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OVERCOMING LANGUAGE ANXIETY AMONG THE ENGLISH
LANGUAGE LEARNERS: PSYCHO-PEDAGOGICAL ASPECT

Foreign language anxiety, the feeling of tension and apprehension specifically associated with learning a foreign lan-
guage is considered to be the major factor encountered by language learners around the world. The consideration of lan-
guage anxiety in the modern English classroom is highly significant to help learners boost their confidence and develop their
communication skills in the target language. The current study addresses the following research questions: 1. What factors
may cause the anxiety that university students encounter in the process of learning English? 2. What psychological and peda-
gogical strategies in reducing the language anxiety among English language learners to cope with the language anxiety can
be utilized? The research is of qualitative and descriptive type. A survey questionnaire (by Horwitz et al.) was suggested to 86
students of National University of Life and Environmental Sciences of Ukraine, Kyiv. The findings of this study clearly indi-
cate that in spite of the use of modern communicative approaches and techniques by university teachers, the problem of Eng-
lish language anxiety still persists among the students. Teachers should do their best to reduce anxiety in their students by
creating an attractive, warm atmosphere inside the classrooms and increasing students’ motivation in learning English. They
should help their students to cope with negative attitudes and unpleasant feelings towards learning English. Furthermore,
they should build students’ self-confidence by using positive reinforcement, encouragements. Coping strategies for foreign
language anxiety may include those helping the students learn to deal with the context provoking anxiety and those making
the learning context less stressful. In order to reduce the language anxiety, special trainings, activities and sessions should be
used for language learners such as direct discussing students’ anxieties, cooperative learning activities, progressive relaxa-

tion, deep breathing, meditation, soothing music and humor, encouraging statements as well.
Keywords: foreign language anxiety, English as a second language, coping strategies

Introduction

Worldwide expansion of English has increased the
necessity to acquire strong English language communica-
tion skills which is now imperative in every branch of
higher education. The demand placed on international
students to become proficient in the English language can
negatively affect language learning and cause students to
experience stress, nervousness, and anxiety. Among psy-
chologists, educators and researchers, anxiety has been
found to interfere with many types of learning and to be
one of the most highly researched variables in psychology
and education. In the field of English as a second lan-
guage (ESL) teaching the effects of language anxiety on
students has been especially widely studied. Foreign lan-
guage anxiety (FLA) is a basic human emotion that may
be brought on by different situational factors or as a com-
bination of other types of anxiety (fear, stress, threats,
dangers, unexpected psychological causes) that relate to
language learning [3, p. 128]. Many studies show that
FLA is a major factor encountered by ESL learners
around the world. Anxiety arising while learning a foreign
language in classroom situations was defined by Mac-
Intyre and Gardner as “the feeling of tension and appre-
hension specifically associated with second language
contexts, including speaking, listening and learning”.
Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope [3, p. 127] state that foreign
language anxiety is “a distinct complex of self-perception,
feelings and behaviors related to classroom learning lan-
guage process”. Even good learners of English often ex-
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perience “mental block™ and increased anxiety when they
have to talk in front of classmates. Consideration of lan-
guage anxiety in the modern ESL classroom is highly
significant to help learners boost their confidence and
develop their communication skills in the target language.
The current study intends to address the following re-
search questions:

1. What causes might contribute to the anxiety that uni-
versity students encounter in relation to learning English?

2. What psychological and pedagogical strategies in
reducing the language anxiety among ESL learners to
cope with the language anxiety can be utilized?

Research methods

As to methodology, our research is qualitative and
descriptive in its nature. A survey questionnaire (Horwitz
et al. Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale
[FLCAS]) was administered to 86 students of National
University of Life and Environmental Sciences of
Ukraine, Kyiv.

Research Results and their Discussion

In psychological literature, anxiety is defined as a
psychological state of apprehension, a vague fear that is
only indirectly associated with an object [2]. Mclintyre
and Gardner describe this phenomenon as a subjective
feeling of tension, apprehension, nervousness, and worry
associated with an arousal of the automatic nervous sys-
tem [5]. Learning a foreign language is a big challenge as
it requires much effort, time and energy. There are many
variables which affect language learning such as learning

102



https://doi.org/10.24195/2414-4665-2017-7-15

styles, motivation, cultural background, emotional factors,
etc. One of the most vital affective factors that may im-
pede language learning is foreign language anxiety. The
concept of foreign language anxiety is interpreted as the
“apprehension experienced when a situation requires the
use of a second language with which the individual is not
fully proficient. It is, therefore, seen as a stable personali-
ty trait referring to the propensity for an individual to
react in a nervous manner when speaking, listening, read-
ing, or writing in the second language” [5, p. 5].

To reduce the negative impact of foreign language
anxiety on ESL learners, it is necessary to determine its
causes to understand the nature of anxiety, and to help
English teachers find effective strategies of reducing this
phenomenon in ESL classrooms. Horwitz and his col-
leagues state that foreign language anxiety can be related to
communication apprehension (the fear of communicating
with other people), test anxiety (fear of exams, quizzes, and
other activities used to evaluate one’s competence) and fear
of negative evaluation (the worry about how others view
the speaker) [3]. Moreover, Young outlined a humber of
reasons that may cause foreign language anxiety such as
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low self-esteem, competitiveness, self-perceived low level
of ability, communication apprehension, lack of group
membership and attitudes and beliefs about language learn-
ing [9]. Also, institutional anxiety can be added to the list
of classroom activities that may produce anxiety. These
may include: (a) spontaneous role playing; (b) speaking in
front of the class; (c) oral presentations and report; and (d)
writing tasks on the board [7].

In our study, we used a questionnaire “Foreign Lan-
guage Classroom Anxiety Scale” (FLCAS) developed by
Howitz et al [3] which is a 33-item, 5-point Likert-scale
instrument ranged from “strongly disagree to strongly
agree” measuring students’ language anxiety. The FLCAS
was suggested to the first year students during their
scheduled English language class at the end of the autumn
semester. The items presented are reflective of communi-
cation apprehension, test-anxiety, and fear of negative
evaluation in the foreign language classroom. Responses
to all FLCAS items are reported in Table 1. All percent-
ages refer to the number of students who agreed or strong-
ly agreed (or disagreed and strongly disagreed) with
statements indicative of foreign language anxiety.

Table 1.
Percentages of Students Selecting Each ITEM of FLCAS
Strongly agree Agree Neither agree nor Disagree Strongly disagree
disagree

1 I never feel quite sure of myself when | am speaking in my foreign language class.

9% | 41% | 31% | 17% | 2%
2 | I don’t worry about making mistakes in language class.

11% | 23% | 3% | 45% | 8%
3 | I tremble when | know that I’m going to be called on in language class.

6% | 15% | 31% | 27% | 21%
4 | It frightens me when | don’t understand what the teacher is saying in the foreign language.

7% | 28% 31% | 18% | 16%
5 It wouldn’t bother me at all to take more foreign language classes.

17% | 45% 10% | 18% | 10%
6 | During a language class, | find myself thinking about things that have nothing to do with the course.

8% | 19% | 30% 33% | 17%
7 | | keep thinking that the other students are better at languages than | am.

12% | 26% | 22% | 38% | 12%
8 | I amusually at ease during tests in my language class.

8% | 28% | 21% | 39% | 14%
9 | start to panic when | have to speak without preparation in a language class.

16% | 26% | 26% | 38% | 4%
10 | I worry about the consequences of failing my foreign language class.

22% | 30% | 32% [ 28% | 18%
11 | 1don’t understand why some people get so upset over foreign language classes.

5% 34% 29% | 38% | 4%
12 | In alanguage class, | can get so nervous | forget things | know.

9% 31% 25% [ 38% | 7%
13 | It embarrasses me to volunteer answers in my language class.

2% | 16% 32% | 48% | 12%
14 | 1 would not be nervous speaking the foreign language with native speakers.

5% | 36% | 13% | 37% | 19%
15 | | get upset when | don’t understand what the teacher is correcting.

1% | 37% | 32% | 38% | 2%
16 | Even if | am well prepared for a language class, | feel anxious about it.

12% | 26% | 22% | 38% | 12%
17 | 1 often feel like not going to my language class.
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Strongly agree Agree Neither agree nor Disagree Strongly disagree
disagree

11% 25% 24% 37% 13%
18 | | feel confident when | speak in a foreign language class.

2% | 27% | 31% | 46% | 4%
19 | 1 am afraid that my language teacher is ready to correct every mistake | make.

2% | 36% | 22% | 36% | 14%
20 | | can feel my heart pounding when I’m going to be called on in language class.

5% | 25% | 29% | 39% | 12%
21 | The more | study for a language test, the more confused | get.

2% | 16% | 22% | 48% | 22%
22 | 1 don’t feel pressure to prepare very well for a language class.

4% | 25% | 26% | 42% | 23%
23 | | always feel that other students speak the foreign language better than | do.

12% 20% 33% | 32% | 13%
24 | | feel very self-conscious about speaking the foreign language in front of other students.

2% | 24% 26% | 48% | 10%
25 | Language class is moving so quickly | worry about getting left behind.

12% | 46% | 22% | 18% | 12%
26 | | feel more tense and nervous in my language class than in my other classes.

13% | 27% | 32% | 15% | 13%
27 | 1 get nervous and confused when | am speaking in my language class.

6% | 32% | 35% | 33% | 4%
28 | When I’m on my way to a language class, | feel very sure and relaxed.

2% | 26% | 42% | 35% | 5%
29 | | get nervous when | don’t understand every word the language teacher says.

2% | 5% | 38% | 48% | 17%
30 | | feel overwhelmed by the number of rules you have to learn to speak a foreign language.

10% | 23% 35% | 38% | 4%
31 | 1 am afraid that the other students will laugh at me when | speak the foreign language.

3% | 6% 44% | 30% | 17%
32 | I 'would probably feel comfortable around native speakers of the foreign language.

5% | 29% | 22% | 33% | 11%
33 | I get nervous when the language teacher asks questions which | haven’t prepared in advance.

5% | 37% | 33% | 23% | 2%

Our findings suggest that considerable foreign lan-
guage anxiety is experienced by the students in response
to many aspects of English language learning. A majority
of the statements reflective of foreign language anxiety
(nineteen of thirty-three items) were supported by a third
or more of the students surveyed, and seven statements
were supported by over half the students. Although at this
point we can only speculate as to how many people expe-
rience severe reactions to foreign language learning, these
results imply that anxious students are common in foreign
language classrooms (at least in their first year at the
university level).

The second research question addresses the strategies
that can be used by teachers and learners to cope with the
language anxiety. In general, educators have two options
when dealing with anxious students: 1) they can help them
learn to cope with the existing anxiety provoking context; or
2) they can make the learning context less stressful.

Based on the survey, we have identified the follow-
ing groups and anxiety provoking contexts:

1. Anxiety related to the English classroom (partici-
pating in class without being prepared; anxiety about
failing the exams, completing assignments; passing the
course; class assignments, etc.);
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2. Self-perception (anxiety related to one’s own Eng-
lish proficiency, etc.);

3. General anxiety exacerbated in English contexts
(troubles in expressing ideas; interactions with more flu-
ent classmates; fear of making a mistake, fear of evalua-
tion, etc.);

4. Anxiety related to English communication (speak-
ing English in front of the class; difficulty in following
teachers’ (and classmates’) talk; difficulty in making
one’s point in English, etc.).

Coping strategies for FLA may include the following:

- participate in class with a positive attitude;

- address difficulties actively;

- distance oneself from troubles;

- prepare for speaking English in advance;

- make greater efforts to endure one’s anxiety;

- ask for help from classmates (and teachers);

- try to get through the difficulty;

- ignore the difficulty;

- try to use English within one’s limited language
proficiency;

- try to deal with the trouble constructively;

- do an imagery rehearsal before the presentation;

- say “Things will work out!” silently to oneself;
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- try not to worry about making mistakes in presenta-
tions;

- review completed assignment several times.

To make the learning context less stressful, teachers
should:

- create a friendly and learning supportive environ-
ment in language classrooms;

- try to encourage their students whenever they make
mistakes in language classrooms;

- use gentle or non-threatening methods of errors
correction;

- always be ready to offer words of encouragement;

- arrange the discussion of students’ areas of interest
in language classrooms;

- plan their lessons from the students’ perspective
(student-centered lessons);

- discuss language anxiety openly with their students.

Also, special trainings, activities and sessions in or-
der to reduce the language anxiety should be used for ESL
learners. The role of such techniques in reducing the lan-
guage anxiety among ESL learners is immense. One of
them is cooperative learning which involves forming
small groups of students of varying background and abil-
ity levels, who work together to complete various lan-
guage tasks. This method creates a sense of community in
the classroom and students feel more relaxed. According
to Kagan & Kagan [4], some of the cooperative learning
activities may include: “Round Robin”, “Timed Pair
Share”, “Inside-Outside Circle”, “Find Someone Who”,
“Pairs Compare”, “Find-the-Fiction”.

Language teachers can also teach students how to
use affective strategies to reduce their anxiety [6]. Stu-
dents can use the techniques of progressive relaxation,
deep breathing, meditation and soothing music to put
themselves in a positive mood. To encourage relaxation,
teachers can also use funny videos, jokes, role-plays,
games and other fun activities to stimulate laughter in
their classrooms and make students feel more at ease.

Teaching students to encourage themselves is anoth-
er affective strategy that can help to reduce anxiety levels
[6]. It is highly recommended that students be taught to
make regular positive statements about themselves and
their progress in language learning. Some positive state-
ments might be as follows:
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| understand a lot more of what is said in the target
language.

1t’s okay if I make mistakes because they help me learn.

The more | practice speaking, the better my pronun-
ciation becomes.

| took a risk today and tried using a new phrase.

I had a successful conversation today in the target
language.

Students should also be encouraged to reward them-
selves when they achieve a personal goal [6]. Setting
goals and rewarding oneself can be a good way of im-
proving attitude and motivation in regards to the language
learning process. In addition, language teachers may take
a more direct approach towards reducing students’ anxie-
ties: discussing students’ anxieties with them and incor-
porating specific strategies and activities aimed at creat-
ing a low anxiety classroom environment.

Conclusions

The findings of this study clearly indicate that in
spite of the use of modern communicative approaches and
techniques by university teachers, the problem of English
language anxiety still persists among the students. It still
needs to be researched in more detailed way. The stu-
dents’ lack of confidence, their inability to participate in
the classroom discussions, their low self-esteem, speaking
apprehension, their nervousness and a feeling of getting
behind are, however, also some of the primary factors that
do result in language anxiety.

Teachers should play a major role in reducing anxie-
ty in their students by creating an attractive, warm atmos-
phere inside the classrooms and increasing students’ mo-
tivation in learning English. They should help their stu-
dents to cope with negative attitudes and unpleasant feel-
ing towards learning English. Furthermore, they should
build students’ self-confidence by using positive rein-
forcement, more encouragements.

Coping strategies for FLA may include those helping
the students learn to cope with the existing anxiety pro-
voking context and those making the learning context less
stressful. In order to reduce the language anxiety, special
trainings, activities and sessions should be used for ESL
learners such as direct discussing students’ anxieties,
cooperative learning activities, progressive relaxation,
deep breathing, meditation, soothing music and humor,
encouraging statements as well.

5. Macintyre, P.D., & Gardner, R.C. (1994). The
subtle effects of language anxiety on cognitive processing
in the second language. Language Learning, 44, pp. 283-
305 [in English].

6. Oxford, R. (1990). Applying indirect strategies to
the four language skills. In Language learning strategies:
What every teacher should know (pp. 151-191). Boston,
MA: Heinle and Heinle [in English].

7. Oxford, R.L. (1999). Strategy research compendi-
um: Language learning strategies in the context of auton-

105




omy. New York: Teachers College, Columbia University/
Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama [in English].

8. Young, D.J. (1990). An investigation of students’
perspectives on anxiety and speaking. Foreign Language
Annals, 23(6), 539-553 [in English].

JITEPATYPA

1. Gardner R. A student’s contribution to second
language learning. Part 1I: affect variables / R. Gardner,
P. Macintyre // Language Teaching. — 1993. — Ne 26. — P.
1-11. [In English]

2. Hilgard E.R. Introduction to psychology (5th ed.) /
E.R. Hilgard, R.C. Atkinson, R.L. Atkinson. — New York:
Harcourt, 1971. [In English]

3. Horwitz E.K. Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety /
E.K. Horwitz, M.B. Horwitz, J.A. Cope // The Modern Lan-
guage Journal. — 1986. — Vol. 2. — P. 125-132. [In English]

4. Kagan S. Kagan cooperative learning / S. Kagan,
M. Kagan. — San Clemente, CA: Kagan Publishing, 2009.

5. Maclintyre P.D. The subtle effects of language
anxiety on cognitive processing in the second language /
P.D. Macintyre, R.C. Gardner // Language Learning. —

lNcuxonoeaisi — Psychology

9. Young, D.J. (1994). New directions in language
anxiety research. In C.A. Klee (Ed.). Faces in a crowd:
The individual learner in multisection courses. MA:
Heinle & Heinle [in English].

6. Oxford R. Applying indirect strategies to the four
language skills / R. Oxford // Language learning strate-
gies: What every teacher should know. — Boston, MA:
Heinle and Heinle, 1990. — P. 151-191.

7. Oxford R.L. Strategy research compendium: Lan-
guage learning strategies in the context of autonomy /
R.L. Oxford. — New York: Teachers College, Columbia
University/ Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama, 1999.

8. Young D.J. An investigation of students’ perspec-
tives on anxiety and speaking / D.J. Young // Foreign
Language Annals. — 1990. — Ne23(6). — P. 539-553.

9. Young D.J. New directions in language anxiety
research / Young D.J. // Faces in a crowd: The individual
learner in multisection courses. — MA: Heinle & Heinle,
1994,

1994. — Ned4. — P. 283-305
Ceimnana Bonooumupiena L{lumoan,
KAHOUOam RCUXOJIO2IYHUX HAVK, OOYeHm Kagedpu
AH2NIUCHKOL MOBU 0151 MEXHIYHUX Ma a2poOioNo2iuHuX cneyiatbHocmell,
Hayionanvnuii ynieepcumem biopecypcis i npupodokopucmysanus Yrpainu,
eyn. I'epoig Oboponu, 15, m. Kuis, Yxpaina

MOJOJIAHHA MOBHOI TPUBOKHOCTI B ITPOIIECI BUBYEHHSA
AHIJIIMCBKOI MOBH: IICUXOJIOTIO-TIEJAIOI'TYHUM ACITEKT

TPpUBOXHICTB, SIKa BUHUKAE B MPOLIEC] BUBUSHHS IHO3EMHOT MOBH, BIIYYTTSl HAIIPY)KEHOCTI Ta 3aHEINIOKOEHHS BBa-
KAIOThCSI OCHOBHMM Oap’€poM, 3 SIKUM 3IIITOBXYIOTHCS JIFOJM B YCHOMY CBITI Ha NUIIXY ONAHyBaHHS 1HO3EMHOI MOBH.
BuBueHHS siBHIIA IHIIOMOBHOI TPUBOKHOCTI B KOHTEKCTI Cy4acHOI IHIIIOMOBHOI OCBITH € JIyX€ BaXJIMBHM, 1100 JO0II0-
MOTTH CTYACHTaM IiJBHIINTH IXHIO BIICBHEHICTH Ta PO3BHUHYTH KOMYHIKATHBHI HaBHUYKH Y LIJTbOBIA MOBi. Y cTarTi
PO3TILIIAIOTHCS TaKi MOCTIMHUIBKI MUTaHHS: 1. SIKi MPUYMHA MOXYTh BUKIUKATH TPUBOXKHICTH CTYACHTIB BHIIIB CTO-
COBHO BHBYCHHS aHTIIHChKOI MOBH? 2. SIKi IICHXOJIOTIYHI Ta MEJAaroTivYHi CTpaTerii 3MEHIICHHS MOBHOI TPUBOXKHOCTI
cepes CTYJIeHTIB, III0 BUBYAIOTh aHIJIIHCEKY MOBY, MOKHa BukopuctoByBaTH? 11{o cTocyeTscst MeTomomorii, TO cydacHe
JIOCTIDKSHHSI 32 CBOTM XapaKTepoM € SIKICHUM Ta OmuCOBHM. B ormTyBanHi (anketa 3a Horwitz et al.) B3sumn ygaacts 86
CTY/ICHTIB, SIKI HaB4alOThCs B HallioHambHOMY yHIBepcHTETi OGiopecypciB i MpUpoaoKopucTyBaHHs Ykpainu, M. Kuis.
Pe3ynbraTi 11bOTO AOCIIIKEHHS YiTKO BKa3yIOTh Ha Te, 1110, HE3Ba)XKaI041 Ha BUKOPUCTAHHS CY4aCHUX KOMYHIKaTUBHUX
MiZXOMIB Ta METOIB BHKJaJadyaMH YHIBEPCHUTETIB, CTYJICHTH BCE X BIYyBalOTh TPHUBOXKHICTH y MPOIECI BUBYCHHS
aHrJiiicbkkol MOBHU. BHKJajayui HOBUHHI BiZirpaBaT BaXKJIMBY POJIb Y 3MEHIIEHHI TPUBOXKHOCTI CEPell CBOIX CTYJEHTIB,
CTBOPIOIOYHM TEIUTy aTMocdepy B ayauTopii Ta IiABHIIYIOYM MOTHBALIO CTYJCHTIB J0 BHUBUCHHS aHIIIIHCHKOI MOBH.
BoHr NOBMHHI JOMOMOITH CBOIiM CTYIEHTaM BIIOPATHUCh 3 HEraTHBHUMM HACTPOSIMH Ta HENPUEMHUMH BIAUYTTIMHU
110710 BUBUCHHS aHTJiHchKoi MOBHU. KpiMm Toro, BUKIagadi MoBHHHI ()OPMYBATH BIIEBHEHICTH Y CTYAEHTIB, IIO3UTHBHO
X HaJalTOBYBAaTH Ta BUKOPHCTOBYBATH HIOOiIbIIE 3a0X0ueHb. CTparerii MoJoiaHHs iHIIOMOBHOI TPHBOXKHOCTI MO-
XKYTb BKJIFOYATH Ti, [0 JOTIOMAraloTh CTYJEHTaM HaBYMTHUCS CIIPABILITUCS 3 KOHTEKCTOM, SIKHH MPOBOKYE TPUBOKHICTb,
i Ti, 110 CTBOPIOIOTH MEHILIE CTpeCy B Ipolieci HaB4aHHA. [y 3MEHIIEHHS! MOBHOI TPUBOXKHOCTI Y CTYAEHTIB, SIKi BU-
BYAIOTh iHO3€MHY MOBY, CJIiJ] BHKOPHCTOBYBATH CIELialbHI TPEHIHTH, 3aHATTS, TaKi SIK IpsIMe 00TrOBOPEHHS MPOOIeMHU
TPUBOKHOCTI, CHUIbHY HAaBYAIbHY IiSUTBHICTH, TEXHIKH MOCTYIIOBOTO PO3CIa0IeHHs, IITMOOKOTO AWXAaHHSA, MEIUTAIlil,
3aCMOKIMIIMBY MY3HKY Ta TyMOp, & TAKOXK 3a0X04yBaJbHI BHCJIOBIIOBAHHSI.

Kntouoei cnoea: iHINOMOBHA TPHBOXKHICT, aHTIIIHCHKA MOBA SIK JIPYTa MOBA, CTPATeETii TIOI0JIaHHSI HIIIOMOBHOI TPHBOKHOCTI.
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