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Anxiety in EFL Classrooms: Causes
and Consequences
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Emergent since the 1970s, research in affective variables of second/foreign
language teaching and learning has caught increasing attention in recent decades
(Cheng, Horwitz & Schallert, 1999; Horwitz, 1995; Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope, 1986).
Language educators have long recognized that learning a second/foreign language is not
an abstract exercise of memorizing vocabulary and applying grammatical rules. The
learner must also face the stress and ambiguities of communicating within the
parameters of an unfamiliar culture.

Horwitz et al. (1986) found that adults who perceived themselves as reasonably
intelligent and socially adept individuals often became doubtful and nervous when
communicating in a second/foreign language due to uncertain or even unknown
linguistic and sociocultural standards. Clinical experience, empirical findings, and
personal reports attest to the existence of anxiety reactions with respect to language
learning (Sparks, Ganschow & Artzer, 1997; Young, 1991; Zhang, 2001).

With a focus on Chinese undergraduate non-English majors in oral English
language lessons, the present study aimed to identify causes for anxiety and coping
strategies adopted by students and their teachers in EFL classrooms.

Review of the Literature

Numerous empirical studies have shown that anxiety exists in almost every aspect
of second/foreign language learning (Hilleson, 1996; Horwitz et al., 1986; Jackson,
2002: Kitano, 2001; Phillips, 1992; Price, 1991; Young, 1991). Speaking publicly in the
target language has been found to be particularly anxiety provoking, even for learners
who feel little stress in other aspects of language learning (Horwitz, 1995; Maclntyre &
Gardner, 1989). The specch of anxious students is often accompanied by blushing,
trembling hands, a pounding heart. and headaches (Cohen & Norst, 1989). Anxious
students are less likely to volunteer answers or participate in oral classroom activities
(Ely. 1986). Some students with high levels of language anxiety may cven have a mental
block (Tobias, 1979). They also display avoidance behaviors such as skipping classes
and postponing their homework (Argaman & Abu-Rabia, 2002).
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College students in the US used words such as “horrible,” “frightening,” “awful,”
“resentment,” and “hated” to describe their experiences and feelings in foreign language
(FL) classes (Price, 1991). They identified having to speak the target language in front
of their peers, making errors in pronunciation, not being able to communicate
effectively, and the difficulty of their language classes as the greatest sources of anxiety.
In addition, two personality variables—desire for perfectionism and fear of public
speaking —contributed to students’ anxiety in FL classes.

Consistent negative correlations have been found between foreign language anxiety
and foreign language achievement (Horwitz et al., 1986; Phillips, 1992; Young, 1991).
In one study, high-anxious American students studying French were found to receive
lower exam grades than their low-anxious classmates (Phillips, 1992). In addition, the
high-anxious students demonstrated a negative attitude toward the oral exam. They
reported going blank, feeling frustrated at not being able to say what they knew, being
distracted, and feeling panicky. The finding that language anxiety has a negative effect
on students’ oral performance has been further supported by subsequent studies (Aida,
1994; Kitano, 2001; Yan & Wang, 2001; Zhang, 2001).

Bailey (1983) examined the diaries she kept while studying French as a foreign
language in a low-level college reading class in the US. Competitiveness caused her to
compare herself to other students in the class, which aggravated her fear of public
failure. The diaries revealed that she was uncomfortable and extremely anxious about
the French class during the first few weeks. Her perceived inability to compete with
other students was so strong that she withdrew from the study for a while.
Nevertheless, her anxiety also drove her to work harder at times. Thus. the researcher
concluded that competitiveness accompanied by anxiety both hindered and facilitated
her French learning.

Awareness of performing badly in a second language (English) was related to a
loss of self-esteem for international college students in Singapore (Hilleson, 1996).
Evaluation by peers and teachers, self-consciousness about pronunciation, difficulty
entering into conversations, comprehension ability, and fear of missing important
information created anxiety. Anxiety was not as profound for reading and writing
tasks. Similar to the Batley (1983) study, in some cases, anxiety motivated students to
work harder.

These findings indicate that anxiety is a serious problem in FL/SL classrooms and
can be attributed to a complex set of reasons such as low self-confidence and self-
esteem, fear of making mistakes and being laughed at, and competition. However, the
degree of and reasons for anxiety may differ according to context. For example, studies
in Asian contexts reveal that one reason for Asian language learners’ anxiety is the fear
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of losing face (Hilleson, 1996; Jackson, 2002). The need to explore FL/SL anxiety in
wider contexts with different groups of learners motivated the present research, which
investigated anxiety during oral English lessons in Mainland China with a focus on
causes for and consequences of anxiety and coping strategies employed by the students
and their teachers. To achieve this aim, a triangulated method was adopted and the
following research questions were proposed:

1. To what extent do the students experience anxiety in oral English classrooms?

2. What is the impact of anxiety on students’ classroom performance in oral
English?

3. What factors contribute to student anxiety in oral English classrooms?

4. What strategies are employed to cope with anxiety in the classroom?

Methods

This study reports part of a longitudinal investigation of students’ reticence and
anxiety in oral English classroom learning and testing situations.

Participants

Three classes of first year students enrolled in English listening and speaking
courses that met once weekly participated in the study. The courses represented three
English proficiency levels.! Participants included 34 low-proficiency, 32 intermediate-
proficiency, and 32 high-proficiency students. With an average age of 18.5, these non-
English majors in a key comprehensive university in Beijing came from various
departments such as computer science, architecture, management, and Chinese. Twenty
students (six low-proficiency, seven intermediate-proficiency, and seven high-
proficiency), and their three teachers participated in a semi-structured interview.

Instruments

To investigate students’ anxiety in English language classrooms, a triangulation of
methods was adopted: survey, obscrvations, reflective journals, and interview, as
detailed below.

! The students were placed into different band groups ranging from 1 to 3 (Band 1 being the least proficient
and Band 3 the highest) according to their scores on the placement test upon entering the University. After a

term'’s successful learning. students are automatically promoted to a higher band.
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Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale

A 36-item survey adapted from the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale
(FLCAS), developed by Horwitz et al. (1986), was translated into Chinese and
administered to the students to measure their anxiety levels in English language
classrooms. The survey was designed on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from ‘Strongly
Disagree’ to ‘Strongly Agree’ with the values 1-5 assigned to the descriptors
respectively.

Background Questionnaire

The background questionnaire was designed to obtain demographic data about the
participants such as name, gender, age, and department.

Teacher Observation

The teachers of the three classes were asked to keep a weekly record of the most
and least anxious/reticent students in different classroom activities during the term.

Reflective Journal

To gather additional data about personal and affective variables in language
learning, the students were asked to write reflective journals on a weekly basis for six
successive weeks. Students were given detailed prompts based on the following general
topics: (a) past learning experiences and general feelings about speaking English; (b)
participation in classroom activities and response to the teacher; (c) opinions towards
classroom activities such as presentation, pair work, and group work; (d) factors
contributing to reticence and strategies to become more active; (e) factors contributing
to anxiety and strategies to reduce or overcome anxiety; (f) strategies to learn oral
English and suggestions for language learners and teachers. In addition, the students
could write about any experience related to their language learning.

Semi-structured Interview

To get a more comprehensive view of anxiety in English language classrooms, two
high-anxious, three average-anxious, and two low-anxious students at each proficiency
level as well as their teachers were invited for a semi-structured interview. Questions for
students covered such aspects as educational experience, personal experience,
participation and level of anxiety in university English lessons, self-assessed English
proficiency, reasons for feeling anxious, and coping strategies. To complement students’
perceptions, interview questions for teachers included their identification of the most
reticent/active, confident/anxious students in various classroom activities, general
reasons for student reticence and anxiety, and coping strategies. In case the interviewees
might have difficulty understanding the questions in English or did not like speaking
English, the questions were translated into Chinese.
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Classroom Observation

To compare students’ self-reports with teacher observations, the three classes were
videotaped three times each during the term. Focusing on oral activities, the videotaped
observations aimed to identify the students’ levels of participation and anxiety in
different classroom activities—pair work, group discussion, presentations, and
answering questions —and examine their performance in oral English in those activities.
Since pair work was the most common activity in all three classes, each student was
videotaped at least twice when engaged in pair work. Nevertheless, not all the students
were videotaped when performing other types of activities because they were not
required in some classes.

Procedures

The study was conducted during the first 14-week term of 2003-2004. The students
started journal writing in the second week and wrote for six successive weeks with the
topics distributed to them weekly. Students were required to write for only six weeks
rather than the full term due to the added work the journals entailed. At the end of the
term, 30 low-level, 31 intermediate-level and 32 high-level journals were considered
complete and valid for thematic content analysis.

The teachers kept a record of the students’ participation and level of anxiety in
various classroom activities on a weekly basis from the second to the twelfth week.
The students completed the FLCAS in class towards the end of the term. Interviews
were held after the final oral exam. Each student interview lasted about fifty minutes
and the teacher interviews lasted twenty-five minutes. Interviews were conducted in
Mandarin Chinese and audiotaped. Twenty students and three teachers participated in
the interviews.

During the last two months of the term, the researcher videotaped each class three
times for a total of 90 minutes, focusing on oral activities. The purpose of the
videotaping was to obtain a general picture of what was happening in the class and
examine individual students’ performance in various activities. Each student was
videotaped at least twice when performing an oral activity.

Data Analysis

The mean, standard deviation, median, mode, maximum, minimum, and range were
calculated from the survey results to determine to what degree the students felt anxious
in oral English language classrooms. The interviews were transcribed, and with the
journals and observations, were subjected to a thematic content analysis, which involves
analyzing the overt communication behavior of a selected communicator (Krippendorff,
1980). Before analyzing the content of communications, the content is classitied into
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units, which can be word, phrase, sentence, syntax, proposition, and/or theme
(Neuendorf, 2002).

Since the observations, reflective journals and interviews in the present research
were conducted according to a set of purposes or key questions, they could be best
analyzed according to thematic units. Based on the analyses, frequency and percentages
related to certain themes were calculated to determine how many students felt anxious
in a certain lesson, how many thought anxiety negatively affected their oral
performance, how many believed that a certain factor contributed to their classroom
anxiety, and so on.

Limitations

Given the fact that this study was situated in a key comprehensive university in
Beijing where students generally enjoy a better English learning environment and have
more access to English and native speakers than those in many other places, the findings
may not be generalizable to other EFL learning situations. Additionally, differences may
exist regarding the complex nature of language learning, coupled with equally
complicated individual factors, which require the issue of anxiety to be further explored
in various contexts. In spite of these limitations, however, the study provides extensive
insights into student and teacher views of anxiety, its effect on language learning in EI'L
contexts, and how it is currently being addressed.

Results and Discussion

The results of the study are next discussed according to findings related to each of
the four research questions.

Anxiety Level

Ninety-eight percent of the FLCAS questionnaires were completed and considered
valid for statistical analyses. The total score of the FLCAS revealed the respondent’s
anxiety in oral English classrooms. The higher the score, the more anxious the
respondent felt. Since the FLCAS comprises 36 items, the scores may range from 36 to
180. A total score of more than 144 signifies high anxiety, a score of 108 to 144 indicates
moderate anxiety, and a score of less than 108 implies low anxicty in oral English
classrooms. The statistical analyses of the FLCAS across levels, presented in Table 1,
reveal that students at all levels were moderately anxious in oral English classrooms but

that the more proficient in English the students were, the less anxious they felt.
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Table 1
Statistical Analyses of the FLCAS

Level Number| Mean Star}dgrd Median | Mode Mini- | Maxi- Range
Deviation mum ' mum

Low 32 108.56 20.12 108.00 | 74.00{ 55 157 102

Intermediate 31 103.45 14.73 105.00 | 77.00 | 77 137 60

High 33 98 15.90 97.00 | 94.00] 58 131 73

The students’ level of anxiety reported on the survey was also supported by their
self-reports in the reflective journals. As can be seen from Table 2, more than 70% of
the students at each level reported feeling nervous or a little nervous when speaking
English in class, mainly due to poor English and fear of making mistakes, as indicated
in the following student journal excerpt:

I felt nervous every time 1 was picked to give a talk. If I am asked to
speak English without preparation, maybe I can only speak out some
easiest sentences. [ have no confidence in my English, so I am afraid
of it. (Feng, male, high-level)

Lack of confidence in their English and fear of losing face made some of the students
anxious even when they were prepared. For instance, a high-level student commented,
“I think I'm nervous when speaking English in front of others for the limited vocabulary
that I have. So I can’t express my real meaning exactly. I am always nervous whether 1
have prepared or not when speaking English” (Bao, male, journal). A few students were
extremely anxious in the class and used words such as “horrible,” “frightening,” and
“awful” to describe their feelings, similar to students in Price’s (1991) and Phillips’
(1992) studies.

As noted in Table 2, however, the more proficient students tended to be less anxious
in English language classrooms. A smaller percentage of them (46.9%) reported being
nervous compared to the low/intermediate-level students (70% and 64.5% respectively),
and a larger percentage reported not being nervous at all (21.9% compared to 6.7% of
the low-level students and 12.9% of the intermediate-level students). This trend holds



20 TESL Reporter

true for responses related to feeling nervous with or without preparation. There were
also a couple of students at the low and intermediate proficiency levels who did not feel
nervous whether prepared or not, mainly because of their strong self-confidence. “I
won’t feel uneasy whenever I face any situation because I have a firm faith in myself,

no matter whether I have prepared for it” (Lei, male, journal, intermediate level).

Table 2

Student Anxiety Reflected in Journals

Nervous A little  Some- Nervous Not Better Not
nervous what even nervous with nervous
nervous  with with preparation

preparation preparation

Level Number
N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%)
Low 30 21(70%) 3(10%) 4(13.3%) 18(60%) 4(13.3%) 6(20%) 2(6.7%)

Inter- 31  20(64.5%) 4(12.9%) 3(9.7%) 16(51.6%) 4(12.9%)  7(22.6%) 4(12.9%)
mediate

High 32  15(46.9%) 8(25%) 2(6.2%) 12(37.4%) 6(18.8%) 7(21.9%) 7(21.9%)

Impact of Anxiety on Students’ Classroom Performance in Oral English

When asked about the impact of varied levels of anxiety on students’ performance
in spoken English, though one teacher interviewee was not sure whether it had any
positive effect, none of them denied its negative effect. The high-level class teacher
explained, “If a student feels nervous when speaking English to others, he doesn’t want
to contribute much to the conversation. Thus, he has less practice and thus can’t improve
his spoken English rapidly” (Female, interview).

Similarly, only one student at each level thought that anxiety was “not a bad thing
for it can make you more strict with yourself. It will encourage you to perform much
better” (Zhao, male, journal, high level). Another student believed that whether anxiety
was good or bad depended on “one’s attitude toward nervousness” (Chuan, female,
journal, low level). The majority of the students, however, believed that anxiety
negatively affected their performance in spoken English. For instance, one high-level
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student wrote, “Because of nervousness and anxiety, I can’t speak as well as 1 should
and this makes me diffident. For example, I usually make mistakes in tense because of

nervousness” (Zhen, male, journal). The students’ opinions toward the effect of anxiety
are summarized in Table 3.

Table 3
Effect of Anxiety on Students Performance in Spoken English

Journal participants Student interviews
Low Intermediate | High Low Intermediate | High
(Total (Total N=31) | (Total (Total (Total N=7) | (Total
N=30) N=32) N=6) N=7)
N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%)
Good 0
effect 1(3.3%) 0 0 0 0 0
er?:ct 28(93.4%) [29(93.6%) |30(93.8%) | 6(100%) | 7(100%) 6(85.7%)
Can
be o 0
g00d 1(3.3%) 1(3.2%) 1(3.1%) 0 0 1(14.3%)
or bad
No
Effect 0 1(3.2%) 1(3.1%) 0 0 0

As seen in the table, more than 90% of the students in each group, with the
exception of the high-level interviewees, stated that anxiety had a negative effect on
their performance in oral English. This is indicated in the following journal entry:
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I think the effect is quite great. If you feel nervous when speaking
English, your tone and intonation won’t sound natural. And you can’t
fix your attention on thinking about how to express your ideas in
English. Then you may not be able to recall the words and sentence
structures you need. (Long, male, intermediate level)

In addition to immediate effects, anxiety negatively affected long-term
performance. “If you feel nervous, you can’t go on. If you can’t go on, you don’t want
to speak any more. Gradually you are not willing to speak English. Thus, you can't
improve your English” (Dai, male, journal, low level). This view was shared by students
at all levels. Furthermore, they argued that confident students would gradually become
better English speakers while anxious students would become less willing to speak the
language and therefore speak poorer English.

In general, the students outlined the following outcomes of anxiety in the oral
English classroom: (1) fear or hatred of speaking English; (2) inability to say something
even on a very easy topic; (3) inability to think clearly; (4) reduced interest in English,
(5) more mistakes; (6) stammering during a speech; (7) inability to recall learned words:
(8) increased anxiety; (9) fewer chances for practice. Due to anxiety, many students
chose not to speak English, which made it harder for them to improve their spoken
English. A low-level student reported, “Because of nervousness, I spoke little English
and my oral English didn’t improve all the time” (Song, male, journal).

The negative effect of anxiety on students’ performance in oral English is also
confirmed by the correlation analysis of the students’ FLCAS scores and their
performance scores. The students’ videotaped performances (i.c., participation in oral
class activities such as pair work) were evaluated by two teachers according to the 15-
point scale used by the Department of Foreign Languages at the university where the
study took place. The scale measures students’ ability to perform a communicative task,
and considers features such as grammatical usage, pronunciation, intonation, and
fluency. The average of the two scores comprised the final performance score.

The correlation was -.377** (p < 0.01), which signifies that the FLCAS was
significantly negatively correlated with the students’ performance in oral English. The
higher the students scored on the FLCAS, the worse they performed in oral English in
the classroom. Namely, the more anxious the students were in oral English lessons, the

worse they performed in class, which supports findings of previous studies (Aida, 1994;
Zhang, 2001).

Causes for Anxiety in Oral English Lessons

When asked about the reasons for student anxiety in oral English lessons, the
participants invariably believed that it could be attributed to a range of factors such as



Liu-Anxiety in EFL Classrooms 23

low English proficiency, lack of practice, difficulty of the task, lack of confidence, fear
of making mistakes, and incomprehensible input. The factors mentioned in student
journals and teacher interviews are summarized in Table 4. (The causes described by the
student interviewees werce basically the same as those in their journals and thus are not
listed.) The table indicates that the three main factors contributing to student anxiety in
English language lessons, identified by students at all proficiency levels and by teachers,
were lack of practice (70%, 67.7%, 75%, and 100% respectively), lack of vocabulary
(50%:, 51.6%, 53.1%, and 66.7% respectively), and low English proficiency (43.3%,
29%, 31.3%, and 66.7% respectively).

Table 4

Causes for Student Anxiety in Oral English Lessons

Low Intermediate [ High Teacher
(Total N = 30) [(Total N =31) |(Total N=32) |(Total N =3)
N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%)
Lack of practice | 21(70%) 21(67%) 24(75%) 3(100%)
ff)‘ﬁﬁb‘;flﬂi‘;“"d 15(50%) 16(51.6%) 17(53.1%) 2(66.7%)
Personality 13(43.3%) 9(29%) 8(25%) 1(33.3%)
Eﬁi:a?;;nakmg 9(30%) 13(41.9%) 6(18.8%) 1(33.3%)
Lack of
preparation 6(20%) 4(12.9%) 10(31.3%) 2(66.7%)
Incompre-
hensible input | 2(0.7%) 8(25.8%) T(21.9%) 0
Inadequate
i;(‘:‘y‘&‘g" 6(20%) 5(16.1%) 39.3%)
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Table 4 (continued)
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Causes for Student Anxiety in Oral English Lessons

proper words to
express ideas

Low Intermediate High Teacher
(Total N = 30) |(Total N =31) |(Total N =32) |(Total N = 3)
N(%) N(%}) N(%) N(%)

Fear of bein

laughed at * 619 8(25.8%) 3(9.3%) 1(33.3%)

Lack of g g g 1(33.3%

confidence 5(16.7%) 1(3.2%) 8(25%) 33.3%)

Difficulty of the 0

task 3(10%) 3(9.7%) 3(9.3%)

Poor/bad o '

pronunciation | 13-3%) 2(6.5%) 0

Lack of

familiarity with ‘

partners/class- |0 3(9.7%) 2(6.3%) 0

mates

Lack of

familiarity with |13 3¢, 0 1(3.1%) 2(66.7%)

the topic

Fear of being

negatively 3(10%) 0 0 0

evaluated

Fear of being

the focus of 0 3(9.7%) 1(3.1%) 0

attention

Fear of

speaking 0 1(3.2%) 0 0

Chinese English

Inability to find |0 3(9.7%) 0
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Table 4 (continued)
Causes for Student Anxiety in Oral English Language
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mother tongue

Low Intermediate High Teacher
(Total N = 30) |(Total N =31) f(Total N =32) |(Total N=23)
N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%)

Inability to

express oneself 0 2(6.3%) 0

Eagerness/

desire to speak |0 1(3.2%) 1(3.1%) 0

English fluently

Poor memory 0 0 1(3.1%) 0

Lack of

familiarity with 0 0 2(6.3%) 0

the type of

activity

Family

communication |0 0 1(3.1%) 0

pattern

Lack of

familiarity with | 1(3.3%) 1(3.1%) 1(3.2% 1(33.3%)

the environment

English is not

the student’s 0 1(3.2%) 0 1(33.3%)

As reported in their journals and interviews, the majority of the students did not

practice spcaking any English in the middie school, which was strongly exam oricnted.

Most of them became used to working hard at written English while neglecting spoken

English in order to get high marks on written exams. When they started to speak English

in class at the University, it was unavoidable for them to become nervous, especially

because the University did not offer them many chances to access spoken English either.

As a high-level student described:
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I think the bigger problem is practice. When we were senior high
school students, our only goal is to enter a university. As the College
Entrance Examination doesn’t require spoken English, most students
seldom practice speaking English in three years. I was one of them.
Even after [ entered the University, I still find that I have little time to
practice. So my English is becoming poorer and poorer instead of
making progress. As I didn’t practice speaking English in the past few
years, my pronunciation is poor. So I am afraid to stand up and give
others my opinion. (Xia, female, journal)

This view was held by the majority of the participants. In addition, as a foreign
language, English was seldom needed in daily life. These students had even less contact
with English outside the classroom. This was worse for the science students, most of
whom reported that they had “little time to study English” (Xiao, male, journal,
intermediate level).

Another big obstacle was the lack of vocabulary, which made the students anxious
when speaking English in class. As one participant remarked, **|Students} don’t know how
to express themselves, can’t call the name of an object, act and so on. They don’t know
enough adjectives and adverbs to express their opinions” (Min, male. journal, intermediate

level). Worse still, inadequate vocabulary made the students increasingly nervous.

For about one-third of the students at cach level. anxicty was also due to their low
English proficiency. This was vividly described by an intermediate-level student:

Because T don’t think T speak English well, T am afraid of speaking
English in any situation except when 1 am alone. Naturally. I am
nervous when speaking English in front of others. I'd like to be killed
better than to be asked to speak English without preparation. (Miao,
male, journal, intermediate level)

More than 60% of the teachers held the same view becausc they often observed that
nervous students spoke broken English.

The next three main causes for anxiety were personality, mainly introversion and
shyness (43.3%. 29%, 25%. and 33.3% respectively), fear of making mistakes (30%.
41.9%. 18.8%. and 33.3% respectively), and lack of preparation (20%, 12.9%. 31.3%,
and 66.7% respectively). Other factors varied and arc noted in the table along with the
varying weights assigned to them by students at the different proficiency levels.

Another factor evident in the reflective journals that may have contributed to anxiety
was students’ low estimation of their own English proficiency. Though all the tcacher
interviewees felt that the students of the 2003 class were the best in English so far at the

University, students rated their own abilitics moderately, as indicated n Table 5.
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Table 5
Self-assessment of Overall English Proficiency and Spoken English

Levpe;riit;tszlnf\g:)' of Advanced }z}rg(t)t(}; Good Just so-so Elersg(r)l;ary/
[/ (¥ [
N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%)
OE 0/0 0/0 7(23.3%) 2(6.7%) | 21(70%)
Low (30)
SE 0/0 0/0 3(10%) 2(6.7%) | 25(83.3%)
OE 0/0 0/0 13(41.9%) |0/0 18(58.1%)
Intermediate
(31
SE 0/0 0/0 6(19.4%) 0/0 25(80.6%)
OE 0/0 13.1%) {25(78.1%) |[3(9.4%) |3(9.4%)
High (32)
SE 0/0 2060.3%) | 11(34.4%) |3(9.4%) | 16(50%)

Note: OE — Opverall English Proficiency; SE — Spoken English proticiency

None of the students, even those at the most proficient level, rated their overall
English or spoken English as advanced. As can be seen from the table, except for 78.1%
of the high-level students who considered their overall English proficiency to be good,
fewer than half of both the low/intermediate-level students rated their English ability as
good. The majority of them rated it as poor or elementary. The ratings of spoken English
proficiency are even more conservative. More than half of the students at cach level
(70%. 83.3%., and 50% respectively) assessed their spoken English proficiency as poor
or elementary. Furthermore, 18 out of 20 interviewees said that they were not successful

in learning spoken English given the time and etfort they had put into it.

On the other hand, most students desired to use English as naturally as a mother
tongue or as perfectly as a native spcaker. Only then did they think they were successful
in learning English and could be confident speaking English in class. A low-level
student stated, ““We should be able to express ourselves in English very fluently and use
the exact words to express the ideas™ (Dai, male, journal). Like the participants in
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Price’s (1991) study, this pursuit of perfection irritated and upset the students, who
became less confident and more reserved due to the fear of making mistakes.

Strategies Adopted to Cope With Anxiety in Oral English L.essons

As described above, many students felt anxious during oral English lessons and
thought that anxiety negatively affected their oral performance. In order to make the
students feel more comfortable in class, all the tecacher interviewees tried their best to be
friendly and nice to the students. They intentionally set more time for pair work so that
the students could become familiar with each other and get used to speaking English.
Besides, they recommended learning methods and introduced conversation skills to the
class in the first lesson. Meanwhile, they avoided embarrassing the students when they
made a mistake. Instead, they tried to help them in a comfortable way. For example, the
intermediate level teacher waited to point out and correct students’ mistakes until the
whole class became familiar with each other. She explains:

At the beginning of the term, it a student made a mistake in his
speech, I generally didn’t interrupt him. Instead, 1 commented on that
after he finished his talk so that the students felt freer to speak English
in class. As we got more and more familiar with each other, I might
interrupt and urged the student to correct his mistakes if he made any.
(Female, interview)

In addition, some of the teachers tried to create opportunities for the nervous
students by asking them to read texts or answer simple questions in class. They also
intentionally praised them cven if their performance was not quite satisfactory.
Nevertheless, because of the large class size and limited contact between the students
and the teacher, the teachers could hardly do more than encourage the students to
become less nervous and more confident with the help of routine expressions such as
“Don’t be nervous,” “Don’t be afraid of mistakes,” and “Take the chance and you'll
speak better and better.” As a result, they hoped that the students would practice more
to alleviate anxiety when speaking English to others.

The students, on the other hand, seldom intentionally took any measures to reduce
anxiety during the term, as reported in their journals and interviews. A few students tried
to tell themselves, “Don’t be nervous, don’t be nervous,” at the beginning of a talk, but
this was ineffective. An intermediate-level student reported, “After I stopped saying.
“Don’t be nervous.” I immediately became nervous and more and more nervous as my
speech went on”” (Shuo, male, interview). Meanwhile, they otfered some suggestions for
English teachers and fellow students. All of them indicated that they would become less
nervous when speaking English if the tcachers could prepare interesting topics, create a

relaxing classroom environment, encourage them to speak, and give them more chances
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to practice speaking. All the participants commented that they should have more
practice, be more prepared, and not fear making mistakes in order to become confident
when speaking English. “In order to overcome anxiety, one should get rid of his fear of
making mistakes first. Everyone makes mistakes. If you say something wrong, don’t
feel ashamed, just correct it and go on speaking” (He, female, journal, high level). In
addition to not being afraid of making mistakes, students suggested telling themselves,
“I can do it, I can manage it” (Zhao, male, journal, high level) in order to be more self-
confident. Moreover, exposure to English was also viewed as critical:

As a student, they can expose themselves to English as much as
possible. In one way they can improve their English. In other way they
will get used to the pure English environment. These will make them
overcome anxiety and become more confident and active. (Cai, male,
journal, high level)

Conclusions and Implications

In light of the results, several conclusions can be drawn about anxiety in Chinese
EFL classrooms. At least one-third of the students at all proficiency levels self-reported
feeling anxious in oral English lessons, though most were only moderately nervous.
Others became so tense that their mouths or legs were shaking. This anxious feeling
made many students unwilling to volunteer to speak English in class.

Concerning the impact of anxiety on the students’ oral performance in class, the
majority of participants believed that anxiety detrimentally affected their performance
in oral English, which was further supported by the negative relationship between the
students” FLCAS scores and their performance scores. Most of the students thought that
the more confident students would gradually speak better English.

A range of factors was revealed to contribute to anxiety such as low English
proficiency, lack of practice, personality, fear of making mistakes and being laughed at,
competition, and lack of confidence. Low self-estimations of ability may have also
contributed to anxiety. Nevertheless, when confronted with anxiety, neither the teachers
nor the students seemed to have effective coping strategies. Except for routine speech
such as “be brave” and “take it easy,” the teachers encouraged the students to become
less anxious by suggesting more practice to build self-confidence. The students hoped
their teachers would take measures to help them become more confident such as creating
a friendly classroom atmosphere and providing interesting topics and practice time for
speaking English.

The results of this study indicate that anxiety is a serious issue in Chinese EFL
classrooms and is not yet being addressed by many EFL teachers and learners. To help
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students become confident users of English, EFL teachers must be aware of the
existence of anxiety in classrooms and make students aware of it as well. Secondly,
since many students did not have much exposure to spoken English before entering the
University, it might be beneficial for EFL. teachers to state course objectives and
introduce communicative language teaching to their students. In this way, students may
have a better idea of their roles, thus consciously becoming more active and less
anxious to use the target language to fulfill the course objectives, as recommended by
Jones (1999).

Moreover, as found in the study, when students were not familiar with the English
learning environment (especially the classroom environment), they were less willing to
speak to others and felt anxious when doing so. Thus, as suggested by Donley (1998),
EFL teachers have the responsibility to help students become familiar with the new
environment. In addition, to help students become less anxious and more willing to
speak the target language in oral English lessons, teachers need to create a relaxing and
supportive classroom environment so that students’ interest in and motivation to speak
English may be enhanced, as suggested by the participants in the present research and
previous studies (Horwitz et al., 1986; Yan, 2003). It would also be helpful for EFL
teachers to explain to their students that it is unavoidable for a second/foreign language
learner to make mistakes and that it is extremely difficult to speak English like a native
speaker in a short time (Price, 1991). These practices would help students set
achievable goals.

This study clearly establishes the reality of anxiety and its detrimental effects in
EFL classrooms. It also identifics causes for anxiety and demonstrates the limitations of
existing coping techniques. Considering the importance of spoken English and the
common existence of anxiety, further research is needed to study its effects on language
learning and identify coping strategies to help students become more confident and
active EFL/ESL learners both in and outside classrooms, thus ultimately promoting their
learning of oral English.
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