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Abstract

English serves as a bridge of communication for the people from all over the world as it plays an increasingly
crucial role in the process of globalization. In accordance with English curriculum standards issued by the
Ministry of Education in 2011, the ultimate goal of English language discipline is to communicate. But over
these years, China’s English education has been difficult to get out of the dilemma of “Dumb English”. When
facing the real oral communication situations, students are still too nervous to speak with a great deal of fluency
and accuracy. Therefore, the present study aims to explore the relationship between English language anxiety,
gender, years of English learning and final oral English achievement by inviting 41 English major freshmen of
foreign language departments of Nanchang Business College. For this purpose, this study adopts a reliable
Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale developed by Horwitz and Cope (1986) to measure students’
anxiety. The results reveal that anxiety levels between males and females are similar; there is also no significant
difference among years of learning English; however, a significantly negative correlation between college
students’ foreign language anxiety and their oral English learning achievement was found.

Keywords: foreign language classroom anxiety, learning achievement, oral English learning
1. Introduction

Emotional variables are regarded as one of the important indexes in the new English curriculum standard in
China. Anxiety which provides a new direction for oral English teaching in English teaching is the most
important emotional factor in English learning and teaching. Numerous studies have shown that spoken language
anxiety in the process of learning foreign language is very common (Walter, 1975; Selvam et al., 2016),
especially in China, which might be related to Chinese traditional culture. Recently, there has been a great deal
of foreign language anxiety in the field of pedagogy and psychology (Horwitz et al., 1986; Suleimenova, 2013;
Kayikei, 2011; Durmus, 2018), since the foreign language anxiety is one of the crucial psychological factors.
Moreover, due to the individual differences of participants and environmental factors on foreign language
anxiety and learning achievement, gender and other factors, there is no consensual view regarding the
relationship between foreign language anxiety and learning achievement, gender and other potential factors
(Chastain, 1975; Yashima, 2002; Suleimenova, 2013). Thus, the current study aims to figure out the relationship
between foreign language anxiety, gender, years of learning English and learners’ learning achievement.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Definition of Foreign Language Anxiety

It was Frued who first defined anxiety as ‘“something felt”, an emotional state that included feelings of
apprehension, tension and nervousness, accompanied by physiological arousal (Freud, 1936). Frued initially
noticed anxiety and suggested that it had a major impact on people’s daily lives. From the perspective of
Spielberger and Gorsuch, anxiety can be conceptualized and measured as either a trait anxiety, state anxiety, or
situation-specific anxiety in SLA (Spielberger et al., 1970).

In terms of the foreign language anxiety, Horwitz (1986) and colleagues conceptualized the foreign language
anxiety as “a quite complex of one’s beliefs, feelings, and behaviors and self-perceptions that be correlative with
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language learning during the language learning processes” (Horwitz & Cope, 1986). The Foreign Language
Classroom Anxiety (FLCAS) was also developed by Horwitz with the purposes of capturing learners’ specific
anxiety reaction toward the process of foreign language learning. In addition, Horwitz and associates
conceptualized foreign classroom language anxiety by integrating communication apprehension, test anxiety and
fear of negative evaluation.

According to the conclusions made by previous studies, the situation-specific anxiety that is closely related to
apprehension is unique to specific situations, which have aroused wide attention in SLA (Walter, 1975; Selvam,
2016).

2.2 Theoretical Foundations
2.2.1 Affective Filter Hypothesis

It was Krashen who developed the affective filter hypothesis in the 1980s. From the perspective of Krashen,
emotional variables such as anxiety, self-confidence, self-esteem and motivation were closely associated with
second-language acquisition. More importantly, he regards this affective factor as a filter which may promote or
inhibit language input in the process of language learning. In addition, the positive or negative attitude of
language learners toward language learning will directly affect the acquisition of language input. If learners
established a weak affective filter in the way of possessing high self-confidence, beliefs, and moderate anxiety,
then the language learning process will speed up obviously.

2.3 Previous Related Research Studies

Since the 1970s, foreign scholars (Gardner, 1994; Sellers, 2000) have done much research on this field with the
purpose of having a deeper understanding of the anxiety in the process of foreign language learning. Before the
1980s, the study results on the relationship between language anxiety and learning achievement is confusing.
Some scholars believed that foreign language anxiety is not conducive to learners’ foreign language learning
process, while others have come to the opposite conclusions. For example, Chastain (1975) investigated the
relationship between anxiety and language learning achievements in three different languages: French, German,
and Spanish. In French audio-visual class, test anxiety has a significant negative effect on the French grade. That
is to say, Students with lower anxiety tend to get better grades than higher ones.

While Backman (1976) showed that there is no significant correlation between teachers’ ratings in a listening
comprehension test with the anxiety measures, Backman proved that Venezuelan students’ progress was
measured by a listening comprehension test. From above research, we can find that the results on the relationship
between foreign language anxiety and learning achievement are mixed. Probably, the main reason for this
outcome was the lack of standard foreign language anxiety measurement scale.

With the birth of the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), (Horwitz & Cope) in 1986, and the
research conclusions on FCLAS beginning to become unified. Most researchers (Kitano, 2001; Zhang & Liu,
2006; Ebrahimi, 2013) in home and abroad have shown that foreign language anxiety has significantly negative
effects on the process of foreign language learning. Some scholars are investigating the relationship between
anxiety and foreign language achievement in a general way, while others explored the relationship between one
kind of specific anxiety (i.e., anxiety in listening, speaking, reading or writing) and foreign language
achievement in a specific way.

2.3.1 The Relationship Between Learning Achievement and Language Anxiety in General Aspect

Horwitz et al. (1986) adopted the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety (FLCA) Questionnaire, they studied the
relationship between academic achievement and foreign language anxiety and found that there was significantly
negative correlation between each other. That is Spanish and French students with higher foreign language
anxiety tended to receive lower course grades than students with lower anxiety. Likewise, a study conducted by
Gardner in 1994 reveals that language anxiety is inversely related to achievement in grades seven, nine, and
eleven. Consistent with the previous studies on the relationship between foreign language classroom anxiety and
students’ overall English achievement (Chen & Zhang, 2004), a significant negative correlation between the
external classroom anxiety of 54 college English students who are not in English major and their total English
achievement was found.

However, Backman’s (1976) study suggests no association between language anxiety and achievement,
surprisingly, the two lowest ability subjects had the highest and the lowest anxiety scores. In addition, some
researchers have attempted to delineate clusters of variables that would define language learning variables
(Yashima, 2002; Sila, 2010), and links between anxiety and achievement have been examined. By studying the
relationships between affective variables and students’ final grades, Samimy and Tabuse (1992) found that
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different variables influenced students’ performance at different times. In their study, variables affecting student
performance changed over time, with gender, risk-taking (affected by anxiety), and the status (undergraduate or
graduate) being the important predictors of students’ achievements in the first term.

Most studies on the relationship between foreign language anxiety and language learning achievement at home
and abroad tend to reach a consensus, that is, foreign language anxiety has a significantly negative effect on
students’ language learning acquisition. However, most studies only be limited in studying from a general and
broad perspective, instead of focusing on one kind of specific foreign language ability, such as speaking,
listening, reading and writing. It is still worthwhile a further discussion in the relationship between the language
anxiety and one specific foreign language ability.

2.3.2 The Relationship Between Learning Achievement and Language Anxiety in Specific Aspect

In addition to that general classroom language anxiety study, learners are likely to have different degree of
anxiety in listening, speaking, reading, writing these specific aspects in SLA, which refers to “Situation Specific
Anxietes”. For instance, Sellers (2000) also investigated the foreign language anxiety’s effect on reading
comprehension. The results reported that higher the level of reading anxiety, the worse the college students’
recall of Spanish texts, and the lower reading anxiety behave better. While take the non-English major university
students as participants the result isn’t different (Zhang & Liu, 2006). The similar findings also be found in
writing grade (Cheng, Horwitz, & Schallert, 1999) and listening achievement (Wang, 2010).

Accumulating studies had conducted the effect of FLA in students’ oral achievement. For example, using
FLCAS, Kitano (2001) invited 212 college students to finish the questionnaire, and then measure their anxiety in
the process of learning spoken Japanese. The results revealed that the degree of students’ oral anxiety was in
decisive proportion to their negative evaluation anxiety and their low evaluation of self-target language ability.
Wei (2010) also proved that the college students’ anxiety level in English class has adverse effect on the fluency
of spoken language. Subsequently, Suleimenova (2013) also showed that debilitative effect on students’
speaking achievements has been found. Because anxious students tend to suffer from ‘mental block’ and feel
incapable, which result in learners forgetting words and phrases that they want to speak. Likewise, in Ebrahimi
(2013) study, speaking anxiety be regarded as a detrimental factor by inviting 100 students at an Iran university
with ten years history of learning English. The final result reported that most participants are likely to become
nervous while speaking English in front of others, and some of them be worried when they lack full preparation,
half of them are feel inferior to others, and the rest were nervous unconsciously when open mouth to speak
English.

Despite ample studies have advocated that language learning performance negatively affected by students’ FLA,
others also suggest the benefits of FLA. For instance, Selvam et al. (2016) hold the view that FLA is of great
significance in assisting students learn more from their deficiencies in the process of learning FL. To prove their
beliefs, they took 100 EFL students as the research subjects. Surprisingly, the result found that learners who
identified with moderate speaking anxiety are more thirst in learning from their failures, and then be more likely
to perform better in oral English. In addition, study conducted by Pong (2010) aims to figure out whether
facilitative or debilitative effect exists in speaking anxiety. 32 EFL students of a Taiwan university were required
to hand in their speech’ videos. The findings reported that the students tend to prepare better and practice more
in video than in a direct and authentic communication activity.

2.3.3 The Relationship Between Gender, Years of Learning English and Language Anxiety

Ample evidence shows that language anxiety among female students and male students are similar. Take the
study conducted by Shi and Liu (2006), for example, 211 sophomore students who major in Non-English joined
in. The results are, compared with female students’ reading anxiety, male students’ anxiety in reading was
significantly higher, and their English learning achievement is quite lower subsequently, but no significant
difference in gender was discovered in language classroom anxiety. Inconsistent with most research findings in
this field, some studies also noted that significant difference was found between sex and language anxiety
(Gardner, 1985; Kayikei, 2011).

Apart from gender, years studying English also be taken into account while exploring the effect on language
anxiety in this field. More attention paid to figure out whether the learning history would be an important
predictor of measuring the language anxiety. Generally speaking, most of us will think that the longer they learn
English, the less anxiety they have, because of the improvement on their integrated abilities and the
accumulation of their English learning experience. In contrast to the common belief, Rezazadeh and Travokoli
(2009) has claimed that no meaningful correlation between test anxiety and the time spent in studying the
language was found. However, Sila (2010) held the view that individual’s cognitive ability tend to change over
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time, significant difference between a child, adolescent and adult learner in cognitive styles and learning ability.
To date, the research conducted by Durmus and associates (2018), suggested that there is no correlation between
anxiety in speaking Turkish and students’ age, gender, years studying Turkish. Given that there is no consensus
on the relationships between gender, years of learning English and language anxiety, further research on this
issue is worthwhile. Although previous results in most studies agreed that there is negative correlation between
foreign language learning anxiety and learning achievement, the existing research merely focuses on one
language anxiety and the language ability achievement alone, ignoring some relevant covariates that may affect
the language acquisition achievement, such as participant’s age, gender, years of learning English and so on.

3. Method
3.1 Research Questions

The main purpose of this study is to explore the relationships between English language anxiety, gender, years of
learning English and final oral English achievement. Thus, the current study will focus on the following
questions:

1) Is there any correlation between college students’ foreign language anxiety and their oral English learning
achievement?

2) Is there any significant difference between the higher and lower language anxiety among males and females?

3) Is there any correlation between years of learning English and oral English learning achievement among
college students?

3.2 Research Hypotheses
Based on the previous relative studies, the following research hypotheses be made:

(1) There is significantly negative effect on oral English achievement between high language anxiety group and
low language anxiety group.

(2) There is a significant difference between the higher and lower language anxiety among males and females.
(3) There is no correlation between years of learning English and oral English learning achievement.

3.3 Data Collection

3.3.1 Participants

In the summer of 2019, freshmen who major in English at the Nanchang Business College were invited to
participate in this study. There are 22 male and 19 female participants in this study. The forty-one participants
with a mean age of 19.24 years, and they have been learning English about 10 years so far. Actually, four
students’ data in this class has been ticked out, because they didn’t attend class regularly and failed some crucial
exams. Thus, only 41 students’ data were used for the final analysis.

3.3.2 Research Instruments
3.3.2.1 Questionnaire Survey

The FLCAS questionnaire that contains thirty-three items was adopted in this study. The reliability (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.93) of FLCAS confirmed by studying 300 students who are introductory undergraduate foreign
language classes at the University of Texas, and test-retest reliability r = .83, p = .001, n = 78.1. All the
participants are required to answer the questions with a 5-point Likert scale, rating their answers from (a)
“strongly disagree”, to (e) “strongly agree”. If student’s answer is (a) “strongly disagree”, then score one point,
and (e) “strongly agree” score five points. When statements of the FLCAS were negatively worded, responses
were reversed and recorded. Before using the questionnaire, the reliability and validity testified. In addition,
some background information mainly including some personal questions, like the student’s age, sex and years of
learning English also be collected.

3.3.2.2 Oral English Grade

The oral achievement consists of usual performance and final speech performance. And the usual performance
consists of class attendance, classroom presentation and the oral class assignments. Most importantly, the final
oral score gained by randomly choosing one topic from three topics, and then students were asked to give a
speech around the topic that they got for nearly 2 minutes. By taking the fluency of oral presentations and
accuracy of pronunciation and body language of each students into account. Each student’s oral grade is strictly
scored by two oral teachers, then the average score of two teachers be regarded as the student’s final exam oral
performance.
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3.3.3 Data Collection and Analysis

Participants were asked to fill in a FLCAS questionnaire and offer some supplementary background information
(i.e., name, gender, year of learning English) on the questionnaire in the fall semester 2019. Before handing out
the questionnaires, informing students of some requirements and purpose of the questionnaire survey. First of all,
the subject is asked to fill in the name number, gender, age and contact information before formally answering
the questionnaire. Then to guarantee all the information is only used for scientific research and their personal
information would be protected well, so as to ensure the authenticity and reliability of these data.

Then, to record the final oral English scores that consists of usual performance and final oral exam. Each
student’s oral performance is strictly scored by two oral teachers, the average score of two teachers as the
student’s final exam oral performance. Finally, enter the anxiety scores and the oral English grade into the form,
and then start to analyze the data by using SPSS (16.0).

To study the relationship between English language anxiety, gender, years of learning English and final oral
English achievement, the following quantitative research methods will be used. Firstly, Descriptive Statistics
used to analyze the mean and standard deviation of anxiety among Males and females in this study. Secondly,
Pearson Correlation adopted to reveal the correlation between participants’ grade, sex, learning years and anxiety.
Lastly, Three-Way ANOVA was conducted to figure out the main effect and interaction effect between English
language anxiety, gender, years of learning.

4. Results
4.1 Gender Differences of Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety

The present study, using 41 students of English major.From Table 1, the mean (X = 95.8), standard deviation
(s.d. = 16.91), and range obtained in this study were very similar to those of Horwitz (Horwitz & Young, 1991),
who took students in an introductory Spanish class as research subjects, It reported the mean anxiety is 95.8.
Compared with Horwitz’s study, X = 94.5, which was slightly higher. The possible explanation for this is that
learning English is more likely to be anxious than learning Spanish. In the present study, no significant gender
difference was found in language anxiety: F (1,20) = .405, p = .532, p > .05. The mean score among males (n =
22) is 91.68 (s.d. = 17.69), while females (n = 19) is 100.58 (s.d. = 15.03). It confirmed that the FLCAS is a
reliable tool to measure foreign language anxiety.

Table 1. Descriptive statics

The Mean and Standard Deviation of Anxiety among Males and Females (N =41)

Males (N = 22) Females (N =19)

Mean (M) Standard Deviation (SD) Mean (M) Standard Deviation (SD)
91.68 17.69 100.58 15.03

Total (N =41) 95.8 16.91

Table 2. Pearson correlation between participants’ grade, sex, learning years and anxiety (N = 41)

Grade Correlation -.287
Sig.(2-tailed) .069

Sex Correlation 222
Sig.(2-tailed) .163

Learning Years Correlation -212
Sig.(2-tailed) .183

4.2 The Correlations Between Foreign Language Anxiety and Students’ Performance, Sex and Learning Years

In the following analysis, the relationship between students’ foreign language anxiety and learning performance
was figured out (see Table 2). Firstly, using a Pearson product-moment correlation, the correlation coefficient
between language anxiety and oral English achievement was obtained. The result showed a moderate negative
correlation (r = -.287) between the two, which suggesting that students with higher anxiety tend to perform
worse in English learning than the lower ones.

As for the second analysis, first of all, students were divided into a higher anxiety group or a lower anxiety group
in line with students’ average anxiety scores. According to the result revealed in Table 1, we can see the mean
anxiety for this sample was 95.8. Thus, in this study, if student’s anxiety scores higher than 96, then the student
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would be regarded as the high-level anxiety. If lower than 95, then the student would be regarded as the
low-level anxiety.

Three-way ANOVA conducted. Result showed that there was a significant main effect of anxiety: F (1, 69) =
5.044, p < .01 (see Table 3). In this sense, we can draw the conclusion that the higher anxiety group received
significantly lower oral grades (X = 89) than the lower one (X = 90.1). However, no significant effect of gender
and years of learning English on final oral grade was discovered: F (1, 69) = 1.205, p = .285, p > .05. F (1,69) =
1.424, p = .255, p > .05, respectively. This result is similar with the research conducted by Durmus and
associates (2018), in which implied that there is no correlation between anxiety in speaking Turkish and
students’ age, gender, years studying Turkish and so on.

Table 3. Anxiety by sex by learning years ANOVA results on oral achievement (N = 41)

Source Sum of Squares df Mean Squares F Sig. of F
Main Effect

Anxiety 17.452 1 17.452 5.044 .036

Sex 4.168 1 4.168 1.205 285
Learning Years 29.555 6 4.926 1.424 255
Interaction

Sex by anxiety 1.402 1 1.402 405 532
Learning Years by Anxiety 12.327 4 3.082 .891 488

5. Discussion

The current study investigated whether the foreign language anxiety of freshmen major in English has adverse
effect on their oral English scores, and examines the relationship between students’ foreign language anxiety and
their sex and years of learning English. The final findings are similar with other research using Western
languages like French, German, and Spanish, that is language anxiety was negatively related to students’
performance in oral English, which means students with higher language anxiety have lower scores in oral
English exam.

However, in this study, there is no significant difference among sex. That is to say, the anxiety level between
males and females is not significant, which is inconsistent with most of research (Kayikg¢i, 2011; Shi & Liu,
2006). A possible explanation for this opposite result is that the 41 male participants of English major come from
two different classes, instead of the same class. Due to the different the class atmosphere and environment in
class one and class two, the anxiety degree of the boys might be greatly varying.

In addition, the result also showed there is no significant difference between foreign language anxiety and the
years of learning English, which disagree with what most research have reported. Thus, whether learning history
could be a significantly potential predictor of English learning performance among college students needs further
discussion. In this study, the reason why the results differ from previous studies may be that the research data
only limited in first-year students in English major and most of them have about ten years history in learning
history. In line with what suggested by Samimy and Tabuse (1992), whether determining variables would change
over time or not. In this sense, if taking the sophomore or junior students as the subjects, the effect on language
anxiety might be significant.

Given that language anxiety tend to contribute to adverse effect during the process of learning English, some
insightful suggestions are extremely necessary. Firstly, teachers should be sensitive enough to notice and
discover whether students have language anxiety or not, and then creating a friendly atmosphere to reduce the
pressure in making mistakes in front of students and teachers. As we known, the teacher who is good at
identifying students’ inner problems and providing corresponding solutions to release their anxiety will be more
popular. Moreover, teachers need to response to the students’ needs both in study and psychology immediately,
and give students enough trust and security in foreign English classroom to encourage them to show and share
themselves in English. Finally, it is necessary for teachers to strengthen communication with students, to care
about students’ individual emotional factors in the process of learning English, and try their best to help students
to improve their self-confidence and self-esteem in speaking English.

6. Conclusion

The current study mainly uses questionnaire designed by Horwitz (1986) to examine the relationship between
language of oral English anxiety in freshmen major in English and final oral English learning achievement,
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gender and years of learning English. Pearson correlation and three-way ANOVA adopted. And then the
following conclusions be made: (1) there is a significant negative correlation between language anxiety and
learning achievement. That is to say, compared with higher foreign class language anxiety, students with lower
foreign class language anxiety tend to have better oral English learning achievement. A possible explanation for
the different results may be the participants of males come from two classes; different class has different class
atmosphere and environment. (2) There is no significant difference between the higher and lower language
anxiety on males and females, which is inconsistent with previous research findings. (3) There is also no
significant difference between years of learning English and oral English learning achievement college students,
which reaches the same conclusion with other researches in home and abroad.

7. Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research

Although the results of this study are consistent with the most studies’ findings (Wang, 2010; Kitano, 2001;
Kayik¢i, 2011; Suleimenova, 2013), some limitations of this study should not be ignored. First of all, the
subjects in this study were only those freshmen who major in English and have been learning English around ten
years. If the subjects replaced by non-English majors and studied English for longer years, then the research
results might be quite different. Due to the teaching courses and teaching objectives of college students vary
from different grades, the students’ anxiety degree may change over time, and finally affect the results of the
study. There is no denying that third-year students are more likely to be required to speak in a more challenging
situation in daily reading or writing classes. All these higher-level speaking practices have a tendency to improve
students’ oral proficiency. As for freshmen, more attention paid to develop four comprehensive skills. In
addition, students’ individual experiences or proficiency haven’t been taken into account.

Secondly, given that boys in English major class are few, the participants of boys are not taken from the same
class, while the females belong to the same class, which is not precise. In addition, although the Foreign
Language Classroom Anxiety Scale is the most widely used tool, there is still no specific and suitable foreign
language spoken anxiety scale. Thus, it is worthwhile a further exploration on the foreign language spoken
anxiety scale.

Lastly, there still lack of the research novelty. Obviously, most research mainly focuses on the correlation
between language anxiety and the final exam grade, instead of other emotional factors. Therefore, future
research should be directed towards exploring the potential relationship between anxiety and other psychological
variables in English learning, like learners’ beliefs, self-esteem, risk-taking (Christopher, 1986), learning styles
and personality (Lavine, 1990; Swain & Barbara, 1976).
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