication are rated as effective and the most frequently used strategies 

by their music student participants. Self-control techniques provided by Arneson, (2010) 

involve self-talk, self-encouragement, and self-awareness, such as to encourage oneself to 

accept and understand one’s fear, to keep negative thoughts in perspective, to learn to 

manage criticism, to set realistic expectations, etc. According to Arneson, there may be 

times when we just have to confront our fear and learn to live with criticism. The more 

we overcome our fear, the more performance anxiety can be eliminated, but the 

fundamental prerequisite is we want to make sure we must prepare, focus, plan, study, 

practice, and give our best (Arneson, 2010; Haid, 1999).   

Active and Passive Coping Strategies 

Coping strategies have been defined in various ways; one of the best definitions 

that capture the essence of the term might be “constantly changing cognitive and 

behavioral efforts to manage specific external and internal demands that are appraised as 

taxing or exceeding the resources of the person’’  (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 141, 

cited in Eaddy, 2003). Coping strategies are either categorized into problem-focused and 

emotion-focused coping strategies by Folkman and Lazarus (1980, as cited in Ryan, 2013) 

or identified as active and passive types (Bardwell, Ancoli-Israel, & Dimsdale, 2001; 



63 
 

 
 

Carroll, Cassidy, & Côté, 2006; McCleary, 2007), a concept introduced by Light and 

Obrist (1980, as cited in McCleary, 2007). Emotion-focused coping strategies are aimed 

at decreasing negative thinking and emotions, and problem-focused coping strategies are 

targeted at modifying the person-environment relationship (Studer et al., 2011). The 

current study will borrow Light and Obrist’s active-passive conceptualization to 

understand the available approaches proposed to language anxiety reduction. Simply put, 

active coping strategies refer to the type of strategies that rely on “one's own ability to 

affect a desired outcome,” whereas passive coping strategies stress on “sources outside 

oneself to affect change” (McCleary, 2007, p88). To apply these concepts to language 

anxiety situations, active coping strategies would be those requiring students’ own efforts 

to confront and deal with their feared stimuli; whereas passive coping strategies would be 

those calling for teachers’ attempts to control and minimize the generation of anxiety. If 

to categorize precisely the currently available coping strategies proposed to language 

teachers, they should be labeled based on whose role is required to make the efforts: the 

teacher (passive), the student (active), or the collaboration of the two (semi-active).  On a 

second thought, since the role of a teacher is fundamental and fixed in an academic 

teaching context, it is probably impossible to find a pure active model that does not 

involve teacher’s role in the process. It may be, therefore, feasible and appropriate to 

distinguish passive approaches that solely emphasize teacher’s responsibilities from 

active approaches that stress the ultimate scaffolding role of the teacher aimed at guiding 

students to gradually walk toward their fears and eventually to form the coping habits to 

deal with challenges in a more initiative way. 
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In the cases of pain, the use of active or passive coping strategies is usually found 

associated with positive or negative adjustment to pain respectively. Pain patients who 

employ active coping strategies would manage to function, stay active, or engage in 

physical exercise regardless of the pain; while those who adopt passive coping strategies 

would refrain themselves from staying active, hold back social activities, rely on others 

for assistance, or wait for better medication (Carroll et al., 2006). That is, active coping 

strategies are approaches of problem-solving, and passive coping strategies are methods 

of avoidance and escape. Individuals who make more use of active coping strategies 

usually believe in their abilities to adapt, improve, and achieve a certain outcome. On the 

contrary, those who tend to use more passive coping strategies have less faith in 

themselves and more dependence on the resources of others. It is believed that the 

possession of self-efficacy impacts the choice of coping strategies and sets the two types 

of users apart (McCleary, 2007).  

In the medical field to treat pain or stressful situations, evidence of using more 

passive and less active coping strategies usually points to poor outcomes; much worse 

outcomes are even more notable when depressive symptoms are present (Bardwell et al., 

2001; Carroll et al., 2006) even in the cases where active coping strategies do not 

necessarily predict a significantly fast rate of recovery or improvement (Carroll et al., 

2006; McCleary, 2007). Although coping style is usually considered a stable 

characteristic of a person, Carroll et al. (2006) find theoretical and empirical reasons to 

believe that coping may be associated with a dynamic process, in which coping styles 

change over time and different stages may best call for different types of coping 
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strategies. The concept of the effectiveness of combined coping strategies is also 

supported in Ryan’s (2013) study. 

As research from medical literature and my own point of view dictate, the 

resemblance of rationales of selecting one coping style over another can be drawn 

between various patients and language learners. Language learners who adopt active 

coping strategies would step out of their comfort zone to confront new materials, take 

risks, and attempt unfamiliar structures that are usually avoided by their fellow 

classmates (Scovel, 1978), and those who employ passive coping strategies would 

postpone taking language courses, take little part in class discussions, or avoid any life 

path that has association with foreign language use (Horwitz et al., 1986). Above-

mentioned strategies are learner-developed strategies in response to their anxiety in 

language learning process; this section, however, aims to identify teacher-developed 

passive and active strategies that are proposed to language teaching. These teacher-

developed coping strategies will take on different meanings than those of their students in 

terms of active and passive coping strategies. The current study defines passive coping 

strategies as any approach targeting the removal of classroom anxiety arousers and the 

teachers’ efforts to take away the potential threats of anxiety; that is, little to no student 

effort is required in the process. Accordingly, any measures requiring students to involve 

themselves directly in problem solving and to confront the fear in any forms will be 

considered as active coping strategies. 

Language teachers are all familiar with the coping strategies their students have 

developed and used, which can be very different from person to person due to their 

personality traits, similar to how patients with different characteristics often vary in their 
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choices of coping strategies (Carroll et al., 2006). If applying to language teaching the 

concepts from the medical field which illustrate that different coping strategies may be of 

different importance at different stages (Carroll et al., 2006) and that more active and less 

passive coping strategies might work better than the other way around or any way alone 

(Bardwell et al., 2001; Carroll et al., 2006; McCleary, 2007; Ryan, 2013), language 

teachers should be prompted to make more deliberate and concerted efforts to design 

their own or investigate and provide available resources for suitable strategies to address 

language anxiety issues.  

Currently Available Pedagogical Coping Strategies 

The following coping strategies commonly proposed in dealing with foreign 

language anxiety may be recognized on any given point in the continuum that goes from 

passive- to active-oriented coping strategies. Originally, I meant to sequence these 

strategies from extremely passive to extremely active. However, some of the strategies 

can be ambiguous. For this reason, placement into active or passive categories would be 

difficult, depending on how the strategies are interpreted and how they are actually be 

adopted in the classrooms. To avoid my incorrect interpretation of the researchers’ 

intended meanings of their proposed strategies, I thought it best that I simply report what 

has been recommended.  

Gregersen and Horwitz’s  (2002) study seeking to understand the relationship 

between language anxiety and perfectionism discovered that anxious students share quite 

a few distinct traits with perfectionists and proposed that “ employed for perfectionism 

treatment may be applicable for anxious second or foreign language learners, although 

the authors did not expand into discussing possible perfectionism treatments. Delving 
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into the literature on perfectionism, I learned that, in fact, there are no established 

treatments for perfectionism (Glover et al., 2007). Commonly used treatments for 

perfectionism to date are identified as cognitive-behavioral therapy (Glover et al., 2007; 

Flett, Greene, & Hewitt, 2004), emotion-focused therapy (Flett et al., 2004), and group 

therapy (Kutlesa & Arthur, 2008). In brief, these treatments help perfectionists recognize 

and understand their fear and anxiety and guide them to change attitudes, mindsets, 

beliefs, emotions, behaviors, etc.  

In von Worde’s (2003) study that suggests anxiety indeed negatively affects 

language learning experience, the researcher proposes that, in order to reduce anxiety, 

teachers should provide a low stress, friendly, and supportive learning environment, 

guide students to create on their own a support system with their peers, be sensitive to 

what students fear, encourage students to confront them, be mindful of error correction, 

design purposeful collaborative activities, take learning styles into consideration, etc. 

Woodrow’s (2006) study, which confirms the input, processing, and output stages 

of anxiety as a result of skills deficit or retrieval interference, advises that students with 

skills deficit due to poor study habits and skills would profit from direct teaching of 

language learning strategies and scaffolding of skills and that students with retrieval 

difficulty would gain from relaxation intervention methods.  

In Na’s (2007) study which shows that test anxiety and English classroom anxiety 

negatively correlate with language achievement in her high school student participants, 

the researcher recommends that a relaxed learning atmosphere should be provided, 

negative evaluation of students should be avoided, effects of potential test stress should 

be played down, and nature of language anxiety and coping strategies should be taught. 
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Worth mentioning is that Na does not whole-heartedly propose removing the anxiety 

arousals all together in a language classroom and alerts that teachers should not help their 

students shun away altogether from the inevitable anxiety involved in the language 

learning process. She recognizes the benefits of a moderate amount of anxiety that is not 

too high or too low but enough to keep the students on their toes to encourage more 

learning.  

Aydin (2008) also highly emphasizes the role of the teacher in alleviating 

language students’ anxiety. He recommends that teacher awareness about foreign 

language anxiety should be developed during their pre-service and in-service training to 

help students deal with language anxiety. Language students should create a low-stress 

and supportive language learning environment and incorporate activities that will reduce 

anxiety level, such as pair work, group work, games, and structured exercises. 

Awan et al.’s (2010) study that is in line with the previous studies supporting the 

detrimental role of language anxiety on language achievement suggests that more 

positive speaking experiences should be created and anxiety-provoking ones avoided. 

According to them, language teachers should be committed to creating a friendly, 

encouraging, motivating, and relaxed classroom atmosphere where language learners are 

made sure to understand that feeling anxious is quite common in the process of learning 

and using the target language. They also advise that language teachers should be sensitive 

and responsive to the situations where anxiety might occur, classroom activities should 

be designed in a way that can reduce anxiety, and the delivery and the pace of the lessons 

should be adjusted to the appropriate level of the students. They consider it the language 
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teachers’ responsibility to minimize their students’ anxiety so that learning can be 

improved and motivation and confidence increased.  

In Wang’s (2010) study which reveals that over 50% of the students have 

experienced moderate or high levels of speaking anxiety, that personality factors are the 

main causes of speaking anxiety, and that language achievement and speaking anxiety are 

interrelated to one another, the researcher proposes several according instructional 

strategies aimed at reducing speaking anxiety that is caused by personality traits. They all 

involve teachers’ efforts. In brief, Wang suggests that teachers should provide a cheerful 

atmosphere, give consistent rewards or positive reinforcement, help students develop 

communication skills, offer students adequate speaking practice, and reshape and 

introduce a more meaningful definition of speaking competence in today’s world. 

Liu and Huang (2011) also point out the benefit of a certain amount of anxiety to 

push for better performance and caution teachers to be mindful of their strategies in 

coping students’ anxiety. In light of fear of negative evaluation can be a positive 

predictor of English performance in English, they believe students can be motivated with 

presence of moderate pressure. That said, they generally believe anxiety as a whole is a 

negative force contributing to poor performance. They suggest that teachers should 

construct a relaxed learning setting, set realistic and attainable goals, promote language 

use, and provide students with more positive feedback. They also recognize the 

importance to promote interest in the target language and culture and to cultivate 

motivation for better language performance. The reasons being, if one is more acquainted 

with the language and the culture, the feeling of alienation will be dissipated, which leads 

to less anxiety, and if motivation to learn the target language is increased, the willingness 
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and initiation to use the language will be enhanced and encouraged, which could also 

contribute to reducing language learning anxiety.   

Ghonsooly, Khajavy, and Asadpour (2012) note in their study that as anxiety 

decreases, perceived communicative competence increases, and when such relationship is 

observed, the willingness to communicate increases accordingly. Therefore, they suggest 

that in order for students to communicate effectively, teachers should create an “anxiety-

free” environment for their students. They also advise that teachers pay attention to how 

they encourage their students to speak and that the mentality of “errors should be avoided 

at any cost” (p. 208) must be discouraged, considering students may be too anxious about 

making mistakes and would be less willing to take risks and speak in class. 

Targeted at highly anxious language learners who were not capable of 

recognizing the benefits of failure, Nishitani and Matsuda (2011) conducted a study in 

2009 that seeks to create a model that takes into account of language anxiety and the 

interpretation of anxiety for teaching learning strategies. They concluded and proposed a 

cyclical model that emphasizes the use of learning strategies that promote the 

understanding of benefits and values of failure so that better performance can be induced 

and that the use of learning strategies can be continually valued and adopted to encourage 

more improvement. Regrettably, no detailed and specific examples of the learning 

strategies they referred to were given for readers’ references. 

I would like to borrow a famous quote by Vivian Greene that states, "Life isn't 

about waiting for the storm to pass; it's about learning to dance in the rain" as a symbolic 

of an active mindset for dealing with problems. On one hand, if we are to promote 

foreign language learning to those who do not relate themselves with the target language 
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in the first place, it should be of extreme importance that the motivators (teachers) do 

whatever they can in their power to instill that interest in their students, emotionally or 

intellectually. At this stage, passive-oriented approaches might work best.  On the other 

hand, if the ultimate goal of learning a foreign language is to use it, and if using it in real 

life situations will induce anxiety inevitably, a gradually-increased authentic anxiety 

should be exposed to language learners one way or the other to allow them to learn to get 

used to it. Thus, at later stages, a larger dosage of active-oriented approaches, along with 

portions of passive ones, might be more practical.  
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Chapter Three:  Methodology 

Research Overview 

The study contained two phases. The objective of the first phase was to collect the 

types of language anxiety the international EFL students had experienced and to 

understand their perceptions of how anxiety might have been triggered and the impacts it 

might have brought upon them.  Additionally, the objective was to document the 

effective anxiety coping strategies the participants expressed to have developed or 

adopted that I felt worth borrowing and spreading in the field of language teaching and 

learning. This covered language learning attitudes, histories, and experiences that 

included interests, motivations, engagement, language learning settings, teacher 

characteristics, peer pressure, parental involvement, and academic grades.  Perceived 

language competence was also discussed and the participants’ temperaments and 

personalities explored. The objective of the second phase of the study was dedicated to 

gathering the participants to form a focus group to brainstorm and create curricular and 

instructional innovations that they believed could address anxiety in language learning 

and teaching. 

Pedagogical Purpose 

 The general population tends to believe that language anxiety is negatively 

associated with learning outcome because most studies find that those who do poorly in 

language classrooms generally possess a higher level of language anxiety (Aida 1994; 

Awan et al., 2010; Demirdaş & Bozdoğan, 2013; Horwitz et al., 1986; Kim, 1998; 

Phillips, 1992; Rodriguez’s 1995). The truth is that the anxiety which has been 

experienced has little to do with learning the language per se.  Instead, it is in fact an 
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array of performance-related anxieties, such as speaking, listening, test-taking, or fear of 

making mistakes (Awan et al., 2010; Horwitz et al., 1986; Phillips, 1992; Shomoossi et al, 

2008). I was therefore convinced that such a prevalent assumption results in falsely 

mistaking performance-related anxiety for learning anxiety. Where there are 

performances of any form involved, there are risks to take or mistakes to make, which 

can be very likely to set off anxiety because of the fear of failure, fear of negative 

evaluation, and self-esteem issues. I believed that these performance-related anxieties are 

subject to being experienced not just by those who happen to have a less desirable 

learning outcome.  For this reason, I had every reason to believe that the first phase of the 

study would find that international EFL students, who must possess the required English 

proficiency prior to admission to the programs, were no exception and would have 

experienced anxiety to a certain degree. If that were the case, the study was interested in 

learning how participants handled the anxiety perceived. 

Given that performance-related language anxiety is still something commonly 

expressed by language learners, evidence indicates that our current language teaching 

practices have room to improve. As mentioned earlier, no one perfect language program 

or curriculum can really cancel out one’s perceived anxiety in the real world at least in 

the beginning of phases.  But it is always worth coming up with new approaches to 

expose our language students with as realistic as possible an experience that may better 

help them adjust and overcome the real-time anxiety in a non-overwhelming and 

manageable manner. It was hoped that the anxiety these international EFL learners were 

vulnerable to in and out of American classrooms mirrored the areas of absence of training 

back in the home classroom.  Additionally, it was hoped that their coping strategies 
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would hint at curricular directions of focus that can be incorporated into language lesson 

planning, such as how scenarios can be effectively manipulated to gradually allow in-

class students to start to get the feel of real-world anxiety and get to practice their 

anxiety-counteracting skills. 

 The second phase of the study brought the voices of international students to the 

table. We have a Chinese proverb that surmises: “Prolonged illness makes the patient a 

good doctor.” If I draw the analogy of patient vs. doctor with student vs. teacher, 

perspectives of students are not necessarily inferior or less valuable than those of teachers. 

It was meaningful to hear students’ suggestions as to what alternative classroom practices 

can address language anxiety and bridge the gap of the classroom and the real world. 

Only when participant voices are heard might the discussion be made possible regarding 

whether or not their ideas are worth circulating and simulating is made possible. If 

readers should find the need to address otherwise, I shall welcome to hearing different 

opinions and to brainstorm together creative language teaching and learning practices that 

can effectively address the by-product of language learning, language anxiety. 

Personal Purpose 

It took several years for me to finally make positive meaning out of my own 

language anxiety experience.  It was after I conceived my personal formula, “personal 

challenges + efforts to improve = contribution to others,” that I came to terms with my 

language anxiety.  I took it as a task assigned to me to relate to my experiences to 

language anxious students and to do something about it. I have to believe that we are who 

we are for a reason and refuse to accept that I have a disposition to be anxious for no 

reason. Before I could even think about making a difference, I considered it advantageous 



75 
 

 
 

to have experienced it, to understand what it really felt like, and to have gone through my 

own learning curve to realize what had or had not worked for me.  The study allowed me 

to expand my investigation into the lives of individuals sharing similar experiences. 

The generalizability of the study was going to be very limited but humbly 

intended to render some learnable points to those who relate or partially relate to the 

emotional, behavioral, and psychological repertoires under the contexts exemplified in 

the study, and earnestly to point language teachers in directions and to perspectives worth 

considering. Everyone has different aspects of challenges with room to grow and better 

themselves. Only when those challenges are overcome and when those efforts are made 

public and shared can we benefit from persevering. Who else would be a better candidate 

to explore the topic of foreign language anxiety than those who are suffering from it and 

know best what it feels like? Hence, I embraced the language anxiety that has been 

attacking me and was determined to make sense of all these challenges. 

The research questions that this study will focus on are as follows: 

1. What situations trigger anxiety, and why do they act as language anxiety triggers 

for international students in both their home and host countries’ classrooms? 

2. What are the impacts of language anxiety, if there are any, on international 

students’ overall language experience? 

3. Having been through two learning scenarios, one as EFL students in their home 

country and one as international students in the United States, what pedagogical 

recommendations would they make to address the issues of language anxiety to 

home and host institutions and instructors? 
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Theoretical Framework  

Through the use of qualitative interview approach, the study aimed to understand 

international EFL students’ perceptions and experiences of language anxiety in terms of 

English learning and its application in real-life contexts. The reasons for choosing the 

qualitative method instead of quantitative method for this particular topic were both 

experiential and theoretical. On a personal level, it was not until I had a chance to 

conduct a mixed method study on a similar language anxiety topic as a course assignment 

that I came to discover that the interview data quite often did not correspond to the survey 

data at its face value. I noticed during the interview that participants would reflect back 

on the survey questions that they previously responded to with a totally opposite answer. 

It took a depth of conversation to understand that the participants’ interpretations of or 

answers to a question could fluctuate depending on the mood of the participants at the 

time of the survey or the interview. In other words, they could give two contradictory 

responses to the same question under two different time periods governed by how they 

perceived the question asked at that time. These seemingly contradicting or inconsistent 

responses, however, might be logical and explainable if time or space were given for 

further elaboration. That course assignment helped me understand survey questions could 

not serve well for a topic that involves layers of complexity in thought and delicacy in 

feeling which might not even be consciously known or accessible to the participants 

without going through meaning negotiation.  

On a theoretical level, qualitative research values the perspectives of and pursues 

the meanings of actions and experiences of each individual as a whole in a given context 

or culture as part of their methodological framework (Carspecken, 1996; Winter, 2000). 
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It also skeptical of any attempt to measure actions, conditions, and experiences as 

variables that are otherwise termed and sought after in quantitative social science 

(Carspecken, 1996). As Carspecken pointed out, “social action and human experience are 

always, in every instance, highly contextualized. Generalizing across contexts is 

dangerous” (p. 25). Because it is the contextualized meaning, not the generalizability, the 

study pursued, I believe that only through the use of qualitative approach can a deeper 

depth of understanding and range of perspectives be garnered (Hunde & Tacconi, 2013; 

Mason 2010).  

The qualitative approach, however, has its own critics. Given that a qualitative 

researcher is “the instrument of both data collection and data interpretation” (Rajendran, 

2001, p.2), it gives rise to the potential threat of researcher subjectivity and biases in the 

research process. All the data presented in front of the researcher might be challenged for 

truthfulness depending on how they are consciously, unconsciously, or subconsciously 

filtered through the qualitative researcher’s mind. Since there are no methodological rules 

shared and agreed upon among qualitative researchers, qualitative researcher’s inquiry 

skills, knowledge, abilities, styles, and experiences fundamentally impact the quality of 

data collection, analysis, and interpretation (Rajendran, 2001). As a novice qualitative 

researcher, I understood it was extremely important to explore certain well-established 

guidelines and procedures that can help democratize and neutralize the research process 

to its best possibility (Carspecken, 1996; Rajendran, 2001).  

To conduct a good critical research study, I bore in mind that my value orientation 

should not affect the integrity of reporting the findings that might contradict what I 

believed and that biases should be kept out of the study as much as possible, as alerted by 
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many researchers (Carspecken, 1996; Rajendran, 2001). Being a lifelong learner and a 

teacher, I knew there was no one-size-fits-all approach in teaching; my “believed truth” 

cannot be the only right way to think.  

  Carspecken recommends the preliminary steps and five stages for conducting 

critical qualitative research. The study followed the preliminary steps but selected and 

adopted only pertinent and suitable components introduced in his five-stage research 

method that can be applied to the context of this interview-only study. According to the 

preliminary steps suggested, first, I made a list of all the questions I have in a “general, 

broad, comprehensive, and flexible” (p. 41) way, with the understanding that I am 

allowed to change questions at any point during my study.  Second, second, I kept notes 

for the information or terms that warranted further study to help answer my questions.  

And third, I was encouraged to examine and disclose my value orientations so my biases 

in my data interpretation and analysis, although open to readers’ scrutiny, could be 

understood by the reader. A self-reflection, which my advisor encouraged me to write, 

proceeded the data collection. Rationales and reasons were provided to explain why I 

believe my own experiences in contact with the English language can serve as a discourse 

with which to highlight some of the promising classroom practices and mindset 

cultivation that have been absent in the foreign language classrooms. At the same time, 

the self-reflection was seen as a path to understanding how I landed on the values I am 

holding now, which I have to believe must be shared by some others like me somewhere 

out there. So, this is not a piece of writing that is all about understanding “me.”  

Nevertheless, I worked consciously to make sure I kept my biases in check during 

the entire research process and certainly did sugarcoat or hide them when I found the 
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need to convey them in the write-up. It was also my responsibility to compile the data as 

thick and rich as possible, to capture the best dimensions of perspectives, and to present 

my finding and conclusions according to how I contextualized the data and how I 

believed they can be applied and added to the existing practices dealing with foreign 

language anxiety.  Readers will decide on their own how to interpret the data and to what 

degree they do or do not agree with my conclusions (Hunde & Tacconi, 2013). More 

insights from different perspectives are always needed for a better understanding of all 

the unknown. 

Participants 

Three Chinese-speaking international students enrolled in the doctoral education 

programs at the University of Houston would be sought to participate in this two-phase 

study. Since I am a Chinese-speaking international student in the doctoral education 

program, I would like to recruit the individuals who shared with me a similar learning 

context, background, culture and to understand how similarly or differently we 

experienced and coped with language-related anxieties, if there were any.  

Instruments 

Interview Protocol. Before the interviews, an interview protocol was developed 

using Carspecken’s model. The characteristic of this model is that it encourages the 

highest flexibility in its interview protocol design. A start-off question, a list of covert 

categories, and several possible follow-up questions were composed under each pursued 

domain to help generate dialogical data. The interview protocol explored four domains: 

English Learning Experience, Foreign Language Anxiety Issues, Language Anxiety 

Management Issues, and Temperament and Personality traits (See Appendix A). 
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Focus Group Agenda. A focus group agenda was used to guide the discussion in 

the focus group meeting (see Appendix B). The discussion points, perspectives, and 

recommendations from the focus group will be used to answer my third research question. 

Data Collection 

 Prior to the face-to-face interviews in the first phase of the study, interview skills 

were explored, studied, and practiced in order to best solicit participant narratives in a 

non-leading way. Carspecken’s qualitative interview techniques that pay serious attention 

to interviewer responses were referenced during each interview. The concern was to 

minimize the risk of leading or influencing what the participants would like to disclose or 

open up to me, although I have to admit that it might be the biggest challenge in the data 

collection process for me, and I might not execute these techniques perfectly. I will, 

however, indicate in the report the identified bad executions should they occur, so they 

may be questioned and discussed. I have reviewed the interviewer responses introduced 

in Carspecken’s book. They are bland encouragements, low-inference paraphrasing, non-

leading leads, active listening, medium-inference paraphrasing, and high-inference 

paraphrases. They may sound easy and simple in terms of what they are and when to use 

them, but they are nowhere near to be considered “natural” in the way I would normally 

conduct a conversation with anyone. It is in my conversational nature to easily interact 

and respond with whatever comments or questions that pop into my head. Because my 

conversational style might run the risk of leading as a result of speaking too much, 

speaking as little as possible seems to be the desirable approach.  How I can speak less 

while still being able to keep the conversation going becomes my new task when 

conducting an interview. During the interview, it is important to be able to interact in a 
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way that seems to be a two-way conversation, but, in fact, it is the participants who do 

most of the talking; I just need the skills to make them feel that I am “talking” too. I will 

consciously remind myself to mingle the techniques Carspecken suggests, such as one-

word utterances, facial expressions, repeating what was just said to me, or paraphrasing 

in a non-leading way, so I can fill the silence, appear less mechanic or robotic, and “talk” 

non-verbally.  

A participant recruitment email was created and sent to the potential participants 

who are currently studying in the doctoral education programs. For the first phase of the 

study, the participating international EFL students helped to answer the first two 

questions.  They were: What situations trigger anxiety, and why do they act as language 

anxiety triggers for international students in both their home and host countries’ 

classrooms? What are the impacts of language anxiety, if there are any, on international 

students’ overall language experience? Phase two is committed to answering question 

three. Since question three requires serious thought and planning, and the success of this 

phase relies on the participants’ willingness to go an extra mile to contribute fully to the 

efforts. The plan for the second phase is that the participants will spend some alone time 

reflecting on any language anxiety-related encounters they have had or witnessed and 

contemplating on possible solutions for home and host institutions and/or instructors to 

chew over. A roundtable meeting will be planned on a coordinated schedule to have 

every one share their practical and workable proposals; more brainstorming and 

collaboration will be expected in the meeting. 

 In order to stay true to the interview and meeting data and to allow the 

conversations to be transcribed into texts for further analysis, a request for having an 
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audio recorder on during the interview and the meeting will be made to and approved by 

all participants. They will be guaranteed that the researcher-participant confidentiality 

will be maintained. Although contents of the interview will be reported, no individual 

names or identities of any sort will be recorded and revealed in the study. Pseudonyms 

will be used to replace the participants’ real names throughout the entire study. All data, 

materials, and records obtained during the research process will be securely stored and no 

one, other than the dissertation committee members of the researcher and the researcher 

herself, will have access to them. That said, the identities of the participants in the second 

phase, although will be kept private as a default manner, will be acknowledged should the 

participants request so. The consideration is that they have the right to claim the credit for 

their efforts of their well thought-out, meticulous, innovative, visionary strategies and 

solutions; they are entitled to their hard work. Naturally, it feels disrespectful not to 

identify and acknowledge them for their tours de force that are meant to benefit the field; 

however, I will respect their desires as to whether they would like to be recognized by 

name. 

 A semi-structured, in-depth interview will be conducted with each participant. 

Although the prepared interview protocol is at hand to facilitate the conversation, the 

researcher will and should be prepared for any unexpected range and direction of the 

talks and for the need to change the follow-up questions accordingly to react to the 

participants’ responses to the open-ended questions.  Carspecken reminds that the role of 

a qualitative researcher is of a facilitator, instead of a colleague or a peer. My duty is to 

provide a secure environment that makes the participants comfortable sharing their 

thoughts with me. Definitely there will not be any level of debating or exchange of ideas 
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during interview. If necessary, I, however, can go back and check with the participants 

for clarification during the data analysis stage should I find inconsistent views, which I 

might have failed to identify in the conversations, or I can choose to share my 

interpretation and findings to the participants for verification at the end of the write-up. If 

their clarification or verification somehow does not add up, or I sense there might be 

more to it, as Carspecken advises, I should report honestly their sides of the stories from 

their points of view, but I am to discuss the points with which I have my concerns and 

doubts. Here again, data will be presented as rich as necessary for readers to draw their 

own conclusions. 

Data Analysis 

All the interviews and the group discussion will be conducted in Chinese to 

ensure comfort level, to promote disclosure and productivity, and to avoid 

miscommunication and misunderstanding. The audio-recorded interview data will be 

transcribed in Chinese before analysis; only the write-up data will be translated into 

English. The content of the group discussion will not be transcribed but the points made 

and developed from the discussion will be used to answer the third research question. 

Emerging themes from the interview data will be categorized and coded first for each 

individual participant and later for across participants. Given the experiences we have 

had in countless conversations in our daily lives, we often find that as far as human 

communication is concerned, literal utterances could conceal a great amount of  subtle 

and yet connotative meanings. Statements or claims that seem to bear layered meanings 

will be further explored and interpreted through meaning reconstruction, validity 

reconstruction, and horizon analysis introduced by Carspecken (1996). Through the 
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analysis of the transcribed interview data, it is hoped that some patterns will be 

discovered, not in a way to intend to generalize them across groups, settings, or cultures 

but to truthfully record what does and does not exist in the data, that relationships can be 

found, and that knowledge can be added to the field of foreign language anxiety.  

In order for a valid analysis, interpretation, and conclusion of a data set to be 

made possible, it is essential to have the valid data with which to begin. The fact that 

interviews are saturated with one’s subjective opinions, attitudes, emotions, feelings, etc. 

to a certain topic makes the validity of the data highly dependent on the degree of 

truthfulness and honesty of the disclosures and willingness of the participants to open up 

to me. Since we do not have access to their subjective minds, we need some form of 

validating mechanism that can help us prevent, identify, verify, alert, and inform the 

potential threats and discrepancies appearing in the interview data, so further 

examinations and explanations can be sought. Carspecken also emphasizes the 

importance of the researcher’s ability to reconstruct subjective-referenced claims as if the 

participants are making them. 

Carspecken brings forth seven procedures to strengthen subjective validity claims. 

Of all the seven procedures introduced, five were applied to this interview-only study: 1). 

I definitely checked the consistency on the recorded interviews to see if any discrepant 

views are expressed. If any seemingly contradicting views were spotted, I revisited the 

participants for clarification. 2). I consciously paid attention to how I word my questions 

or responses during the interview. Non-leading interview techniques were used as 

encouraged by Carspecken. 3). I also used the help of peer de-briefers for their fresh 

perspectives to check if there is any possible leading from my end. Sometimes one can be 
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too involved in the process and lose the ability to look from an outsider’s perspective. If 

possible leadings are detected, the data collected might be questionable and therefore 

should be highlighted and reported.  4). In order to enhance the trustworthiness of the 

interpretations of the participants in conjunction with the data, Carspecken considers it 

beneficial and part of the interview process to use member checks. If I, in any way, 

conceptualized and interpreted the perspectives of members incongruently to what they 

claim they hold, their voices deserved to be restored and heard, even if I thought 

otherwise. 5). To keep the conversation as natural as possible, I encouraged participants 

to use their own vocabulary to describe and explain their meanings and stories rather than 

in the way they thought I was expecting. I also replicated the terms they use when 

seeking clarification or asking questions.  
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Chapter Four:  Findings  

Introduction 

The purpose of the study was to use international students’ oversea experiences as a  

window into understand how we can help our language students to showcase and bring 

out the already learned capacity in situations where anxiety is prone to occur, given the 

commonly reported anxiety most language learners have when using a foreign language. 

It is hoped that the home-country language teachers can be prompted to rethink their 

current practices and be inspired and motivated to implement change for the good of our 

language students, taking the concepts presented in the study into consideration of their 

planning processes. As foreign language teachers, we should always oblige ourselves to 

exert our upmost capacities to construct a better teaching approach than in years past and 

always believe we can make a difference today.   

Before the study began, a personal narrative was written, which recorded my 

English learning experience and anxiety encounters. In it I explained why I felt it 

important and necessary to explore and understand the aspects of foreign language 

anxiety from the perspective of one who is a language learner, a language teacher, and 

also an anxious English language user. This self-reflection, which clearly indicated my 

value orientations, could also serve as a checkpoint or a reference for public scrutiny in 

the events of possible biased analysis or interpretation of the data (Carspecken, 1996).  

   The data collection for the study contained six interviews in total, including two 

interviews with each of the three participants, and one focus group discussion with the 

three participants. An interview protocol was developed in a way that allowed for 

maximum flexibility during the interview process.  It included four topic domains 
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constructed to guide the interview process in answering the first two research questions. 

Although the third research question was touched upon during the interviews, it was 

discussed more deliberately and extensively during the focus group meeting.  The focus 

group agenda was created to facilitate the entire discussion, with guiding questions to 

address the third research question.  

The three research questions were as follows: 

1. What situations trigger anxiety, and why do they act as language anxiety triggers 

for international students in both their home and host countries’ classrooms? 

2. What are the impacts of language anxiety, if there are any, on international 

students’ overall language experience? 

3. Having been through two learning scenarios, one as EFL students in their home 

country and one as international students in the United States, what pedagogical 

recommendations would they make to address the issues of language anxiety to 

home and host institutions and instructors? 

Self-Reflection 

Life can be so beautiful. While it gives us pleasure that sometimes we are too 

busy to consider, it does not forget to deliver pain, which we could never be too busy to 

ignore. Life is just so full of learning moments that keep us on our toes and stimulate our 

efforts to be better, for us and for others. I was so blessed in that I had a successful 

English learning journey in a classroom setting, which I had taken for granted. I was also 

blessed in some respects by my failures in using English in real-world setting to start to 

think, learn, and grow.  Theoretically, this self-study offered a counter perspective to 

what has been pervasively generalized regarding the relationship between foreign 
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language anxiety and language achievement.  Practically, it is hoped that the messages 

from the study would stimulate a rethinking of the language curriculum and class designs 

to address foreign language anxiety effectively and realistically. I am so determined to 

contribute a portion in a chapter of this giant thick book of foreign language anxiety for 

two reasons.  First, as an English language learner, I have perceived and been suffering 

greatly from language anxiety. If there is a book investigating victims of foreign language 

anxiety, I, along with those who share the same or similar symptoms with me, should 

earn a chapter or a section in that book. 2) As mentioned earlier, being nervous does not 

change my actual English proficiency but impacts my overall performance. I have 

searched since my first presentation in the doctoral program for the solution as to how I 

could work towards bridging the gap between what I had learned and what I was able to 

show without letting anxiety get in the way. As a devoted teacher, I feel obligated to 

share the experience of my gradual overcoming of my language anxiety, in the sincere 

hope that language teachers, or teachers of any subject matter, may find usable teaching 

information or inspiration here.   

My formal English instruction started during seventh grade in Taiwan. When it 

came to English testing, I was always the student who scored the highest, not just in the 

class but also on the same grade level at school. I never felt any anxiety coming from 

learning English at all; if there was, I thought it must be just test anxiety, like I might 

have for other subject matters. The concept of foreign language anxiety had not been 

introduced to me until I came to the United States for my master’s degree. Since I 

exhibited an intense level of anxiety whenever I was giving a presentation, I took it as 

foreign language anxiety. To claim that I had foreign language anxiety was actually out 
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of convenience.  I assumed, as long as you were speaking a foreign language and you 

were nervous at the same time, it was foreign language anxiety. Later, after serious 

reflection, I realized the anxiety I had at that time mostly likely came from public 

speaking anxiety and not from foreign language anxiety. The anxiety that I have been 

experiencing during my doctoral studies, however, was mostly foreign language anxiety 

and less public speaking anxiety. Wouldn’t the phenomenon that foreign language 

anxiety somewhat escaped me earlier but is dominating me currently warrant an 

explanation? I was curious to understand. The following narrative explains how I came to 

make sense of my two anxiety attacks in the United States. 

When I was in the graduate TESOL (Teaching English to the Speakers of Other 

Languages) program, oral presentations were a common practice for almost every class. 

Having grown up in a learning environment where every class was a teacher-centered 

lecture that geared toward “teaching to the test,” class presentations were never 

emphasized and therefore almost never required of the students. It would not be an 

overstatement to say that we were actually learning English “on paper.” Since speaking 

skills were never the training focus for my generation in Taiwan, it should not surprise 

anyone that simply speaking in front of the class could make me nervous. What I did not 

expect was that when I was required to present for the first time in my life and on a 

regular basis, it was English, not my first language, I had to use for my presentations. I 

remember how presentations required in American classrooms stressed me out simply by 

the thought of it.  I would either have nightmares or trouble sleeping until they were over. 

Although it was nerve-racking to give a presentation in the beginning, my anxiety level 

substantially decreased one presentation after another. It was obvious that each 
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presentation experience would help me get more and more used to standing and speaking 

in front of a group. I witnessed my presentation confidence progress from having to read 

the material with trembling hands and with shaking voice to speaking much more 

comfortably with prepared points without scripts. Public speaking confidence became a 

cultivated and trained asset I took away with me from the program.  I learned that 

“practice makes perfect.” Expectedly, this confidence was automatically transferrable in 

situations where formal job interviews, either in my language or in English, were 

required when I returned home.  

After many years of teaching English at the tertiary level and to adults, I became 

more confident in and used to speaking to a large audience. I had assumed that class 

presentations should no longer propose a challenge for me when I came back to the 

United States for my doctoral studies. Little did I know that I would panic in my class 

presentations even more greatly than I did during my graduate studies. I never expected I 

would panic at all until about 30 minutes before my very first presentation. I did not see it 

coming. What happened to me? Didn’t I overcome my public speaking anxiety more 

than10 years ago? Didn’t I pull off teaching demonstrations and interviews in English for 

my job? Didn’t I get so used to speaking to a big group? Didn’t I teach “English?” 

Wasn’t my English much better, so I should be more confident than some 10 years ago? 

Wasn’t I older and more mature and hadn’t I gained more life experiences than ever? 

What am I afraid of at this point of my life?  

I have been waiting for the anxiety to dissipate as it did during my Master’s 

studies, but that day never came. This goes against my previous experience and becomes 

my first wondering. Since the start of the program, my anxiety levels have been on an 
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inconsistent ride: it was high during the first two semesters, dramatically escalated ever 

since, and lately showed a sign of decreasing although it has not dropped to the level as 

the first two semesters. This is illogic, isn’t it? That forms my second wondering. 

According to Horwitz et al. (1986), anxiety is defined in general as “the subjective 

feeling of tension, apprehension, nervousness, and worry associated with an arousal of 

the autonomic nervous system” (p. 125). They found that foreign language anxiety 

manifests itself the most when listening and speaking take place. When I speak, no matter 

in what situation, I cannot stop being self-conscious and caring about what I say in 

English and how I say it, and, most importantly, I am nervous about speaking it. Why 

wasn’t I this sensitive and uncomfortable during my Master studies? I finally have the 

answer to this question after I figured myself out. It was a process of going through a 

back and forth dialogue between my conscious and subconscious mind and of changing 

from one understanding to another. The following understanding is the final result of my 

countless self-debates.  

The first time I was here for my graduate studies, I came as a student. 

Psychologically speaking, if there were gaps between what the English education in 

Taiwan had prepared me for and what the real world required of me, subconsciously I 

probably did not feel responsible since I had studied the whole English curricula required 

and always stayed on top of my English classes. At best, I could be viewed as the product 

of English education in Taiwan; therefore, I was guilt-free.  It was not that I did not care 

about how other people viewed me, but the realization that I did not “perform” any 

poorer than any other international students at that time might have comforted me and 

lessened the anxiety for me. I was sure I had committed myself to any required English 
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lessons before studying abroad. When I entered the real world and observed other 

international students working hard to bridge the gap between learning and application, it 

might have crossed my mind that the English proficiency of international students was 

generally not as adequately developed as I had expected. Judging ended there…I was not 

hard on myself. 

This time, however, is different for me as a student. I came as a teacher, an 

English teacher. I constantly self-evaluate because I believe other people also silently 

evaluate me. Whether or not they truly judge me the way I picture they would in my mind, 

just the thought that they might judge me has made me very uncomfortable and alert 

whenever I speak. There is not a time I am not concerned with my grammar and 

pronunciation when I am speaking.  

One thing to be noted is that as much as I am self-conscious when I speak, the 

anxiety can be gradually reduced once I have gained the familiarity with the environment 

or interlocutors. There were situations when “speaking” was not an option but a must, as 

in some courses or when conversations with a group or individual had to take place on a 

regular basis.  No matter how nervous I was in the beginning, somehow my uneasiness in 

speaking with them slowly alleviated over time. 

Two angles can be used to understand the effect of familiarity on my anxiety 

reduction. Take going to a dentist to illustrate the first angle.  According to Barnard 

(2012), “Fear often comes from the unknown, the more we familiarize ourselves with 

something that evokes fear the more manageable that fear becomes,” (para. 8). Not 

knowing if I could pull it off when it came my turn to speak in class made me very 

apprehensive.  It would eventually come to a point however where I started to get used to 
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the uneasiness resulting from having to go through this uncertainty over and over again. 

The second angle involves some sense of resignation or quitting. No matter how much I 

was unsatisfied with the way I spoke in class or with someone, the more I got to speak 

with the same individual(s), the more I gradually accepted my performance.  I had to 

learn to accept at some point that this is how best I could speak. There is a reason. If my 

speaking ability would be judged, it was judged the first time, the second time, and 

maybe the third time.  For me, if I did not like how I talked the first time, I would try to 

reestablish or reclaim my image the second time, the third time, etc. As long as there was 

still a chance to impress, anxiety would be still in the picture.  However, there must be a 

time, I believe, when people would somehow stop judging me once they figured me out; 

That is, when my speaking ability was established in their eyes after a certain number of 

conversations. 

 Once I “perceive” the impression I give to another person is established, and 

therefore a done deal, it is natural for my subconscious self to gradually put to rest the 

efforts to impress.  Consequently, I do not have to overthink during speaking. When there 

is no perceived need to impress and prove that I am otherwise, my anxiety, although 

unable to be eradicated, is much reduced. One thing worth mentioning is that I was free 

from this mental burden once I was off campus where no one knew my background, and 

no one held expectations on how well or grammatically correctly I used the language. 

This highlights the power of one’s mind.  

Classroom characteristics are used to understand my second wondering and the 

illogical curve of anxiety levels over time. Most classes I attended in the first two 

semesters were my major-related courses.  In these courses, I felt connected to my 
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classmates, not just because half of them were non-native English speakers like me, but 

also because we had the same interests and purposes in the classes. Although I was 

nervous when presenting, sharing the topics that I knew about and were relevant to my 

classmates somehow made the presentations and conversations easier. As I moved along 

the program, such connections and relatedness no longer existed since all my classmates 

came from different departments and most of them were native English speakers. It made 

me extremely uncomfortable sharing ideas that were totally irrelevant and inapplicable to 

them. I believe I am the kind of person who does not feel comfortable spending others’ 

precious time and having them listen to a topic that they might find has nothing to do 

with them. My uncomfortableness could get me so nervous that one time I literally froze 

and my mind went blank for a few minutes. It was not until about the last two semesters 

in the doctoral program that I started to notice a small amount of anxiety reduction. I 

reckon it was the effects of exposure and familiarity that did the healing.  

As demonstrated in the literature, exposure based therapies for anxiety disorders 

are usually known to be effective if patients are given enough time and exposure to their 

feared stimuli. Having to give presentations (my feared stimulus) over the years in the 

program should have given me enough time and exposure to eliminate my feared 

stimulus. Given the nature of the program where students ran into each other either in this 

or that course, we somehow built up some familiarity and friendship, which might have 

contributed to my much-improved comfort level when speaking in the class, although I 

was not as comfortable as I was in the classes of my major.  The above account might 

explain the illogic curve of my speaking anxiety.  
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To sum up, it turned out that there was no magic solution for me to bridge the gap 

between learning and application without anxiety getting in the way, except that is with 

time and practice. It is only natural for anxiety to interfere with our performing what we 

actually have inside. To enhance what we have or to improve our performing skills is 

helpful but still could not cancel out the inevitable anxiety that occurs when one is to 

“perform.” At this point of my life, I finally understand that, although anxiety can never 

be my friend, I could make it at least from a stranger to an acquaintance by persistently 

confronting it. Looking back, it was not more terrible or unbearable than it was in the 

beginning.  I now know that I am on the right track. 

Participants  

Three Chinese-speaking international student participants who learned English as 

a foreign language, two from China and one from Taiwan, were recruited to participate in 

this study. They were all doctoral students with different majors in the Department of 

Education who expressed that they have foreign language anxiety, a characteristic 

investigated in this study. All the interviews were scheduled according to the participants’ 

preferred schedules on campus.  The focus group meeting was held on a coordinated 

schedule that worked for all participants.  

Before examining the dialogical data provided by these three participants, note 

that all participants displayed the characteristics of self-motivation, self-expectation, self-

efficacy, confidence, and achievement orientation. They were active, hard-working, and 

self-disciplined learners growing up and committed to learning the tasks required of them. 

In order to keep their identities anonymous, I decided to address them as Participant A, 
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Participant B, and Participant C throughout the study and used “back home” to mean 

either China or Taiwan to further assure their identities remained concealed. 

Coding Process 

 As proposed in the methodology section, six interviews and one group discussion 

were conducted in Chinese to ensure comfort level, to promote disclosure and 

productivity, and to avoid miscommunication and misunderstanding. The interview data 

were transcribed in Chinese before analysis and translated into English in the write-up.   

The content of the group discussion was not transcribed, but the points made and 

developed from the discussion were used to answer the third research question. Three 

transcription files were created, with each file representing one participant. Each 

participant’s interview data were transcribed in a numbered Word document to make 

future reference to them easier. When coding the interview data, raw codes were 

developed first. According to Carspecken (1996), raw codes are codes that have not been 

organized into “a tight hierarchical scheme” and redundancy and intersection should be 

expected. Indeed, all my raw codes developed were redundant and intersecting.  I started 

with the low-level codes that were easy to detect from the transcribed texts and later 

transitioned to high-level codes that were implicit in nature and therefore required 

meaning-field and reconstructive-horizon analyses.  

These raw codes, including low-level and high-level codes, were first assigned to 

segments of statements. I first underlined the statements or segments of statements to 

indicate the codes on the printouts of the scripts. Some statements were coded with more 

than one code as long as they fit the concepts of the codes. I then went back to the already 

established codes to carefully re-examine and make sure I did not miss anything. Because 
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I am a visual learner, I transferred these codes to flashcards to facilitate the process 

before transferring the coded data into the word processing files, using the six-step 

coding methods suggested by Carspecken (p. 149).  

I assigned each participant a flashcard color and hence three colors of flashcard 

stacks were formed. Each flashcard had the raw codes on it and the page number(s) of the 

statement(s) and/or segment(s) of statements upon which the code was based. This helped 

me easily refer back to the original texts should I need them. It was at this point I had to 

look back and forth between the Word documents and the flashcards to examine the raw 

codes, with their statements taken into account.  I physically placed together the raw 

codes written on the flashcards that seemed to hint at the same theme under a given 

thematic subtitle. By the time I finished placing and organizing the flashcards together on 

the table according to the subtitles, one could easily see which subtitles were or were not 

piling up. Judging by the colors piled together, one could also spot how a subtitle was 

shared among the participants.  

Originally a total of 111 raw codes and subcodes were created.  After careful 

conceptualization and domain consideration, a total of eight major themes were generated.  

Ultimately, five major categories were established after emerging themes were identified 

and found suitable for analysis. Below presents the five major categories, each of which 

is comprised of a number of relevant subtitles. 

Category One: Exhibits of Disapproval of English Teaching Approach 

 

 English is taught as a subject, not a “language” 

 Grammar-Oriented Approach 

 Teaching to the Test Approach 

 Teacher-Centered Instruction 

 Attention-to-detail testing approach  

 Rigid/inflexible grading criteria 
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 Rote Learning 

 Ineffective teaching and learning 

 

Category Two: Triggers of Foreign Language Anxiety 

 

 Language-related gaps perceived at time of language use 

 Speaking under the spotlight 

 

Category Three: Language Skills Perceived Under-Prepared for Study-Abroad 

Contexts 

 

 Listening comprehension skills  

 Speaking skills  

 Oral communication skills 

 Presentation/public speaking skills 

 Academic writing styles and skills 

 

Category Four: Aspects That Affect Intensity of Language-Related Anxiety 

 

 Fear of negative evaluation 

 Attitudes of the audience/interlocutor 

 Familiarity with the topics  

 Comfortableness with the environment  

 Control of pronunciation and accent 

 

Category Five: Demonstrations of High Levels of Accountability Pressure 

 

 Signs of perfectionist thoughts and behaviors 

 Displays of high self-expectations 

 

Category One: Exhibits of Disapproval of English Teaching Approach  

This is the category that received the most comments and concerns across all 

three participants. Statements and segments of statements coded from low-level to high-

level codes suggest that the English education they received back home contributes for 

the most part to their perceived lack of language command. Many statements directly 

suggested or hinted something to the effect that the participants could have better 

excelled if emphasis of English education would have been placed otherwise. That said, 
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one should not equate their disapproval of English teaching reality with teacher quality. 

All three of them unanimously acknowledged the efforts and hard work their English 

teachers had put into teaching English throughout their schooling. Participants all 

expressed that their language teachers were competent and knowledgeable.  They also 

appreciated the teachers’ dedication to providing a solid education and strong foundation 

of English knowledge, although not necessarily practical experiences.  They understood 

their teachers had to teach the way they were expected to, either by the government or by 

the reality of the learning and testing contexts.  

English is taught as a subject, not a “language.” All three participants 

expressed that English had been taught as a subject, and the realization of its meaning and 

practicality came very late. Participant A mentioned that she never knew the purpose of 

learning English and was never taught in a way which viewed English as a 

communication tool but rather an academic subject. “I took it as a subject…the way the 

teachers taught it was also as a subject, never as a communicative tool” she said. She 

started to “savor” the meaning of the English language when she entered the work force, 

where demonstration of English competence would suggest more opportunity. The 

meaning itself, however, did not come to full fruition until she came to study and live in 

the United States.  That is when she finally made sense of all those years of purposeless 

English learning. Participant B, whose college major was English, also expressed that it 

was not until the later years of her college studies, when English was being integrated 

into the courses, that she came to fathom the practicality of the English language. That is, 

English started to become a “language,” not a “subject” which she was required to use in 

some of her classes. 
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Grammar-oriented approach. The grammar-translation approach is the core 

teaching method in China and in Taiwan. The three participants recalled the major 

portion of English learning time was devoted to analyzing the grammar and syntax of the 

sentences. Participant A stated: 

“I especially remember when in high school, because on my textbook, I 

particularly remember vividly to be required to identify for each sentence the 

subject, verb, adjective, subject complement, adverb, etc. That was what I 

remember the most…We did that every day. At that time my textbook was full of 

labels of subjects, verbs, and objects. If you just flip through it, you see millions 

of them, the analyzed labels…ah, every class time, every lesson, you felt all you 

did was analyze the structures of the sentences (sighed), and you didn’t know 

why.” 

Participant B also brought up the impression of constantly having to identify and 

underline the parts of speech in the textbooks.  “English grammar was greatly 

emphasized as part of our English curriculum. We were constantly asked to practice 

making sentences in order to get used to the structures learned.” Participant C related 

with the same experience of feeling that English classes were all about grammar, with 

more intensity in senior high than in junior high school. All she could remember from her 

college English classes was analyzing structures for articles.   

Teaching to the test approach. Teaching to the test for all subject matters is a 

common educational practice observed, again, in China and Taiwan; hence, English is no 

exception to this norm.  When thinking about English learning back home, the 

participants’ immediate impressions were that it seemed to be test after test aimed at 
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producing high scores. A typical English class at school was said to complete a routine 

cycle that started from learning vocabulary, grammar, sentence structure of an article 

from a chapter, and ended with taking a practice test. The ultimate goal of these endless 

tests was to ensure either the success of college entrance or the passing of the English 

proficiency exit requirements before graduation from college. Participant C recalled her 

English class as follows: 

“Sometimes in order to train your quickness in picking the correct answers, the 

teacher would teach you how to identify the key word on the test. Once you were 

familiarized yourself with these practice questions, basically you could eliminate 

all alternative options and identify the correct one at an immediate glance… 

because it was a practice-question-based approach, naturally taking a test would 

not pose a problem for you once you had studied and worked enough on the 

practice questions.” 

Participant B also mentioned the experience of taking the TOEFL courses that 

were aimed at teaching students to identify the correct answers in a very short time.  

Basically English lessons at school or private intensive programs were geared toward the 

test. As participant B put it,  

“While back home, a junior high is to prepare you to enter a good senior high 

school and a good senior high school can certainly guarantee that you go to a 

great university. So all efforts are centered on preparing students for the 

university entrance exam.”  
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Throughout the interview Participant A’s several causal remarks, such as “you learn, and 

you take the test,” could give one the impression that taking tests was an activity that 

could not be more normal.  It was a fact and part of school life.  

Teacher-centered instruction. When asked about the teaching styles of English 

teachers back home, Participant A responded as follows: 

“They taught the same way [as other teachers of other subject matters]. As soon 

as they came in, they would teach from the blackboard. Basically, it was the 

teacher who did the most talking and we spoke very little. He instructed and you 

listened…You just did whatever the teacher asked you to. I remember the 

teachers were always on the blackboard. The blackboard would be filled with the 

teachers’ chalk scribbles.” 

Even in a listening comprehension class in college, she remembered it was always the 

teacher playing the video cassette and the students listening and choosing the correct 

answers from a multiple choice list. The absence of interaction between the teacher and 

students or among students evidently resulted from teacher-centered instruction. 

Participant A continued to comment: 

“When you listened, you were not actually listening with your ears because the 

teacher would have it written on the blackboard. When the teacher was reading, 

you were not really listening interactively because your eyes were also on the 

textbook. So, it would be OK if you were off the task. Everything would be 

available either on the blackboard or the textbook. You always knew what you 

were doing and therefore no reflective thinking was required. It is what we always 

said, he [the teacher] would cram the materials, he would instruct, and we would 
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just…uh…learn. Like in the math class, he [the teacher] taught on the blackboard 

and you just “looked.” 

 The other two participants also reported that they seldom had to speak in English 

classes. “Anyway, it was always grammar teaching after vocabulary,” Participant B 

remembered. English class had always been a “one-way” street. Even for Participant B, 

whose major was English in college, it was not until the later years of the program that 

English was required to be used in class. 

Attention-to-detail testing approach. When thinking about the English tests 

back home, Participant A called to mind her past challenges and difficulty in choosing 

the right answers for some of the test questions. When asked and reminded, “Didn’t you 

tell me you found it easy to learn English?” she said, “It is like learning math; you did not 

expect they would test you with tricky questions until you saw them on the test. You felt 

you understood, but when you were sitting in on the test, you were thinking, “Huh? Why 

didn’t I know the answer?” She said that teachers in her junior and senior high schools 

were not only in favor of fill-in-the-blank questions but also of questions that tested their 

attention to very small details. A lot of times these little details were too trivial to be 

considered worthy of memorizing and therefore took them by surprise, which made 

learning and testing two different entities. Participant B also shared the same frustration 

Participant A experienced. She was not happy about losing points to questions aimed at 

calling attention to very small details when she, in fact, already had spent quite a lot of 

time studying for the test. “It is really unnecessary to test on trivia,” she explained. 

When seeking to understand if the participants had experienced any English 

language anxiety back in their school lives, all participants unanimously felt that little 
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anxiety had been perceived in the classroom learning settings. If there was any anxiety 

from a language class, it turned out that it was test anxiety, not learning English per se, 

accounting for the most part for the anxiety perceived in English classes.  Anxiety from 

other components, such as having to stand up to answer questions or to give a 

presentation (which rarely happened) was recognized for the lesser part.  

Test anxiety related to the subject of English was also identified as spotting tricky 

questions or questions that were too trivial to be considered worthy of taking the time to 

study or memorize in the first place.  Either of these could affect the grades if they did 

not know the answers. Participant B expressed her frustration and anxiety when having 

to guess and decide on the test which syllable to stress or to write down the symbol of 

the international phonetic alphabet of a sound that might be difficult to distinguish from 

two similar sounds. Oral and listening tests, which required her to listen to the audio 

recordings to simultaneously interpret from English to Chinese and Chinese to English, 

presented even more anxiety for her when she was in college. Other than dealing with 

test anxiety and the rare occurrences of speaking in class, quoting from each 

participant’s own words, “English learning had been non-stressful,” “We had been quite 

enjoying class,” and “No stress at all.”  

Generally speaking, test anxiety did not seem to pose too much of a challenge for 

all of the three participants. They had grown up accustomed to the teaching-to-the-test 

learning style, and all expressed learning self-efficacy and confidence in their learning 

abilities. The reason that test anxiety is mentioned here is because it was discussed quite 

frequently throughout the interviews. 
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Rigid/inflexible grading criteria. Participant B expressed her disappointment 

and annoyance of the rigid grading criteria on the test back home. What bothered her 

most was that there seemed to be only one particular answer to questions and that the 

answers to the fill-in-the-blank questions were expected to be retrieved from the textbook 

and the tested chapters only. That means some other alternative word choices were totally 

not acceptable even if they could also be considered correct. Another problem was when 

the teachers could not even provide the explanation as to why the alternative answers 

were not accepted.  Participant A also mentioned this fill-in-the-blank struggle she had in 

school in which she could never get the points if not reciting the exact word choices from 

the textbook. According to Participant B, this kind of inflexible grading criteria did not 

make sense, and she could not understand why some other good alternatives were not 

allowed. She stated: 

“It seems there was only one correct answer and no other ways [in English] to 

convey the meaning of that sentence in Chinese…Let’s say a Chinese-English 

translation question was worth 5 points. You missed one preposition, you missed 

an ‘s’ for the verb, uh…failed to capitalize, to period, etc., then say goodbye to 

your 5 points. But sometimes you would feel…uh…it was not like I completely 

didn’t know the answer. Besides, I already spent so much time preparing for the 

test. It could not just suggest that I knew nothing at all. But the test result would 

say otherwise.” 

She considered that the main problem for the test grading rubrics back home was their 

zero tolerance to other alternatives other than the exact word choices from the textbook. 

She believed that this rigid and unreasonable grading rule had frustrated and caused the 
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students to give up trying on the test because no points would be rewarded if some 

misspellings and grammatical errors here and there occurred. After doing the math, they 

might not even spend time trying for sentence formation or translation, knowing it would 

be treated the same as if they had left it blank. As she related her own experience, “…I 

already wrote a sentence. I just missed an “s,” and in fact, I already accomplished 70% of 

the sentence. After the reduction, I might end up receiving one or no points.” She 

perceived the importance of fair and reasonable grading rubrics to reduce frustration and 

increase motivation of student production during the test. 

Rote learning. Since knowledge retention was key to scoring well in a teaching-

to-the-test learning situation, the abilities to retain and to remember were perceived of 

great importance by the participants while back home. All participants expressed their 

incessant need to constantly memorize the grammatical rules and vocabulary words one 

after another. That said, having to remember the rules and vocabulary was not what 

concerned the participants.  Having to memorize the passages from the textbook for the 

test, however, did cause concern. Participants A and B both mentioned the experiences of 

having to memorize the textbook, or they would not score well on the tests. Participant A 

remembered she never could get some answers right and had been wondering why one of 

her classmates always could. She asked her classmate and was told that it was because 

she memorized the whole content from the chapters, not because she really understood 

the content. Participant B also remembered how she had to memorize some answers for 

the tests even though a full comprehension to them was beyond her ability to understand 

at that time. She felt that everything seemed to require rote learning, and she had to 

memorize the taught materials, or the test results would be disappointing. She even 
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mentioned she trained in a private language institution and was required to memorize a 

writing template for essay writing to make sure at least an intermediate level score was 

obtained. Participant C considered that the rote learning of materials was the result of 

short-term memory and rendered little evidence of actual learning. In her view, these 

memorized materials could indeed help one pass the exam or score well on the exam but 

would be gone after some time without actually using them in a meaningful context. 

Participant A recalled her English classes where the teacher would ask the 

students to recite passages from the chapters in the textbook. Each student, one by one, 

would have to recite in front of him. The students who failed to recite successfully before 

him would have to stand in the designated area and work on reciting and memorizing 

until they could read the passages out loud by heart. Participant A pointed out two issues 

from this rote learning experience. She mentioned sometimes she might not understand 

what she was reciting back even if she could memorize the texts without problem. If that 

could happen to her, it could happen to other students. She also pointed out another 

important aspect of reciting the textbook that sacrificed the interactive nature of language 

learning. She stated as follows: 

“When you were done reciting, he would not ask you questions. You were done 

reciting, then that was it. He would say you passed because you already 

memorized the text. He would not ask you questions. If he would have asked 

questions, you would have had to start to think. No, he would not ask you 

questions. You memorized it, then you were done…it is like you have a hammer 

and the teacher asked you what that was. If you answered it was a hammer, he 

would say, ‘OK, you pass. Next!’ He would not ask you what a hammer was used 
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for. He would not ask you further. There was no interaction at all. Teachers and 

students…the entire classroom setting, there had never been interaction all those 

years or English could have been learned so much successfully after so many 

years of learning. But, no.” 

Ineffective teaching and learning. All the concerns discussed above have led the 

participants to challenge the effectiveness of English teaching and learning in their home 

countries. Participant A expressed, “that is, everyone had been studying hard but the 

effectiveness was not recognizable. So I still feel the teaching method was wrong, no 

interaction at all.”  She expressed the disappointment that the outcomes did not actually 

match student efforts. She believed the problem lay at the heart of the teaching approach, 

which failed to teach English as a communication tool and to integrate interactive and 

communicative components into language development. She was aware of this fact more 

than ever when she actually arrived and began living in the United States. She sometimes 

wondered to herself what she had been learning for all those years back home.   

 Participant B mentioned in the interview that English grammar had been greatly 

emphasized as part of the English curriculum back home, and that they were constantly 

asked to practice making sentences in order to get used to the structures learned. Her 

following experience, however, seems to hint that the effectiveness of grammar teaching 

at school warrants a re-evaluation: “I went to attend the TOEFL preparation course and 

the reason to attend the TOEFL was because one time I failed my grammar test…after 

four years of English learning in college, and I failed my grammar test. So I enrolled in 

the one-month intensive program and attended the lessons every day…including 

strengthening in vocabulary, grammar, and listening…after that, I felt my English 
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abilities had improved so much.” Participant C also recognized the problem of the 

language teaching back home, where the teachers were dedicated to helping students 

obtain good grades but overlooked the need to equip students with more rounded and 

wholesome language skills that might be required in real-life situations. 

Category Two: Triggers of Foreign Language Anxiety 

According to the participants, language anxiety was a frequent visitor to them in 

many aspects of their lives in the U.S., on or off campus. After a careful induction of the 

data, two major sources that triggered anxiety were identified to explain all of the 

episodes where language anxiety was reported to escalate. The first one is “Language-

related gaps perceived at time of language use.” Each perceived gap implied the absence 

of the necessary language skills these international students noticed at the time of 

expressing themselves, orally or in writing. That is to say, those identified as under-

developed language skills were responsible for the generation of the gaps. Category three 

was created to report those language skills they strongly felt under-prepared for in the 

study-abroad contexts. The second source that triggers anxiety is “Speaking under the 

spotlight,” representing any form or scale of public performance.  

Language-related gaps perceived at time of language use. The three 

participants in the study, no doubt, possess a solid command of the English language; 

however, given that English is not their first language and that many factors can trigger 

anxiety, they might not be able to manage to show off their language competencies as 

they wished from time to time. According to the interviews with all the participants, it 

seemed that anxiety would be intensified whenever there was a language-related gap 

perceived at the time of English use.  It seemed that there was an equal degree of anxiety 
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whether there was a gap between speaking and thinking, thinking and writing, listening 

and comprehension, or a gap between what they thought they could do and what they 

could actually do.  

According to Participant A, her perceived gap between simultaneous listening and 

comprehension could trigger anxiety for her, which could constrain her capacity to think, 

reflect, note-take, ask questions, or comment in a near concurrent manner. That is, having 

to multi-task in language use was challenging and stressful for her.  

“when I present, I might…uh…use the same vocabulary many times because I 

cannot think of other synonyms in such a short time to describe the same idea, 

like how I can make my speech more vivid and engaging in Chinese. Because I 

cannot [do that in English], of course I would still be nervous.”  

She also mentioned that a gap could be created between thinking and speaking if reading 

was involved in a presentation. She explained why she could not read the text on the 

slides while giving the speech: 

“Because I feel once I read it [the text], I would become dependent on it…when 

giving a presentation, unlike when using Chinese…your eyes, ears and brain 

could function at the same time. I know when using my first language I don’t 

have the gaps in between. If the text [on the slide] was Chinese with keys points 

[written under the slide], I could scan it and my brain could be still working. But 

if I were to use English, as soon as I saw it, my brain would start to freeze. Then 

here came the gap. Your brain could only start to function after your eyes were 

away from it. It seemed they happened at different times…Because once I looked 

at it, my thinking would…what I meant to say would be interrupted.”  
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The gap between her thinking and writing could produce anxiety for her as well. 

According to Participant A, she is the kind of person who enjoys writing and is confident 

that her writing could demonstrate higher levels of coherence and cohesiveness if she 

could think in Chinese. Coherence and cohesiveness, however, would drop a level or two 

if she had to think in English. For Participant C, however, writing could not trigger 

anxiety as much as speaking could when comparing writing and speaking anxiety. It was 

the written product, not the writing process that she would be anxious about. 

“Because you can think while you type, that speed is slow. When you are writing, 

you can take your time to organize your thoughts. Once you are done writing, you 

still have the time to read it again thinking, ‘eh, how is this word choice?’ or ‘how 

can I say it better?”   

For all the participants, anxiety could be generated when thinking and speaking 

levels did not match. Participant A commented as follows:  

“It was when I came here that I suddenly felt, ‘hey, how come I cannot speak and 

cannot think either?’ That is, speaking and thinking did not…I was not sure if I 

said it correctly. The same thing happened to thinking. I was thinking how come 

my thinking level declined? Because when you were thinking in English, you 

were supposed to be able to think like a doctoral student. You ended up thinking 

at a lower level or even at a high-school thinking level if the topic was much more 

challenging. That is, you suddenly felt there was something getting in the way of 

your thinking.” 

Participant B said the following expression a total of four times throughout the 

interviews, “my mouth just cannot be controlled,” to emphasize her frustration when 
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speaking and thinking could not occur simultaneously. It was not yet clear which 

occurred first, perception of anxiety or sensing the thinking-speaking gap, but it was 

evident that she would be even more nervous as soon as she detected that she could not 

control what she intended to say. This was also why she perceived impromptu speaking 

situations as creating the most anxiety for her, knowing there were no prepared scripts to 

rely on.  Participant C felt that since speaking required a faster processing and since we 

could think faster than we could speak, the gap between thinking and speaking could set 

off more anxiety.  

“I feel sometimes the mouth cannot catch up with the mind…and sometimes 

conversion in the brain, from Chinese to English, could be really confusing and 

mixed up.” 

Speaking under the spotlight. Of all foreign language-related activities, having 

to speak under the spotlight was viewed as the most anxiety-arousing experience, with 

presentations stirring up the most anxiety, followed by speaking in class. Participants 

could all relate with the scenarios where the anxiety could manifest itself to its fullest 

extent to compromise their performances. Participant C recounted,  

“As soon as I was up there [in front of the class], my mind went blank…I could 

memorize and rehearse everything very well at home, but once I got up there my 

brain was sheer blank…”  

When recalling a presentation she gave in a class which we were both in, she said,  

“That was also the product of memorizing, you know. I could speak fluently at 

home but I started to get nervous when I was there. And then pronunciation 

seemed wrong and my train of thought seemed off.” 
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Participant B recollected her first presentation experience and stated:  

“Of course I was very nervous. But because I had PowerPoint, I had no capacity 

to think about anything else but to literally read through the texts on the slides. I 

might have added one or two sentences of my thoughts.” 

Similarly, presentations, especially in formal settings, could cause Participant A’s brain 

to freeze. Under the influence of anxiety, she said, “I would be thinking if I forgot my 

key points. I might have five [points] in the first place. When I got to the third point, I 

might have forgotten the other two.”  

Two of the participants expressed they experienced serious performance anxiety 

no matter what they would be asked to perform. Participant C said that she would be 

nervous to have to sing in public even if she was a good singer. Participant B recalled 

her fingers going stiff when playing the piano in the music class. She went on and said, 

“I am the kind of person who easily gets nervous…like sometimes we had some 

functions [for the job], and I was needed to come on the stage to assist, but before going 

up, I was already trembling off stage. And I was just assisting! Not the one who spoke 

on stage!” According to them, adding the component of using a foreign language in the 

performance would no doubt aggravate the anxiety. Unlike these two participants, 

Participant A expressed she would not have stage fright if asked to perform or present in 

her first language. That said, speaking in another language under the spotlight was still 

considered anxiety-provoking for her. 
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Category Three: Language Skills Perceived Under-Prepared for Study-Abroad 

Contexts 

These international students have expressed a tremendous amount of academic 

pressure and life adjustment here in the U.S. Directly or indirectly they vented 

substantially their perceived insufficiency in the areas of language skills that had 

triggered anxiety academically, mentally, and emotionally. Language-related anxiety in 

fact was not all perceived to bring negative effects. All participants acknowledged that 

some levels of anxiety could push them to step out of their comfort zone and provide 

opportunities to motivate and stimulate hard work and improvement. That is, their 

perceived lack of language command had propelled them to contemplate, understand, 

and come up with coping strategies. Of all the language skills, English grammar may be 

the only aspect all participants have generally shown more confidence in. Except for 

participant C, the other two participants completely did not find any need to study more 

even if there were free grammar lessons offered on campus.  They felt that they had 

enough grammar knowledge wired into them. The following language skills were said to 

be under-prepared for study-abroad contexts, which were also when anxiety could kick 

in and cause their mentality uneasiness: listening comprehension skills, oral 

communication skills, presentation/public speaking skills, academic writing styles and 

skills. 

Listening comprehension skills. Not understanding the lectures and discussions 

in the beginning of the first semesters in the U.S. classrooms was the very experience 

shared by all the participants. Participant A recalled her first lessons when she had to 

preview and review the lessons two to three times more than her peers, remembering her 
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full energy and concentration had to be reserved for understanding the professors and 

nothing else. She mentioned that while back home, students did not practice listening 

comprehension until college, which came late and also was insufficient. To further imply 

she was clueless of what was being discussed in her first classes in the U.S., Participant C 

used the expression “a ride on a rocket ship” to replace “a ride on the plane,” a slang 

expression in China which describes when you do not understand what the other person is 

saying.  She ended up borrowing the notes from an American classmate for an entire 

semester in order to better understand the class. 

Participant B used to think that she had a good level of listening comprehension in 

English after so many years of learning the language. That confidence was under attack 

after actually sitting in the U.S. classrooms in the first semester: “when entering the 

classroom, you found the tempo of the speech was so fast. So basically I…I could only 

comprehend about 40% of what was being discussed in class during my first month.” She 

also told me that in many occasions she had to pretend that she understood the 

conversation out of politeness, nodding or smiling back to react when in fact she had no 

idea at all what was being discussed. She felt that speaking and listening were the skills 

that apparently were not adequately built up back home.  These skills appeared weak in 

general and caused problems. She also pointed out a very important issue worth 

contemplating by all language teachers regarding the effectiveness and practicality of 

teaching the so-called standard American English pronunciation. She said that it was later 

that she came to an understanding about her struggles in her listening comprehension.  

“Lately I realized through friends’ discussion and sharing that Texans speak with 

a heavier accent. They have their words in their mouths…so this is why you 
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cannot understand well…Because when we were in school back home, we all 

practiced and listened to Studio Classroom magazines or TOEFL test items. 

Those are all standard pronunciation…no accent. At that time, I didn’t see I had 

any problem in my listening comprehension. I thought my listening 

comprehension skills were not bad. I also did well on the TOEFL. So when I 

came here, listening did crumble my confidence quite a lot. You started to notice 

their speaking speed was very fast and they had accents. Listening should be the 

bigger gap I have perceived.” 

So, she had a hard time understanding the lessons and classmates in the beginning 

semesters and could only understand a professor better when that professor tended to 

speak slowly.  

When asked if she was the kind of person who would initiate questions in class, 

Participant A responded as follows:  

“When you are listening to English, you are thinking, ‘it is such a blessing already 

if you can understand what they are saying’…if you are to ask questions, it means 

you have already digested…that is, you have to have digested what the speaker 

has said to be able to reflect on your questions. So, in the beginning years your 

attention could only be paid to understanding what they had said. As for the 

capacity to ask questions, uh…your abilities and the time did not allow you to do. 

So I seldom asked questions.” 

According to Participant A, having to listen and to understand at the same time could 

provoke moments of anxiousness, which would further prohibit her from thinking, 

reflecting, or even note-taking during class time. 
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Speaking skills. If listening skills were considered not adequately developed, 

likewise, speaking skills would be considered inadequately developed, as well. It was not 

until Participant A came to the U.S. that she suddenly realized that she could not speak as 

she had expected. She told me that, actually, she was not confident and comfortable when 

it came to English speaking. It was not that she had no confidence at all in what she was 

saying, but a good command of speaking English was what she really lacked. She was 

always impressed by how native speakers could make complicated points wholesome, 

synoptic, and easy to understand using simple language and grammar, a quality she really 

hoped to possess. If you know her, she is the kind of person who speaks English 

confidently. I did not even expect that she would feel otherwise and that her perceived 

lack of speaking confidence would bother her to a great extent. Because of this, she 

feared that no one would really want her in their groups when professors asked the 

students to form groups for class discussions or projects. 

Participant B was very conscious of her speaking. Working as a graduate assistant 

in an office, she often found that she would speak unnatural English when having to 

interact with those who came into the office for errands. Because of a lack of speaking 

practice, she noticed that her first immediate reaction was still to think in Chinese and 

then literally speak it using English. She would realize, “That is not English!” as soon as 

her utterance had been made.  She felt that sometimes she would stutter in her English 

speech and could not speak her mind freely as she wished. It was then she would start to 

tremble. She shared with me her first attempt in speaking in class, which was a disastrous 

and embarrassing experience for her. She remembered how ridiculous it was that she had 

already broken out in a cold sweat and quivered while waiting for her turn to speak. 
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When she was actually speaking, she froze right after she managed to utter two sentences. 

She could not finish what she planned to say and had to end the speech by saying, “OK, 

that's it.” She said that occasion was just a sitting-in-the-chair and not a standing-in-front-

of-the-class speaking situation. She could not believe her mind would go blank all of a 

sudden. Every time she was in a store and wanted to ask questions, anxiety got the best of 

her the very moment she was about to put forth her query.  

According to Participant B, speaking has been a constant challenge for her. She 

felt somewhat improved after working twenty hours per week, which is required for a 

graduate assistant working on campus. The problem was at the start of every week, she 

would have to redouble her speaking fluency efforts which, while proficient the week 

before, atrophied due to lack of practice. For example, if her work schedule was Monday 

through Wednesday, basically she did not speak much after Wednesday until the 

following Monday. The speaking fluency would be even more reduced when she went 

home during summer vacation. This same sentiment was shared by Participant C, who 

witnessed her fluency increasing at work and decreasing after a trip back home for the 

summer. Due to a change in her work responsibilities where she was not required to 

speak English on a daily basis as in the past semesters, she felt her speaking was not 

improving much at the time we spoke.  

Participant C also expressed the same frustration of the almost zero training in 

speaking back home. She felt the same as other participants after coming to the U.S., 

once she realized she did not possess the ability to speak whatever she intended. If there 

came the time when speaking in class was a necessity, she would feel more comfortable 

jotting down and practicing by heart in advance what she would like to say in class, 
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particularly when it involved longer statements. She would also do the same before 

paying a visit to her advisor or any other professors. Rehearsing what she would say in 

advance became a habit for her.  

Oral communication skills. Oral communication skills require not only speaking 

skills and listening skills but also the manners and etiquettes of social interaction. All 

participants expressed that oral communication skills were not developed or trained in 

school. Naturally, communication with others was perceived as a challenge and anxiety-

inducer. Participant A described her insecurity and anxiety as follows:  

“Every time when coming home [from campus], I would told my friends about 

what happened today ‘again,’ what ridiculous thing I did ‘again,’ and what I said 

‘again.’ And I know it was because I was so concerned that I fixated my mind on 

what happened today and just could not get it off my mind. Maybe that whole 

night, I would be still thinking, ‘why would I respond that way,’ or ‘oh, it was so 

embarrassing today. So embarrassing!”   

She said her constant anxiety finally made her obsessively reflect: “I would be anxious 

under this circumstance. But why would I exhibit such anxiety?” It was during the 

reflection and discussion with friends, who would give her advice, that she realized it was 

time for some changes, and she pushed herself to find strategies.  

She noticed that the professors in the U.S. quite often started their classes with 

casual conversations that might have nothing to do with the lessons. Through the 

exchange of ideas and sharing of experiences, students got to learn more about one 

another, so relationships could be built and bonds made, leading to a relaxed and positive 

learning environment. She liked this kind of interaction and not the “mechanical” one that 
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the teacher greeted, “how are you?” and you were expected to respond, “I am fine,” like 

when she was in the classrooms back home.   She also appreciated when students here 

could respond or comment simply to express opinions and not because they had the 

correct answers. She said that while back home, you somehow just felt that you were 

expected to give a correct answer if you raised you hand.  This was a concept shared by 

all three participants. That was also why they tended to be quiet during class discussion.    

When asked if she would attend conversation lessons if provided for free, she said, 

“because you already have it [the grammar competence], all you need is practice. Of 

course I would attend because that is exactly what I am lacking.” It was after some time 

living in the U.S. that she realized that she should not just respond with a simple “good” 

to a conversation someone else started. She felt she had to change. She began to recall 

what had happened the day before or thought of anything that was interesting to share, so 

she could use that in conversations.  In this way, conversations would not end with her, 

“good.” She also changed her behavior to actively engage in conversations whenever she 

could, which led to perceived improvement with her oral communication skills.    

Feeling totally the same as Participant B, Participant A and C also expressed the 

lack of training in communication skills in school and would definitely attend 

conversation lessons for additional help. They also reiterated the same observations, “Of 

course I would attend because this is exactly what I lack.” Participant A wished there 

were some conversation lessons instead of all the grammar lectures in school so that 

English learning would have been much more effective. Lacking communication skills 

caused Participant C a great deal of anxiety in conversing with others. She also wished 

that conversation skills had been practiced in school or at least that she had experienced 
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conversing with foreigners before coming to the U.S. so that some level of 

communication confidence could have been achieved.  

Presentation/public speaking skills. Lacking presentation/public speaking skills 

was agreed upon by all participants, given that presentations in any subject matter were 

seldom or never required in schools back home. Except for participant B who had some 

limited presentation experience in college, the other two participants were never required 

to present in any class. As a result, presenting in English on a regular basis in front of a 

class, in which most of whom were native speakers of English, was an anxiety-provoking 

experience for three of the participants. With little or no experience, these international 

students had no choice but to come up with the presentation strategies themselves, which 

might not have been necessarily the best or the most effective but at least suited their 

personalities and learning styles.   

In order to complement the lack of skills and experience in presentations, 

Participant A reported: 

“When I was preparing my presentations, first, I felt I needed to spend more than 

three times of efforts than other students did. I feel it was because I was 

nervous…You need to spend a lot of time preparing. Once the preparation was 

done, I felt I needed the slides because if I didn’t have the slides…uh, even if I 

did not actually use them, just the thought that I have them was a psychological 

comfort. I would not panic because I knew I had slides. If I did not [have the 

slides], I would be more nervous” 

She said she would make sure to have the discussion points on each slide that she 

could rely on just in case her brain went blank.  What was so special about Participant A 
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was that she typical symptoms of trembling, shivering in the voice, heart-racing, sweating, 

etc. like many anxious individuals would have. When the anxiety kicked in, it was simply 

that her mind would go blank, and she had to speak from the presentation slides. That 

was a gift, I would say. 

 Participant B actually had some presentation experience in college, but she said 

she was the kind of person who would be nervous about any form of performance. She 

recalled how it frightened her that she should rehearse her presentation in English in her 

dream, which her roommate had told her the next day. The fact is the frequency of 

presentations being asked to made back home was not sufficient enough to establish her 

presentation confidence.  She found it difficult to deliver each of her thoughts in its 

entirety in English. There might be times when she was able to express herself well 

during group discussion but would not succeed when asked to speak the same thing twice 

in front of the class. Whenever she wanted to talk more in depth, she would get stuck on 

words because she had not thought through what she would like to convey in advance. 

She expressed that giving a presentation here in the U.S. classroom was way more 

stressful than it was back home. She knew that it would be always a fact to feel nervous 

when giving a presentation, but she had learned not to give up trying. She found that 

having the key points on the slides and the speaker script in her hand would increase the 

comfort level during presentations. At least she could read her script or the texts on the 

PowerPoint slides if her mind happened to go blank.    

 Participant C had little presentation experience as well before coming to the U.S. 

She could not even remember any course that required them to give presentations in class 

back home. If there was, it was simply reading out loud the short script prepared in 
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advance. Similar to Participant B, she also tended to be nervous in any evaluative 

situation. For Participant B, her presentation strategy was to prepare a speaker script 

which she could read from.  For Participant C, although she would also have the script 

with her, her best strategy was to memorize her prepared script by heart and recite it word 

for word. She remembered her first presentation in the doctoral program was not 

executed well because she was too nervous and her brain went blank. Consequently, she 

could not remember what she had memorized. Because presentation skills had never been 

emphasized in school, recitation naturally became the only answer for her. After her first 

sketchy presentation, she learned that the best way to give a presentation was to 

“memorize it very hard and very well. Once you memorize completely what you will say, 

you can recite back even with your eyes closed.” She was cute in the way that she 

insistently responded, “You just have to memorize,” no matter what scenarios I came up 

with to query what would happen if her memory failed at the time of her presentation in 

order to tap into her alternative strategies for presentations. In order to prevent any 

silence for over 30 seconds during her presentation, she would have the script written on 

the PowerPoint slides, so she could read from them just in case her brain would “short 

out.” 

Academic writing styles and skills. Three participants all expressed their lack of 

academic writing abilities. They never had to write a research paper nor be exposed to 

this type of academic writing, let alone write it in English, until they came to study in the 

U.S.  Although they expressed confidence in grammar during the interviews, they 

understood that competence in grammar did not necessarily help one write. These 

international students encountered many challenges in writing, especially in academic 
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writing. They had learned that a grammatically correct sentence was not necessarily a 

“right” sentence and that ways of expressions or writing styles were different between 

Chinese and English. There were things they had learned in school and things they 

learned after studying in the U.S. 

Before coming to the U.S., Participant B had learned a helpful writing template 

for essay writing from a private language center. The writing formula template was 

helpful in a way that she could memorize it in a very short time and could almost 

guarantee her attainment of at least an intermediate level in essay writing. According to 

her, this type of mechanical writing, however, did not actually reflect how well she could 

write or truly improve her writing. The following is how she assessed her writing:  

“Since coming here…uh…I have been writing with the capacity I learned back 

home. So I feel my writing abilities did not actually [improve]… I have not felt 

much progress in my writing because when I submitted my papers, the professors 

would usually give comments [to the content] but would not correct my grammar, 

etc. So writing is one area I don’t feel much improvement.” 

 It was not until she recently had the chance to seek help from the Writing Center on 

campus that she came to a new understanding: 

“Basically, I realized, we tended to describe and form the logics of many 

sentences using Asian way but they were not how Americans would use. She [the 

tutor from the Writing Center] would rephrase my statements using an alternative 

way to convey the same idea and making it closer to American ways of 

expression.”  

She learned a lot in the process and felt the need to continue to improve her writing. 
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 Contrary to Participant B’s professors, Participant A’s professors would comment 

on her writing by saying that she had great points, but the structure and the semantics 

could use some improvement. These critiques had directly attacked her confidence in her 

writing and caused her more writing anxiety. She expressed as follows: 

“When I wrote, the anxiety would in advance had been [raised]…I was not 

confident before I submitted it. Although I already edited it two or three times, I 

was still not sure about 90% of my writing quality. So I would be very 

nervous…when writing, you need more time to write, compared with others. 

Editing, you also need to spend a lot of time…if I could not detect the errors, 

reading it [the writing] 100 times would still not help me detect them since it is 

not my first language.” 

She felt that she would not have so much anxiety if she was to speak. She explained: 

“Because when speaking, I know I have chances to explain. They could ask me. 

But if it was writing, you would not be by their [professors’] sides when they 

were reading [the paper]. So I don’t panic. I don’t panic when I speak. You know 

I have chances and they would ask me. At least I have a chance to explain…but 

when it comes to writing, I just…uh…don’t have the control over it.” 

So she felt that when writing she had to make it right during the first attempt since she 

would not be there to elaborate her points while the professor was grading her paper and 

not understanding her. She expressed that the duration of time to complete a paper was 

painstaking, and the pressure from meeting the due dates was also enormous.  She said 

that such apprehension and doubt would never happen if she was to write in Chinese; she 

was very confident in her Chinese writing abilities. She could finish her writing 
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assignment in Chinese in two days just to meet the deadline and once she submitted it, 

she would not think of it again. Her writing confidence in the doctoral program was 

totally opposite as she gave herself a 6 out of 10 for her academic writing skills in 

English.  She said she could never accomplish it in such a short time if she had to write in 

English. She would think over and over again, not just before but also after submission, 

for fear that she would be asked to revise the paper.  

 Participant C also expressed disappointment in her writing skills. She perceived a 

great need for improving her writing and would attend writing lessons if available. She 

found that she often made minor mistakes in her writing that she was not able to detect. It 

was not until after she asked proofreading help from others that these mistakes were 

made known to her. She felt that the intense grammar lessons back home did not 

necessarily help her writing because the grammar knowledge was always tested in the 

form of multiple-choice questions. To her, the ability to pick one correct answer from a 

choice of four was not the same as the ability to truly possess grammar knowledge. That 

was why her abilities on grammar tests might not help her write in the grammatically 

correct format for which she had wished. She also noticed writing styles were different 

between Chinese and English. She admired the writing abilities of her American 

classmates to always write good and effective English, and she disapproved of her own 

writing efforts which seemed clumsy by comparison.  

Category Four: Aspects That Affect Intensity of Language-Related Anxiety 

While components of language competency that were felt inadequately prepared 

for during study-abroad situations could trigger language anxiety for all participants, 
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there were also aspects that all participants revealed which could play important roles in 

affecting the intensity of language-related anxiety. They are discussed below. 

Fear of negative evaluation. All participants expressed that they cared about 

how other people viewed and evaluated them. Accordingly, the levels of fear of negative 

evaluation directly impacted the levels of anxiety in anxiety-provoking situations. 

Participant A was sensitive to reader and audience responses. When turning in her paper, 

she was always worried, “Did I meet their expectations?” or “How would they think 

about me?” She was even worried if the professor would say “What are you writing 

about?”  When speaking in class, whenever she detected puzzled faces in the audience, 

she would quickly adjust her speech, either making her points shorter and simpler or 

ending up shortening her discussion. Three of the participants were afraid their remarks 

would be viewed as shallow, unperceptive, or lacking depth, so they confessed that they 

had been very quiet in class and seldom raised their hands for comments or questions. 

Participant A stated: 

“Because you are kind of hoping to become an expert in the field, you cannot just 

say things as you wish. Everything you say has to have points. So this is why you 

would have that anxiety, like, ‘hey, did what I just said carry importance and 

weight?” 

Participant B cited: 

“You would hope your discussion content in class is deemed as a more 

professional talk. So…I would be worried and afraid if what I said was shallow or 

superficial and therefore not well-received…you just have that anxiety during 

class discussion. You are afraid if you cannot deliver your message clearly. You 



128 
 

 
 

are afraid that the reason you cannot make yourself clear is because of your 

pronunciation.”  

Participant C responded: 

“When you go and visit your professors or your advisor…I just feel the professor 

could quickly pick up the mistakes I made, which would make me even more 

nervous. In another word, if you made a mistake when speaking, he would feel, 

‘Eh? How come you would make such a stupid mistake?’”  

Participant B and C both particularly emphasized that they cared about how others 

thought of them and were naturally sensitive to judgment.   They both feared other people 

thinking ill of them when they made a mistake in their speech, especially when the 

realization of the mistake came at a later time without them having the chance to correct 

it in a timely fashion. That would bother them very much. Participant B further recalled 

our previous conversation about a very likely reason she felt a distance from her 

American classmates. That is, the color of her skin. 

“Because I mentioned earlier, uh, I would feel there was a barrier [between she 

and her American classmates] when I came into the classroom, right? In fact that barrier 

is exactly what I was thinking how other people would look at me,” says Participant B.  

Participant C stated:  

“I care very much about how other people feel and also how they see me. It feels 

like I want to please everyone. I have been that kind of person growing up…If I 

was talking to someone, I would pay attention to his facial expression. As soon as 

I saw him frown, I would not know what to say next…Anyway I am the kind of 

person who cares about how other people think. If I am talking to someone and he 
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frowns…maybe he frowns upon the thing I say and not upon my English, but it 

would just make me nervous.”  

Participant C proclaimed that test anxiety that used to persistently pressure her to 

receive good grades back in the school days had been affecting her thoughts currently. 

The following is how she described it:  

“It is that kind of test anxiety that has been affecting me now…you would 

feel…how should I put it? Hm…you certainly wanted to get good grades on the 

tests so when you come here; you also want to give a good impression of yourself 

to others you interact with. So this has caused the anxiety when you were 

interacting with others.” 

Attitudes and familiarity of the audience/interlocutors. For these international 

students, speaking in another language may be anxiety-provoking, but the level of anxiety 

could be increased or decreased depending on to whom they speak. Participant B 

particularly spoke about a recent experience where she found her speaking anxiety was 

greatly reduced. 

“Because I work in the office, the people I interact with are my coworkers. It is 

not a superior-subordinate relationship; we can talk casually. It seems OK if I am 

using or speaking incorrect English because they know I am still learning the 

language and have not fully mastered it. So she [one of her coworkers] is very 

understanding and tolerant. As for me, I remain a mindset that chatting is 

supposed to have fun, right? …so sometimes there is no need to pay meticulous 

attention to having to speak grammatically correctly…of course the person you 
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talk to matters. That person needs to be understanding and encourages you to 

try…to try to express yourself.”  

When comparing the anxiety levels between on-campus and off-campus situations, 

Participant B usually did not find it much different. For her, both contexts create equal 

anxiety but the attitudes of the sales representatives or clerks also influence the anxiety 

level during off-campus settings. She described: 

“I will still be very nervous. Very nervous. But for it [the anxiety] to feel better, it 

will depend on the attitude of the other person. I feel that you will start to feel 

relaxed in your speaking when the other person [the clerk] shows that he is really 

willing to help.” 

Participant C could be nervous about speaking in most situations; however, there were 

times she noticed that she was not that nervous when speaking in English. 

“It is very weird. That is, I will be very nervous speaking with Americans. I will 

not be nervous speaking to people from other countries though…take the example 

when I travelled, like I went to Korea, France, and other countries, as long as 

English is not their first language, I would feel I could speak [English] well once I 

noticed that they did not speak it well. I would not feel nervous inside. And you 

would feel that you could express yourself well.” 

She also felt less anxious when speaking to other international students. When comparing 

the anxiety levels between on-campus and off-campus situations, Participant C replied: 

“It will definitely feel much relaxed. I mean speaking off campus will be better 

than speaking on campus. Because when you talk to someone off-campus, you 

don’t need sophisticated vocabulary or structures. But if you are on campus, 
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especially you are in the doctoral program, those you talk to usually are professors 

or doctoral students. You feel that they use good English, vocabulary or structures, 

and speak very fast. They also use well-developed sentence structures, which 

would make you feel that you just cannot compare with them.” 

Interlocutor familiarity can also affect speaking anxiety levels. Participant C expressed 

that she would be willing to talk more and felt less anxious if she was much better 

acquainted with the professors or the classmates.  

Familiarity with the topics. Participant A mentioned that speaking anxiety 

would be decreased if allowed to talk about a topic about which she was familiar.  

“Usually you can freely pick your topic for your presentation, so I will not choose 

a topic that will make me nervous. If the professor says ‘you can pick one from 

these [topics],’ I will never pick a topic that I have no idea about at all. I won’t 

select that topic. I will choose the one I probably know the half of it. That way, 

even if I do not prepare for it, I would know what to say about it.” 

She said she would be worried that she could not do it well if she chose a topic she does 

not understand.   

Working in the office as a graduate assistant, there were some terms or language 

used in the doctoral program that Participant B would need to be familiar with in order to 

perform her job. When she herself was still new in the doctoral program, she had to 

quickly figure out what those terms meant to help herself not only succeed in the program 

as a student but also as a student worker. According to her, she experienced various 

levels of anxiety when getting acquainted with work-related language and the language of 
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academic discourse. When talking about her progress in the program and in the job, she 

stated: 

“Maybe it is because I have become more familiar with some of the academic or 

professional terms for the program, such as…uh…doctoral residency report. I am 

more familiar with them and would not be stuck on words when I speak. Oh 

(suddenly thinking of examples to tell me), terms like candidacy defense, 

candidacy paper, committee members. These terms would be in your head quite 

often to a point you get used to them and you won’t get stuck when you speak of 

them.” 

Comfortableness with the environment. Participant A would demonstrate great 

anxiety if required to speak to the audience in formal settings but her speaking anxiety 

would be much reduced in classroom settings because she felt that the school was a place 

that gave you room to grow and to learn. 

“If I were to attend and speak at those big conferences...then don’t waste other 

people’s time…if my topic is perfect but I speak broken English, then that will 

make me very nervous…I know if I have to report or present on the stage, in a 

formal setting, out-side the campus, then it will cross my mind that I might make 

grammatical mistakes because I don’t have the confidence. But I won’t get that 

kind of nervousness on campus.” 

The other two participants also would experience greater anxiety when they had 

to speak in formal settings; however, their speaking anxiety could still remain high in 

classroom settings. There might be times when speaking in one classroom felt more 

relaxed than in another. Participant C described:  
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“Given a relaxed enough environment, I probably would not appear shy to you, 

but if the environment is perceived serious and the task is to be performed under 

such environment, or if I feel this is a serious task, I would look very shy. I feel 

this is a result of the environment and education I come from, which have made 

us perceive solemnity whenever we walk into the classrooms.” 

Control of pronunciation and accent. Standard American English pronunciation 

has been greatly appreciated and taught in China and in Taiwan. Whether or not they can 

succeed, English learners are encouraged to be able to pronounce correctly. Participant A 

observed some students were being laughed at because of poor pronunciation, which, in 

her view, demoted these students’ interest of learning the language. Participant B and 

Participant C were conscientious about their pronunciation since native-like 

pronunciation free of accent was their ideal goal. As a result, the level of control of 

pronunciation and accent impacted their speaking anxiety and vice versa. 

Participant C reported that memorizing the vocabulary was hard enough but 

learning English pronunciation was no less easy. It took her a great deal of time to learn 

how to pronounce correctly by listening over and over again when in school. She cared so 

much about her pronunciation that her anxiety level would be exacerbated once she was 

aware of her accent sounding strange or if a wrong pronunciation was uttered. She 

noticed that if she spoke fast or if she was nervous, her accent would become heavier. 

“And my advisor would just say to me, ‘you just take it easy. You think a little, speak a 

little, think a little, and speak a little.’ He said, ‘I noticed your accent would be better 

once you spoke a little slower.’ If you speak faster, the accent would come out. If you are 

nervous, the accent would come out too.” 
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She said that it challenged and stressed her greatly to have to think about grammar and 

pronunciation when speaking at the same time.  

Similarly with Participant C, Participant B’s speaking anxiety level would be 

further escalated when incorrect pronunciation was being made or when she was getting 

stuck on the pronunciation of a word after several attempts in front of the audience. 

Because it was so important for her to be able to pronounce correctly, she wished there 

had been a hole for her to crawl in and hide when that happened. She explained: 

“Because I have been working on improving my pronunciation, it makes me care 

more about my pronunciation. So when giving a presentation, maybe it was 

because I was bothered by not pronouncing either this or that word correctly, I 

would end up feeling the more I spoke, the worse my pronunciation got.  

Category Five: Demonstrations of High Levels of Accountability Pressure 

Signs of perfectionist thoughts and behaviors. Except for Participant A, the 

other two participants proclaimed that they possessed perfectionistic characteristics. 

Participant B recognized that she could be very self-critical and was always looking for 

ways to improve. She gave an example she felt that could illustrate one of her 

perfectionistic characteristics. She said:  

“I could be very fastidious about what I do…that is why a paper of 20 pages could 

never be finished just because I might be stuck on the fifth page and then 

continuously stuck on the fifth page. And if I could not do it well, I would end up 

still being on the fifth page. It is just very difficult to move on.”   

In the beginning of the program, she would have to burn the midnight oil for three to five 

consecutive nights in order to finish and meet the deadline. By the second semester, she 
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learned to request three days of extension for assignments so she was able to submit 

quality she would accept from herself.  

Participant C did not hesitate but believed she was a perfectionist in nature. She 

said she would prefer to be late on an assignment submission rather than turn in 

something imperfect to her standards. She mentioned an incident where she was to turn in 

her project when she was studying TV production. She remembered when she noticed 

there was a split second where the audio and video tracks did not match up.  She could 

not just let go and turn it in, even if the deadline was about to run out. In order to match 

up that tiny mistake, it required her to rework from the point in question forward. She 

ended up missing the deadline. She said she had no choice; she was helpless in that way. 

Even now, she was always the kind of student who would click the submission button at 

the very last minute of the deadline. She was also striving to receive A grades. She stated:  

“Even if I was sick or did not feel well, I would still work to get A's. For example, 

if something important came up, some people might say, ‘OK, I will just turn in 

my paper the way it is.’ No, for me, that is not going to happen. I cannot accept a 

grain of sand in my eyes (an expression used in Chinese to mean she would not 

take imperfection for an answer)”   

Displays of high self-expectations. Unlike the other two participants, Participant 

A did not perceive herself as a perfectionist and would never ask for perfection in what 

she was doing. She said she would not be able to live if she had to pursue perfection in 

life. Although she was not a perfectionist, throughout the conversation she exhibited a 

high level of self-expectation, showed the confidence of being professional in her field, 

and expressed her need to set goals that would match her professional image.  Such as: 



136 
 

 
 

“Because I feel when you are delivering something, you have to make yourself 

understood. Especially…when you are in the doctoral level, you have to know 

what others expect of you…like writing, when I am writing my 

dissertation…uh…I feel it is a scholar writing. So my pressure is to meet the 

expectations [of others].” 

She also expected herself to be able to give “a-ha moments” to her peers and hoped to 

offer something so her peers could learn from her. Her reason being: 

“Because you felt you had learned a lot from their sharing in class. Sometimes 

what they shared might not be new to you but the way they put it, ‘hey, this is 

something I can learn.’ (acting as if she was at the moment in class) You just felt 

you learned a lot from them, so you were thinking you needed to be able to do the 

same and not fall behind your classmates that much.” 

She was realistic in that she understood she would not be able to give a perfect 

presentation in her language outputs. Although she was not a perfectionist, she aimed at 

producing quality work. “I am just to pursue for quality,” she said.  

Earlier, I mentioned Participant B’s embarrassing incident of how she could not 

finish her third sentence due to an anxiety attack. The reason she had to raise her hand to 

comment, when actually she was not ready, was because she had been gradually aware 

that students in the U.S. were used to speaking in class and that professors would not 

point to one student to answer but expected active participation. Moreover, she sensed 

she had to say something since everyone in the class had done so. Studying in the U.S., 

she realized that she had to expect and demand progress for herself, or no one would. 

When noticing it was obvious that she seldom talked in class discussion compared to 
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other students, she felt the pressure to keep up with her peers and made a resolution to 

change her behavior. She said, 

“I started to push myself and demand myself to have to speak at least one time 

every class period. At least one time. I cannot be silent the whole…during the 

whole class.” 

When speaking in class, she paid careful attention to the content of what was being said 

to make sure to give relevant, professional and in-depth opinions. She also encouraged 

herself to be brave and get involved in the conversations instead of being a passive 

listener like before. She demanded herself to improve in any way she could.  

When it came to speaking, Participant C would constantly push herself to perform 

her best because in her mind she thought:  

“I feel that everyone would say…uh…would think that since you are…uh…in the 

doctoral program, how could you make such stupid mistakes? In fact I don’t think 

they expect less from us just because we are foreigners here.  Honestly I also 

don’t want them to think, ‘oh, they are foreigners so they are supposed to make 

mistakes’ and to discriminate us from American students…I don’t wish they do 

that.”  

In the academic setting, she demanded herself to perform as best as she could. Part of it 

was to avoid being treated as a foreign student whose mistakes were considered 

anticipated or normal. That major part is her conviction that each international student 

should be held accountable of his/her own mastery of the English language. “Once you 

decide to come to America and you decide to study in America, it is your responsibility 

to learn to speak English well. This is the mindset that not only pressured her to work for 
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A grades but also led her to the opinion that “I just feel, as a student, you are supposed to 

achieve As.” 

Focus Group Discussion 

The focus group meeting was held to help answer the research question three: 

Having been through two learning scenarios, one as EFL students in their home 

country and one as international students in the U.S., what pedagogical 

recommendations would they make to address the issues of language anxiety to 

home and host institutions and instructors?  

The intention, of course, was to seek the feedback of these international students and to 

identify their visions and opinions toward the development of strategies that address 

language anxiety. A focus group agenda was created with 10 guiding questions to 

facilitate the discussion. These guiding questions were designed to understand 

participants’ perspectives as to what could have been done before and after coming in 

contact with the real world, in terms of the home and host institutions and instructors, as 

well as they themselves as English learners and as international students.  

The following is the wish list and suggestions presented with the bullet points 

under headings of home and host learning contexts. More elaboration will be given in 

Chapter Five. 

Home Learning Contexts 

What our English education can do for us. It turned out many of the wish list 

and suggestion items discussed in the meeting involved reformation and transformation at 

the government level.  These comments suggested that English education back home is 

responsible for most challenges language learners encountered and were faced with when 
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entering and interacting with the real world in which they were required to apply learned 

knowledge.  Therefore, English curriculum needs to be fundamentally reformed and 

national common core standards be rewritten.    

 English exposure should start early, targeted on listening skills initially, with 

speaking added gradually and accordingly, before beginning formal 

instruction. 

 English should be taught as a communication tool and not as knowledge 

accrued by memorization.  

 English lessons should be designed to honor the order of how we learn our 

first language with necessary and appropriate modification: Listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing. 

 A sincere call should be put out for re-writing the English teaching materials 

and textbooks that render true relevancy, connections, and practicality. 

 English test writing methods and directions warrant a careful re-evaluation 

and a significant change. 

 English should be taught in smaller classes where interactions can occur. 

 English speaking and listening skills should be further developed, enhanced, 

and emphasized than they are currently. 

 Language teachers should attend professional development on a regular basis 

to keep themselves abreast of new evidence and effective strategies relevant to 

improving their teaching practices. 
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 A student-centered classroom atmosphere should be created across all subject 

areas to encourage and allow students to grow up learning to express, discuss, 

and take on the active role in the learning process.  

 Public speaking and presentation opportunities should be implemented, 

incorporated, and integrated into the activities of all subject matters and 

courses to make public speaking a part of academic life. 

 Taking full advantage of multimedia technologies, such as asynchronous and 

synchronous online interactions and communication in the teaching process, is 

strongly recommended. 

 The international institution-to-institution collaborations should be sought and 

built to develop more globally-desired mindsets, attitudes, and behaviors.   

 invite and involve professionals of different fields with international 

experiences to collaborate with language teachers and bring new or different 

mindsets and inspirations to the language classrooms 

 What we, as English learners, can do for ourselves.  

 Make the most of online resources to make up what is inadequately offered in 

the classroom. 

 Read extensively and actively, not just course-related textbooks. 

 Speak and listen as much as possible. 

Host Learning Contexts 

What our host institutions and instructors can do for us. 

 The role of the international student office at the host institution should be 

further extended, intensified, and reinforced. 
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 The concept of “International House” was approved of, which makes possible 

the joining of all international students and connecting domestic and 

international students to expand and enrich their learning experiences. 

 Similar to the idea of the “International House” but on a much smaller and 

simpler scale, a “Conversation Corner” was suggested to be offered for 

international students at their main building, which promotes interaction and 

collaboration.    

 Learning Support Center that offers tutoring services and could also add 

English tutors for international students who need additional assistance. 

 What we, as international students, can do for ourselves. 

 Take full advantage of being in the best environment where we can really 

practice our speaking and listening.  

 Show initiative and be courageous in speaking and just get ourselves involved. 

 Attend or volunteer more on-campus activities to expand our educational, 

social, and service opportunities and experiences.  

 Seek assistance from the Writing Center on a regular basis to improve writing 

skills. 

 Find a study buddy or group from another culture to increase language use 

and to form a sense of friendship and community and support for one another. 

 Do not be afraid of making mistakes! 
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Chapter Five:  Summary, Discussion, and Conclusion 

Introduction 

 The study aimed to understand how we can help our language learners to be able 

to demonstrate as much of their learned competency as possible in circumstances where 

anxiety is likely to be lurking around. It all began with my personal struggles to make 

sense of, and my efforts to make peace with, the language anxiety that had been affecting 

my language confidence, which I used to experience before coming back to the U.S. for 

my doctoral studies. With the belief that the experiences and opinions of other 

international students must be able to provide valuable and applicable information to all 

relevant role players, I was determined to ask the generous interested international 

students to make the most of our study-abroad experiences by opening up and sharing 

their language anxiety encounters and their lessons learned.  

Overall, the findings indicated that these international students did not find 

anxiety stimuli in the home-country English classrooms, but the anxiety triggers could be 

activated in many aspects and events of language use in the U.S., on or off campus 

environments. Usually anxiety would immediately ignite when inadequate language 

proficiency was sensed/felt or when a “solo show” was required. Their personalities, 

temperaments, and personal emotions and qualities affected the levels of the anxiety they 

perceived, rationally or irrationally.  Most importantly, the results of the study supported 

and extended the reviewed literature on the notions of active coping strategies and 

exposure-based strategies applicable in supporting anxiety reduction in language use 

scenarios. Further elaboration will be given in the discussion regarding how their 

personal characteristics influenced their choice to use active over passive coping 
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strategies and how the nature of American classrooms could bring about similar effects of 

exposure-based treatments to benefit these non-native speakers of English. 

Discussion 

The total of six interviews and one focus group discussion provided me with an 

extraordinary amount of rich data to answer the three research questions the study was 

based upon: 

1). What situations trigger anxiety, and why do they act as language anxiety 

triggers for international students in both their home and host countries’ 

classrooms?  

2). What are the impacts of language anxiety, if there are any, on international 

students’ overall language experience?  

3). Having been through two learning scenarios, one as EFL students in their 

home country and one as international students in the United States, what 

pedagogical recommendations would they make to address the issues of language 

anxiety to home and host institutions and instructors?  

The original plan was to have the interviews help answer the first two research questions 

and the focus group discussion for the third research question, guided by an interview 

protocol and a focus group agenda. While the dialogical interaction was productive, it 

was unpredictable in that I did not have control over what was brought up in the 

conversation, even with the guiding questions. At the completion of data collection, there 

were data from the interviews that helped address research question three and, likewise, 

data from the focus group meeting to address research questions one and two. 

The data analysis from the interview revealed five major categories:  
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1). Exhibits of disapproval of English teaching approach 

2). Triggers of Foreign Language Anxiety 

3). Language skills perceived as under-prepared for study-abroad contexts 

4). Aspects that affect the intensity of language-related anxiety  

5). Demonstrations of high levels of accountability pressure  

Category one contained eight subcategories related to English teaching 

approaches the participants would hope to change and modify. They were “English is 

taught as a subject, not a ‘language,’” “grammar-oriented approach,” “teaching to the test 

approach,” “teacher-centered instruction,” “attention-to-detail testing approach,” 

“rigid/inflexible grading criteria,” “rote learning,” and “ineffective teaching and learning.” 

Category two identified two major sources that trigger anxiety: “Language-related gaps 

perceived at time of language use” and “Speaking under the spotlight.” Category three 

comprises five subcategories suggesting the areas underprepared for real-life use, which 

triggered language anxiety. They were “listening comprehension skills,” “speaking skills,” 

“oral communication skills,” “presentation/ public speaking skills,” and “academic 

writing styles and skills.” Category four consisted of five subcategories pointing to the 

aspects that affect the anxiety level, which are “fear of negative evaluation,” “attitudes of 

the audience/interlocutor,” “familiarity with the topics,” “comfortableness with the 

environment,” “control of pronunciation and accent.” The last category, Category five, 

had two subcategories regarding learner characteristics that render more stable and 

constant responses to language anxiety, which are “signs of perfectionist thoughts and 

behaviors,” and “displays of high self-expectations.” The points taken from the focus 

group discussion were mostly the recommendations and suggestions made to relevant 
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policy makers and English teachers for improvement of English education back home and 

to those in the host institutions who have the capacity and are in the position to create and 

provide a more international-student-friendly environment for the continually growing 

number of international students. There were remarks here and there in the meeting 

related to research questions one and two; most were the repeated mentions in the 

interviews and some were not. 

The data from the interviews and the focus group discussion responding to the 

research questions are discussed as follows. 

Question One Discussion 

1. What situations trigger anxiety, and why do they act as language anxiety triggers 

for international students in both their home and host countries’ classrooms? 

While in the home-country classrooms, all participants unanimously did not find 

any anxiety catalysts in the English classrooms. It seemed that the only major and 

obvious anxiety all participants could remember from the foreign language classrooms 

was test-related anxiety, which, according to Horwitz et al. (1986), is “a type of 

performance anxiety stemming from a fear of failure” (p. 127). That is to say, sitting and 

listening to the English teachers’ lectures did not induce much anxiety but sitting and 

taking the English tests did. Apparently, this was the test anxiety. When asked to 

seriously recall any anxious moments in the English classrooms, Participant C could not 

think of any. Participant A could only think of the times, which rarely happened, when 

the English teacher called the students, one by one, and had them stand up to form an 

English sentence with a particular word or structure, although she still did not think of it 
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as much of a big deal. Participant B did not experience anxiety until later years in 

college when required her to give a presentations in English.  

Before we are quick to jump to the conclusion that what Participant A and 

Participant B experienced was foreign language anxiety because foreign language use 

was involved, we should not ignore the fact that while they were asked to use the foreign 

language, they were asked to use it in the public eye. We also cannot fail to take into 

consideration the top-down learning culture in China and in Taiwan where teacher-

centered instruction is the common practice. The influence of such classroom practice is 

that most students do not grow to become confident or comfortable speakers and are not 

used to speaking to an audience. As reviewed in the literature of public speaking, many 

studies support that public speaking is commonly perceived to be one of the most anxiety 

provoking experiences that people have (DiBartolo & Molina, 2010; MacIntyre & 

Thivierge, 1995; Merritt et al., 2001; Pribyl et al., 2001; Thomas et al., 1994).  

Everyone has his/her own reasons to feel nervous when asked to speak publicly. 

Participant A said she was little at that time. She worried that all possible word choices 

were being used up by her classmates leaving her with no more word choice or idea when 

it was her turn. That would make her feel embarrassed and inadequate. Participant B was 

sure that she would still be very nervous even if she were to give the presentation in 

Chinese; having to use English to present simply intensified the already existing anxiety. 

That she was not used to performing in public was one reason she experienced anxiety 

and her personality of being shy was another, making her presentation experience back 

home so overwhelming. The point I want to make here is that we should not observe a 

few anxiety stories or behaviors out of the context and diagnose the student as having 
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language anxiety. A language student who feels nervous while taking on a task that 

involves a foreign language does not necessarily make him/her a language anxious 

student. At least all participants in the study were positive that they did not experience 

foreign language anxiety while back home even though there were anxious moments 

from time to time in the English classrooms. My experience seconds that. 

 The study-abroad life in the U.S., however, suddenly felt like tip-toeing on the 

“anxiety-triggering” minefield for these international students because their long learned 

English knowledge was finally put to the test in the real world. Anxiety crept in whenever 

they detected a gap between what they could perform and what they were expected to do, 

or whenever they were to perform or speak to an audience. Their Category three 

reveals—listening, speaking, oral communication, presentation, and academic writing 

skills—were perceived to be inadequately developed. Unfortunately these were the exact 

skills needed to succeed academically, causing them to feel under-prepared in many 

aspects of the study-abroad contexts. They commonly shared the same anxieties of 

having difficulty in following the professors and class discussions in the beginning 

semesters, expressing their full thoughts, interacting, communicating, connecting with 

American peers, maintaining their composure and staying poised during public speaking, 

and writing the way they could in their first language. 

The reason why a perceived gap could act as a language anxiety trigger is that 

whenever a gap between what they thought they could do and what they actually could 

pull off was perceived, a sense of incompetence, ineptitude, or failure was attached to the 

feeling. After many years of learning English and living under the impression that their 

English proficiency was reasonably good, it is understandable that a certain level of 
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frustration and disappointment was to be experienced when the “truth” came out that 

seemed to suggest otherwise. Moreover, the participants in the study revealed a high level 

of fear of negative evaluation.  Two of them, who self-identified themselves as displaying 

perfectionist characteristics and being shy by nature, especially assured me that they were 

obsessed with how other people thought of them. With these personal traits, anxiety 

would be triggered immediately when they sensed the gap. After all, the perceived gaps 

here might suggest insufficiency and deficiency to their subconscious minds, which 

would allow a sense of failure to set in. Coincidently, a strong link between 

communication apprehension and one’s perceived competence either in native or second 

language has been identified by many studies (MacIntyre et al., 1997) and personality 

factors are recognized as major causes of speaking anxiety (Wang, 2010). Once the 

anxiety kicked in, as revealed in Category four, the fear of negative evaluation, attitudes 

of the audience/interlocutor, familiarity with the topics, comfortableness with the 

environment, or control of pronunciation and accent could impact the already triggered 

anxiety.  

Speaking under the spotlight was another anxiety trigger for these international 

students in the study. Any speaking task that required a solo show was considered 

speaking under the spotlight, such as delivering a presentation, speaking publicly, 

speaking in class, or speaking during group discussion. To understand why speaking 

under the spotlight would act as an anxiety trigger for these international students; we 

need to consider the four anxiety contributors. 

The first contributor is public speaking. As mentioned above and in the literature 

review, public speaking is a universal fear and commonly considered one of the most 
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anxiety-provoking events. If giving a presentation or speaking publicly in one’s first 

language would trigger anxiety, then how much more anxiety would be produced when 

speaking in another language of which he or she does not have mastery?  

The second contributor is culture. The participants in this study happened to come 

from a part of the world where students have grown up accustomed to the top-down 

learning culture in which speaking in class or to an audience was rarely observed and 

practiced.   Also, as all participants mentioned, any given responses were expected to be 

correct when called upon in class. All three participants expressed that they had to be sure 

their discussion points and comments were worth sharing or at least correct, or they 

would prefer sitting silently in class.  

The third contributor is language confidence. Their lack of confidence in English 

proficiency made them very uncomfortable speaking even during the least anxiety-

provoking setting such as in group discussion. Participant A demonstrated the fear that 

her American peers might not like to include her to be in their discussion group because 

of her non-native language capacity. Given that the classroom climate here in the U.S. is 

open, interactive, and collaborative, and every student is expected to participate in class 

discussion, they said they had to force themselves to act like a doctoral student and to 

speak up sometimes. Speaking in class did not generate much less anxiety than giving a 

presentation. They reasoned that with presentations, no matter how nervous they would 

be, at least they had the scripts and the PowerPoint slides to guide them and they could 

have prepared in advance. Speaking in class, however, involved thinking and speaking 

simultaneously without a prepared script.  They had to speak with many uncertainties, 

worrying about grammar, pronunciation, accent, being coherent, or ensuring the value of 
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a point being made. If you are a confident and comfortable speaker, you might not really 

understand how much psychological and emotional turmoil as well as conflict at the same 

time were going through and processing in their heads. 

The forth contributor is personalities. Two of the three participants were shy and 

sensitive as well as vulnerable to any events that could suggest negative evaluation. Their 

excessive fear in speaking can confirm many reviewed literature examples which suggest 

that personality factors are major causes of speaking anxiety (Wang, 2010), that 

significant negative correlations between extraversion and language anxiety and also 

between language anxiety and willingness to communicate are identified (MacIntyre & 

Charos, 1996, cited in Dewaele, 2005), and that anxious students tend to underestimate 

their abilities with actual proficiency level being accounted for (MacIntyre et al. 1997), or 

more precisely, foreign language students who happen to be introverted and anxious are 

more likely to underestimate their abilities (Dewaele, 2002). According to my 

observation, these two participants did tend to underestimate their speaking proficiency. 

Question Two Discussion 

2. What are the impacts of language anxiety, if there are any, on international 

students’ overall language experience? 

There was no piece of data allowing the study to speculate or explicate the 

relationship between language anxiety and language learning since the participants did 

not feel that they themselves had ever experienced language anxiety when learning the 

target language in the classrooms back home. Their learning outcomes, if defined by test 

scores, were also not consistent across their learning experiences. It was after they arrived 

in the U.S. that they started to experience the language anxiety after realizing at the time 
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of using English that their proficiency was in fact inadequately and ineffectively 

developed. The rich dialogical data provided evidence that language anxiety affected 

them in a number of ways and that the impacts of language anxiety on their overall 

language experience might seem negative at the outset, but actually positive at the end. 

The impacts of language anxiety will be understood in terms of performance, mentality 

and emotion, and motivation. Before they are discussed, I want to point out that although 

I did my best to discern the difference between performance anxiety/stage fright and 

language anxiety in the events where public speaking was involved, the fact that both of 

them interacted, one intensifying the other, made finding the clear-cut line between them 

difficult and sometimes impossible. When that happened, I could only speculate the 

possibility based on my conversations with the participants and on what I believed 

according to my own personal anxiety experience. 

Performance: A consistent view shared by the three participants was that anxiety 

would cause them to demonstrate poorer performances on any tasks associated with 

language use, such as speaking, listening, presentations, or writing assignments. During 

class discussion when they perceived the need to have to make a comment, instead of 

listening to the professor or classmates to learn what they had to share, they would spend 

time putting down what they would say on paper and practicing what was drafted in their 

heads. Their learning was therefore diminished. In speaking or giving a presentation, it 

could quickly trigger language anxiety if they kept getting stuck on words or had trouble 

expressing themselves effectively while they talked. If they could not keep their anxiety 

in check in time, their anxiety would take over and cause a mental block. But note that 

stage fright had its crucial role in the perceived anxiety during presentations as stage 
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fright and language anxiety both worked together and sometimes one after another to 

deteriorate the performance. No matter how well they had prepared and rehearsed for 

their presentations, their actual day of performance would suffer due to the presence of 

anxiety. Once trapped in anxiety, listening comprehension could be compromised too. 

Participant B mentioned a couple of anxious incidents where someone said something to 

her when she was already nervous, she would be too nervous to make out the word at that 

moment. Not that she did not know that word; she just felt that anxiety would affect her 

listening comprehension. The anxiety from not being able to put out their best work 

caused procrastination as well. All participants either could never turn in their 

assignments until the very last second of deadline or had to ask for an extension, which, 

according to them, would never have happened if they were to write in Chinese. 

Overthinking sometimes led to ineffective behaviors. 

Mentality and emotion: All three participants said that they had never felt 

relaxed since entering the program. While academic anxiety was a universal student 

experience, as international students here, they had to work so much harder to make sense 

of all cognitive-related inputs, negotiate with language barriers, and deliver the absorbed 

capacity in another language. Their language insecurity kept them always alert and 

attentive to their language use before, during, and after speaking and writing.  According 

to the data, language anxiety mostly originated from troublesome encounters, which 

could give rise to a perception of inadequacy. The sudden realization that they were not 

as competent as they thought they were, that they could not fully express themselves the 

way they assumed they could, and that a notable gap urgently perceived to be filled to 
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succeed in the program had caused them a great deal of mental stress and emotional 

anxiety. The feeling of loss of self-confidence and self-esteem was expressed and shared.    

Motivation: That language anxiety hindered them from performing at their best 

levels of ability was true. That the dreadful feelings from the encounters that kept 

reminding them of being language insufficient were also real. And yes, there were times 

they felt so low in spirits and depressed that they might self-doubt a little; however, it 

was exactly those feelings that compelled them to find solutions to handle them. Because 

they exhibited a high level of self-discipline, self-efficacy, and commitment that had 

driven them to strive for improvement and success, they managed to develop the coping 

strategies that worked for their personalities and styles. To compensate for their lack of 

speaking ability and confidence, they resolved to change a few frames of mind and 

behaviors. They would actively get themselves involved in conversations that they would 

otherwise avoid in the past and speak in class as much as they could, knowing that 

avoiding could not contribute to any improvement. Depending upon learning styles, they 

would either pay attention to the design of the PowerPoint slides or devote themselves to 

writing and memorizing the script to minimize the overwhelming amount of anxiety 

during presentations. To grow and increase writing skills, they sought help from the 

Writing Center or their American peers. In order to demonstrate that they were up to the 

tasks at a doctoral level, they mentioned that they strove to think positively, believing 

they could do it and persisted in investing more efforts into their personal growth. All 

these efforts were the result of their foreign language anxiety, but their mindsets turned 

the anxiety into a constructive force in the end. Most importantly, all of them constantly 

reminded themselves to never give up on themselves. 
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Question Three Discussion 

3. Having been through two learning scenarios, one as EFL students in their home 

country and one as international students in the United States, what pedagogical 

recommendations would they make to address the issues of language anxiety to 

home and host institutions and instructors? 

Although the focus group meeting was designed and conducted to gauge the 

recommendations these international students could come up with for their home and host 

institutions to address more effectively the language anxiety they had experienced, the 

interview data unexpectedly revealed many aspects of teaching practices they were not 

approved of and disagreed with, which could also serve as points of recommendations. 

As revealed in Category one, remarks were either made directly or indirectly to suggest 

that fundamental changes were critically needed.  

 The study revealed a consensus that English education back home successfully 

fostered a good language test taker but not a good language user. A diligent student in an 

English class back home could soak up so much knowledge about the target language but 

was never given the chance to use it. Chances are, he or she would feel very 

uncomfortable speaking in another language for the first time and might stumble through 

the speech even though there was so much to offer stored in his/her brain. Imagine you 

are learning to swim; at the end of the day, of course, you would want to swim in the 

water. What if I teach you only the facts and knowledge about swimming, a huge amount 

of facts and knowledge, and maybe show you some videos about swimming, but never 

give you the opportunity to actually swim. I can guarantee that you will achieve a perfect 

score if you just take in what I teach you. Do you think it will make you uncomfortable 
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and anxious when you are to swim in the sea for the first time? Anxiety usually does not 

emerge without cause, but it also tends to not linger without a good reason.    

 Having learned “how to swim” theoretically at one end and currently “swimming” 

empirically at the other, these international students are wholeheartedly calling for a 

fundamental redesign of the teaching practices. They did not feel that it was because they 

lacked knowledge of English that they were anxious when using it; in fact, they 

considered they had way too much stored for show. The existence of language anxiety 

was ascribed to seldom or never having had the opportunity to practice or use it in a 

meaningful way. Here are the teaching practices they wished to have had and believed 

would make a foreign language/English really “a language” again, not a subject solely 

associated with tests that only correctness had values. 

 Since it took time for learning a language, whether the mother tongue, a second or 

foreign language, participants suggested that we should learn a second or foreign 

language just as we learned our mother tongue in the beginning learning stage. Currently, 

learning English as a foreign language has been introduced since first or third grade in 

China and in Taiwan, where their education systems are comprised of primary (1-6 

grades), junior high (7-9), senior high (10-12), and higher education. They questioned the 

effectiveness of abundantly feeding facts and knowledge of English into the language 

learners because of the observation that, upon entering junior high, senior high, and 

college or university, a majority of students could not demonstrate their English 

proficiency, thus providing evidence that their prior education learning time in English 

was effective. If that was the case, they suggested why not make the most of the primary 

education stage focusing on fostering listening and speaking only in that order. They felt 



156 
 

 
 

it would be more practical and beneficial to develop a feel for the target language first, 

without grammar, structure or spelling annoyances. As education stages progress, more 

serious and academic components could be added gradually to eventually reach the 

targeted agenda before senior high education where students are more mature and 

cognitively more ready for linguistic concepts. Remember that not everyone would grow 

up to study abroad or work in a job requiring the use of a foreign language. By the time 

students reach the stage where they start to think about their future and have plans that 

might require a certain level language proficiency to fulfill them, they would not just 

already have some comfort level in listening and speaking but also appreciate and take 

seriously the grammar lessons in school and want to learn more themselves. If the 

relevant role players in English education could buy into this more open-minded 

approach, we can be confident that subsequent modifications on learning goals, curricula, 

textbook contents, testing emphases and formats, teaching approaches, classroom 

activities would be made accordingly. That would totally change the classroom 

atmosphere and could make learning a language more natural. If you have been 

practicing swimming in the pool or river, swimming in the sea one day probably would 

not intimidate you so much than if you had never actually swum in any forms of water at 

all. 

 Although the quality of being able to deliver in English to an audience was 

stressed, they also emphasized the importance of incorporating public speaking or 

presentation opportunities into all subject matters and courses to make public speaking a 

natural part of learning process. While it is essential to acquire and possess the necessary 

competence, it is equally important to have the ability to demonstrate the learned capacity. 
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This is the exact concept proposed to faculty from all disciplines by Schornack and Beck 

(2002) to help students develop their speaking abilities to meet up today’s workplace 

where various forms of communication are required. The participants also identified the 

needs for language teachers to regularly attend professional development to support and 

extend their teaching practices. 

 All the participants understood that it was their responsibility to improve their 

language proficiency and speaking confidence since it was they who chose to come to 

study in the U.S. They did have some humble requests to make to their host institution to 

extend and increase the capability of some of the already existing facilities to benefit not 

only the international students but also domestic students. The discussion proposed that 

the Office of International Student and Scholar Services (OISSS) could be expanded and 

to exploit their capacity to take initiative and foster a creative role that brings together all 

interested international students and domestic students in genuinely meaningful ways. 

Bearing a similar effect of workshops but informal in nature, students of different 

cultures, including domestic students, are encouraged to sign up to “teach” a topic of their 

choice, for example, “Tips to travel to Japan,” “Cultural taboos in China,” etc. or to really 

teach their own languages in a more relaxed and casual way. The OISSS could seek help 

from volunteers to screen and select proposals of lessons, to coordinate and schedule the 

voluntary lessons, to handle the RSVPs, etc. We are confident it would surprise you not 

only how many volunteers would sign up to assist the IOSSS with the preparation and 

coordination of such activities but also how many students, domestic and international, 

are in fact interested in learning others’ cultures and languages; they just have not had a 

cultural platform providing abundant resources and opportunities. Many activities, such 
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as language exchanging or group teaching that promote international awareness and 

collaboration can take place under the guidance of the IOSSS. With the growing number 

of international students here on the campus, cultural resources are practically around 

every corner. It would be a waste not to make the most of their presence to expand and to 

enrich learning experiences by joining and connecting domestic and international 

students. 

 They also hoped to have a Conversation Corner—a location used by many 

institution to promote English learning—offered somewhere in their building to welcome 

native or non-native speakers of English to sit, talk, work, or study. That way, 

international students would be confident those native speakers who come in are 

international student-friendly. Interaction, collaboration, and assistance taking place in 

this Corner are a two-way street, so it is not necessarily the international students who are 

the only ones seeking assistance. One last suggestion to the host institution was to add 

English tutors for international students who need additional assistance to the Learning 

Support Center where they already offer tutoring services.  

The first two recommendations above were to encourage interaction, as the more 

interaction an international student has with others, the more comfortable and accustomed 

he or she will be with the language. Consequently the anxiety from using it would be 

hopefully reduced over time. The last suggestion of adding English tutors to the Learning 

Support Center was to enhance their speaking and reading proficiency because the more 

understanding the student has of speaking and expressions, the more confidence and 

competence he or she will develop, and therefore, language anxiety will gradually 

dissipate with time as well. 
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Conclusion 

 Being English-as-foreign-language learners, we are like outdoor plants being 

grown indoors or in the greenhouse with zero-to-limited exposure to the natural 

environment. We passively take in what is presented to us. Some flourish, most struggle, 

and many wither, each for his or her own reasons. At the end, we somehow grow to be 

accustomed to this safe environment as indoor/greenhouse plants. Being international 

students here, we are once again like the outdoor-but-converted-to-indoor plants being 

transplanted to the outdoor area without being properly acclimatized in a gradual fashion 

to the natural environmental conditions. It is we who have to learn to adapt to the 

environmental changes and do our best to absorb the excessive amount of nutrients that 

are new to us. Sometimes, we pull through; sometimes, we do not. There are ups and 

downs in the journey.  

This is what got me thinking about what could have been done in the past to 

render a better bridge that made crossing from one end to the other less challenging and 

less intimidating. I was also thinking, what assistance from the new environment could be 

offered to further support us to grow academically, personally, and professionally. My 

two personal overseas’ experiences prompted me to wonder but it was the perceived 

obligation and responsibility as a language teacher that urged me to do something about it. 

The study serves as my first tiny step. 

The current study revealed many things. Learning a foreign language does not 

actually generate anxiety in a home-country classroom setting. The anxiety perceived 

from a foreign language classroom was mostly test anxiety and occasionally or rarely 

performance anxiety, which involved being called on for questions or giving a very short 
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presentation. The concept of language learning anxiety did not really apply to the 

participants but language-related anxiety might start to creep in where presentations in 

the target language took place. Of all three participants, only one had presentation 

experience later in the college program. Although they were only about five-minute 

presentations in English, it was long enough for the anxiety to come to the surface. Since 

it involved public speaking as well as the target language use, it was not clear as to how 

much each of the experiences contributed to the manifested anxiety. What can be sure is 

that the participant was shy by nature; any form of public performance scared her. 

Topped with having to perform in another language could increase the anxiety. For those 

researchers who would like to understand if learning a foreign language creates anxiety, 

they should be mindful of what they ask and of how they interpret the data and not 

conveniently conclude the identified anxiety from a language class necessarily as 

“learning anxiety.” A rule of thumb is to carefully examine, break down, and trace the 

anxiety back to its source through conversations with the participants. Note that a wrong 

diagnosis contributes to a wrong medication, which could never treat the cause.  

It was not until these English learners came to study in the U.S. that the so-called 

foreign language anxiety was truly experienced. No matter how confident they were of 

their English proficiency and abilities before stepping foot to the U.S., actually using it in 

real time created anxiety in various ways and scales. The participants felt that they 

seemed to have learned a lot about the language but then discovered they had not 

acquired the necessary competence or maturity to put together the isolated pieces of 

learned knowledge when expressing themselves in the real world.  
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The study showed that anxiety could be triggered whenever any language-related 

gap was detected at a time of language use and when speaking under the spotlight. The 

former implies a perception of language incompetence and the latter suggests a universal 

anxiety of public speaking. The language skills that were identified as inadequately 

emphasized and underdeveloped for study-abroad contexts were speaking, oral 

communication, academic writing, and presentation/public speaking skills. The anxiety 

from speaking under the spotlight was due to it never or seldom being required or 

practiced in class on a regular basis, so they never felt comfortable speaking publicly, let 

alone speaking publicly in English. Speaking confidence was therefore never built and 

established. 

The study also determined that the activated anxiety could be intensified or 

alleviated depending on the circumstances of the moment. The level of fear of negative 

evaluation, which was affected by the perceived threat from the surroundings, was found 

to impact the intensity of language-related anxiety. In fact, all participants expressed that 

they had a high level of fear of negative evaluation, which prompted me to relate to 

Kitano’s (2001) conclusion that students with overseas experience, as well as those at 

more advanced levels, are inclined to suffer more from fear of negative evaluation, which 

in turn contributes to a higher level of language anxiety.   

The participants also expressed that the attitude of the person/audience they 

interacted with, not necessarily the familiarity, could influence their anxiety level, which 

echoes MacIntyre and Thivierge’s (1995) contention that audience pleasantness impacts 

more than audience familiarity does on how one perceives the anticipated anxiety and the 

willingness to speak. Other anxiety intensifiers or alleviators are how well they were 
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acquainted with the topics, how comfortable they were in the environment, and how well 

they managed to control their pronunciation and accent. To be exact, foreign language 

anxiety is the final product of all relevant actors combined. That is why one’s anxiety 

level fluctuates depending on the given situation. 

Reflecting on their language-related anxiety, participants strongly felt that 

English-as-a-foreign-language education needs a fundamental change in mindset and 

direction. As revealed in Category one, the participants identified the approaches to 

English teaching to be ineffective and narrow-minded. They did not blame the teachers 

but the education system that failed their students. Ask any English teacher who is 

teaching in China or in Taiwan how he/she feels about the student English learning 

outcomes. I can be confident that the answer would be negative and disappointing. Most 

students are either still afraid of speaking English or not capable of using the language by 

the time they reach college level or even after graduating. The same phenomenon is also 

true to most adults in China and in Taiwan who were also required to spend many years 

of learning it when in school but not much evidence that they “learned.”  The 

effectiveness of English education has never been established, no matter how many 

reforms were introduced. If that does not tell the role players in English education that a 

structural revolution is needed, I do not know what will. If we can live with this mediocre 

quality of English learning outcomes for so many decades, why not just bite the bullet 

and be brave about changes and see what could happen? The long established pedagogy 

does not necessary make it right, true, or legitimate.  

I cannot emphasize enough that a complete transformation in the home-country 

English education is imperative. We need a makeover of the English education that leads 
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our students with truly practical orientation and international focus. Without providing 

evidence of practicality, it is hard for our young students to see the purposes and 

usefulness of learning a foreign language. Without cultivating international mindsets, 

relatedness or connection cannot be instilled and the interest of learning it cannot be 

motivated. If the role players in English education cannot see the merits of pragmatism as 

a guide to English education, I do not see the point of making it a mandatory subject.  

Also, I find it a waste of money and time resources, using the taxpayers’ hard-earned 

funds on English teacher preparation and development and on English-education-related 

costs or stealing the most precious learning time of our youngers only to produce a 

majority of less than average to mediocre language students, most of whom do not even 

know what they have to do with this language in the future.   

In the beginning I used the idea of supply and demand hoping to understand if the 

supply met the demand when the English learners, who were mass-produced in a non-

native environment, were tested in the real world. According to the study-abroad 

experiences of the participants, the answer is no. Somewhere there must be failed 

international students who had to cut their study-abroad journey short, which might 

warrant efforts of foreign language researchers to understand the experiences. Most 

international students, however, would have the similar instincts of the vine plants that 

reach out and grasp for support. All participants were successful English learners in terms 

of good performances on English tests. They arrived with all the knowledge learned from 

home, confronted the challenges and barriers before them here in the host institution, and 

took advantage of the support available as possible as they could in the hope to succeed 

in the program. It was their perseverance, commitment, and believing in themselves that 
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they should and could do better that active coping strategies were being adopted to work 

through their challenges and to keenly find solutions to deal with those stressful times. 

Luckily, it was the interactive nature of the American classroom learning climate that 

perfectly allowed each class to provide various and necessary doses of anxiety stimuli for 

these international students to experience. It was exactly those constantly recurring 

anxiety stimuli from one class to another and one semester to another that created similar 

effects of exposure-based treatments to desensitize their susceptibility to the feared 

stimuli. 

Lastly, synthesizing what I have learned from the literature review, conversations 

with all the participants, and my personal experiences, I would like to end this chapter by 

addressing again my main concern about how to use international students’ oversea 

experiences as a window in understanding how we can help our language students to 

showcase and bring out the already learned capacity in situations where anxiety is prone 

to occur. To help universal foreign language learners, the first step is to build the 

connection of the students and the target language to stew the interest, motivation, and 

purposes for learning it in the beginning learning stages.  The second step is to improve 

student language proficiency when they reach certain age of maturity. The most 

promising way to increase language proficiency is to be willing to lead and embrace the 

education revolution with the strategic directions that change from knowledge-based to 

competency-based curriculum, shift from theory- to practice-focused teaching, and value 

fluency over correctness. A sense of comfort level to listening and speaking should be 

instilled first before introduction to reading and writing. Understand that the ultimate goal 

for learning any language is to use it. History has told us that neither the past nor current 



165 
 

 
 

foreign language teaching practices in many non-native countries of the target language 

have worked for the majority of language learners. No matter how much language input 

has been fed, most students do not leave with the expected knowledge that matches the 

feeding efforts or the basic competence of using the language equivalent to the years 

spent learning it. Even for the current participants who claimed to be successful English 

learners in school, they were successful in terms of the abilities to perform on the tests 

but not on real-life performances. How many more failures do we need to convince the 

relevant decision-makers that these approaches are really not working?  

The final step is to call for collaboration of instructors from all levels, subject 

areas, courses, and disciplines to create opportunities to foster students’ public speaking 

confidence, skills, and experience to the extent that social interaction and public speaking 

feel less nerve-racking and threatening. The reduction of public speaking will certainly 

help when one has to publicly speak in a foreign language. For international students, a 

better scenario and vision is to be able to come more prepared and excited about the 

various scaffolding supports in place ready for us. The host institutions should not see 

international students as a burden for the extra work put into the scaffolding support. If 

planned creatively and effectively, the host institutions would come to discover that 

instead of a burden, international students could be a contribution to “internationalizing” 

and enriching their entire school body at their disposal. I sincerely hope our voices can be 

heard, encourage understanding, and stimulate action. 

Final Thoughts 

 I deeply believe there is no better way to deal with any perceived language-related 

anxiety than to confront it gradually, in whatever amount one can bear at one time, 
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whether it is actually foreign language anxiety, public speaking anxiety, or both of them 

combined.  As language teachers, we can create a relaxed, supportive, and positive 

environment.  As anxious students, we can seek medication and counseling. However, 

these are all measures that reduce the symptoms but not the sources. All of us have our 

own reasons to be anxious about using a foreign language and uncertainty is what 

sustains our anxiety. The only way to uncover the uncertainty is to confront it. If we have 

the opportunities to meet and get to know it with time, we will find that it is not that scary 

as we have imagined. I cannot say enough about how important exposure-based strategies 

are to language learners. If you are afraid of swimming, there is no better way than to dip 

yourself in the water frequently and longer each time to get used to being in the water. No 

one could learn how to swim from a textbook and not feel scared to swim in the sea for 

the first time. I studied hard and improved my English abilities as possible as I could and 

I did not disappoint my English teachers; however, none of my diligence and hard work 

helped cancel out my anxiety when using the language in the real world, and not anyone 

or any strategy really reduced or eased my anxiety. After many years in the program, I 

realized the best medication was confrontation, practice, and time. Although it might feel 

unbearable in the beginning, the effect of this medication will prove to be worth taking in 

the long run. We just need to be patient! 

Limitations 

 I would like to quote Bloomberg and Volp’s (2012)  excellent point regarding the 

limitation of a qualitative study. They said it exactly the way I thought it. Since they 

stated it so precisely and effectively, there is no point for me to prove that I could say it 

or rephrase it any better.   
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“Because analysis ultimately rests with the thinking and choices of the researcher, 

qualitative studies in general are limited by researcher subjectivity. Therefore, an 

overriding concern is that of researcher bias, framing as it does assumptions, 

interests, perceptions, and needs” (p.126). 

It is very possible that I subconsciously dealt with each piece of data with different 

scrutiny.  The data that related more to my personal experience might have caught more 

of my attention than those that did not relate. Although I paid special care to make sure I 

did not interpret with a biased frame of mind to compromise the integrity of my study, 

readers might detect something I did not. Another challenge that might affect how the 

major categories were formed is how a qualitative researcher interprets and codes the 

dialogical statements. A statement or segment of a statement could be possibly coded into 

more than one theme, therefore more than one category, depending on a researcher’s 

perspective and emphases for the final analysis and write-up. 

The current qualitative study is not looking to generalize but to provide a rich and 

contextualized understanding of foreign language anxiety from the perspectives of four 

Chinese-speaking international students, the three participants and me. If I continue with 

this study and include more participants with the same criteria in the future, I will be 

curious to learn if more or different themes or codes would be revealed and if they would 

affect different conclusions or suggestions. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Topic Domain One: English Learning Experience 

Start-off question 

“When did you first start learning English? It could be in a language school or at school.” 

[Covert categories: Reasons to start learning English prior to its introduction at school (if 

the participant learned prior to school introduction); views on English learning; 

comparisons of challenges between two contexts; perceptions of teacher qualification in 

general; opinions of outcome measures (testing designs); self-assessment of English 

abilities; evaluations on quality and efficacy of English education]  

Possible follow-up questions 

1. Do you find it helpful to learn it before English was introduced at school? 

2. Did you find learning English easy or difficult when you began to study it?  

3. Do you remember when English learning started to become difficult for you? Or did 

it ever?  

4. What do you think are the biggest challenges of English learning back home and in 

the United States? 

5.  How do you feel about the teaching quality of your English teachers back home? 

6. From one to ten, how would you rate your English proficiency in general and in 

particular (listening, speaking, reading, and writing)? 

7. Do you think the scores of the English tests back home reflected your true abilities? 
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8. How would you rate the effectiveness of the English education in your country? Why 

is that? 

Topic Domain Two: Foreign Language Anxiety Issues 

Start-off question 

“What do you know about ‘foreign language anxiety’?” 

[Covert categories: The participant’s definition of foreign language anxiety; his/her 

beliefs on the role of language anxiety on learning as well as performing/using it; 

interpretations of anxiety and mistakes; his/her own experience with language anxiety; 

his/her comfort levels of speaking English in different contexts; rationalization on why 

anxiety was experienced or avoided (depending on the answer); the impacts from anxiety, 

if ever experienced; his/her recalls on language anxiety experiences of others that were 

ever observed; their views on what could have triggered the anxiety for others] 

Possible follow-up questions 

1. What comes to your mind when you hear the term, foreign language anxiety? 

2. Do you think you have it? Why or why not? 

3. What are your experiences with anxious language learners? 

4. What do you think they are anxious about? Can you relate to those emotions? 

5. How would you say your comfort level is in speaking English? Does it change when 

talking to different people or when talking in private and publicly?  

6. Can you compare the anxiety levels you have perceived back home and here in the 

United States? 

7. Does it bother you to make grammatical mistakes when speaking? 
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Topic Domain Three: Language Anxiety Management Issues 

Start-off question 

“You were saying you would (never) be nervous when speaking?” (depending on the  

His/her previous answer) 

[Covert categories: The participant’s strategies in handling the perceived language 

anxiety; his/her rationales for the chosen strategies; his/her beliefs on effective strategies 

to address language anxiety in learning as well as in using it;  his/her observations of how 

others have dealt with language anxiety] 

Possible follow-up questions 

1. Are there any experiences you can share with me regarding how you successfully or 

unsuccessfully reacted to a stressful anxiety, evoking evaluative encounter? 

2. Let’s say if you are nervous when presenting in class, what would you do to deal with 

that stress? Did you notice how other anxious classmates coped with their 

nervousness? 

3. Can you think of the reasons why you (or others) reacted that way? 

4. Will you say you are the type of student who takes initiative in class discussion? Why 

or why not?  

5. Would you act differently to anxiety-provoking situations in both classroom contexts 

(home and here)? Can you elaborate more? 

6. What coping strategies do you think are effective and ineffective? 
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Topic Domain Four: Temperament and Personality traits 

Start-off question 

“So, how would you describe your personality?” 

[Covert categories: whether he/she considers him/herself introverted or extroverted, shy 

or outgoing, etc.; his/her experiences of stage fright in performances or public speaking; 

his/her comfortableness and frequency in initiating questions in class; how important are 

scores and academic grades?; whether he/she can identify any perfectionist qualities in 

him/her; tendencies to self-monitor and sensitivity to evaluation] 

Possible follow-up questions 

1. Can you elaborate on why you think you are this and that (depending on what he or 

she describes his/her personalities)? 

2. Have you ever experienced stage fright before?  

3. Why do you think it scared you? 

4. Can you compare the class presentation experiences back home and here? 

5. Can you remember what was on your mind when you were nervous at that time? 

6. What do test scores or grades mean to you? 

7. Would you say you are a perfectionist? Why or why not?  

8. Can you share with me your public speaking experiences both in your native 

language and in English?  

9. Why do you care how others think of you? 
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APPENDIX B 

FOCUS GROUP AGENDA  

1. Welcome (1 minutes):  

2. Introduction (2 minutes): 

3. Guiding Questions:  

 

 

 Please share your biggest language-related anxieties and challenge(s) 

when entering your first semesters of school, as well as out-of-campus life, 

here in the United States. 

 Now that you think back, what could you have done differently to address 

the challenge(s) you mentioned? 

 Now we will turn to other members for suggestions. Can you think of any 

better solutions to address his/her anxieties and challenge(s)? 

 If there is any, can you share the language-related anxieties and challenges 

your international classmates may have encountered, either through your 

observation or your conversation with them? 

 Can you all come up with potential solutions to their anxieties and 

challenges? 

 What do you think a host institution or a faculty member can do to help 

address international students’ language-related anxieties and challenges? 

 While we are here, what else do you think “we”, as international students, 

can do to improve the gap perceived? 

 Now that we are here attending school in the United States, based on our 

personal experiences, let’s take turns and propose a curriculum reform, 

alternative solutions, or improvement recommendations for our English 

education back home that could really address the real-life language 

anxieties and connect us to the real world much more effectively?  

 While back home, what else do you think “we”, as FL language students, 

could have already done on our own to minimize the language anxieties 

most of us have felt when coming in contact with the real world?   

 Let’s comment on the proposal(s) just made. Are they feasible or workable? 

Can you build something upon it? No hard feelings, please.  

 

4. Concluding Question: 

 

Anything to add to the discussion? 

 

5. Conclusion: 

 

 


