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Abstract
English proficiency amongst Malaysian is debatably on a decline. Possible causes of this phenomenon are
extensively argued. Thus, renewed interest towards English language anxiety, an internal factor of learners’ level
of intensity in listening and speaking skills, can sometimes be overlooked. An investigation was conducted on
selected secondary schools’ students in Selangor, a state in Malaysia. The schools lacked facilities and meagerly
equipped with basic resources and facilities. A total of 311 non-national examination takers students from three
different schools were selected. A set of questionnaire were distributed which adopted a composite of foreign
language anxiety surveys, measuring their level of anxiety towards the English language classroom according to
the four language skills (reading, listening, speaking, writing). The results were measured and the scores were
tabulated. A correlation was established between the listening anxiety and speaking anxiety skill from the scores.
This finding explored the possibility of reducing language anxiety in two skills by intervening in only one
instance which can be helpful in reducing the time spent on managing the English language classroom anxiety.
However, further studies should be conducted in order to improve the validity of this result.
Keywords: English Language Anxiety, second language learning, rural area, English as a second language,
issues in second language learning, profile
1. Introduction
1.1 Background of the Study
Education system in Malaysia, considers the English language as an important element of the system for the
country (Thirusanku & Yunus, 2012; Hashim, 2004) due to its status, as Malaysia is one of the countries in the
world that formally uses English as a second language. It is also a by-product of bilingual education practiced by
the educational system (Darmi & Albion, 2013; Ali, 2000). However, this status does not deter the developing
fear on the decline in English proficiency among Malaysians, specifically for fresh graduates (Darmi & Albion,
2013). Interventions in terms of policies have been initiated by the Malaysian government to curb this decline,
namely the PPSMI (English for Teaching Science and Mathematics). However, its outcomes were deemed
unsuccessful by reports that examined its effectiveness (Yunus & Sukri, 2017) and at the same time, further
widening the gap between rural and urban students. It is a widely known phenomenon that rural area students
struggled to grasp the meaning of the English language lessons in that English is more of a foreign language
(Tan, 2009) as compared to their urban counterparts.
English Language Classroom Anxiety has become a prevalent consideration for factors that might impede the
English language learning for non-native speakers. This is one of the more frequently researched issue in second
language acquisition as it is relevant to Malaysians where English language learning occurs in a formal and
informal settings (Ratnawati, 2004; Pandian 2008).Thus, this suggests the possibility that such specific
phenomenon might also exist in the Malaysian classroom, where anxiety had been suggested to hinder language
acquisition during a lesson, a particular form of apprehension that is common in a language classroom (Krashen,
1982). Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986) carried out subsequent studies and constructed the Foreign Language
Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) which measured apprehension, worry, and anxiety of students inside an
English language classroom. More recent studies by Landstrom (2016), Cheng (2015), Kimura (2008), Woodrow
(2012) and Mak (2011) reverberated the existence of anxiety in English language classroom in different
language skills i.e. Reading, Listening, Speaking and Writing, which consequently impeded language learning of
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the students. These studies demonstrated the unsettling nature of learning a new language (Dewale & Thirtle,
2009) hence validating the issue discovered by Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986). Anxiety is focal to the
current study as its potential to disrupt students’ English language learning is quite substantial. This is in aligned
with the investigation of the possible factors that might cause the decline in English proficiency among
Malaysians.
1.2 English in Malaysian Education
Malaysia has established the status of English as a second language due to the British colonial rule which
implemented the language as the language for administration and education. Post-independence Malaysia still
saw the extensive use of English in Malaysia, which was reinforced by government’s policies, specifically the
educational policies as the government opined that it was a functional interethnic communication tool
(Subramaniam, 2007; Wong & Thambyrajah, 1911). The decline of English proficiency in recent decades
implores an examination into the 11 years of formal English education in the national curriculum and its
effectiveness, as English proficiency is a predictor for employability due to the insistent demands from
employers (Hashim, 2004; Padian, 2008; Ali, 2000), and not reliant solely on university grades (Guan, 2016).
The decline of English was attributed to the change of educational policy on the instructional language, where
English language becomes supplementary to the national language (Foo & Richards, 2004) which in turn eroded
the use of the language in educational spheres. The Rahman Talib Report 1960 and the National Education Act
1996 were also attributed to the shift of English language into an ancillary role compared to the national
language (Hashim, 2004; Pandian, 2008). Thus, it might have caused a decline in the use of the English language
among Malaysians. This study however is interested in the state of the learners themselves; the psychological
experience of the students when learning the English language and whether it might have a considerable impact
on the proficiency of the students.
1.3 English Language Anxiety
Second/Foreign Language Anxiety is a pertinent issue in the English as a Second/Foreign Language field
(ESL/EFL) as it is widely researched in the recent decade. It was pioneered by Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986)
who established a functional scale that could measure Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) of
learners inside a classroom. The FLCAS then became the instrument used for measuring language classroom
anxiety by researchers in the ESL/EFL field and its reliability has been established. Horwitz et al. (1986) defined
anxiety as feelings of apprehension, nervousness, worry, or tension, subjective to the learner, which stimulates
the nervous system. The definition provided is distinct from Test Anxiety, which Sapp (1993) defined as anxiety
manifesting from harsh emotions which impacts the emotion and physiology of the learner. This distinction is
crucial as test anxiety manifests in all situation where a learner’s knowledge and performance are measured,
whereas Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety by Horwitz et al. (1986) is anxiety manifesting generally inside a
second/foreign language classroom which is non- native to the learners. McIntyre and Gardner (1994) further
illustrated the relationship between anxiety and language learning using Tobias’ (1986) cognitive model in
which anxiety inhibits the language learning by interfering the language input and the language output as
illustrated in figure 1.0 below.

Figure 1. Intrusion of Language Anxiety in the Language Learning Process
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It is clear that anxiety interferes with both the language input and the language output of a learner in the
second/foreign language classroom, in contrast with test anxiety which only occurs during performance
evaluation of learners for any subject matter. Through demonstration of anxiety interference in a second/foreign
language learning process, McIntyre and Gardner 1993 further reinforce the understanding that anxiety disrupts
the language input and language output of the learners in the classroom, and this might also occur during the
listening (input) and speaking (output) classroom in rural area secondary schools in Selangor.
Kimura (2008) conducted a study on foreign language anxiety and the listening skills on 452 university freshmen
in Japan, from two different faculties at the end of a semester, and found that students from both faculties
experience anxiety when listening to English, the foreign language they studied weekly at the university. Three
factors were uncovered from the study, which are emotionality (feeling of discomfort, apprehension, alienation
and intimidation), worry (cognitive perceptions) and anticipatory fear (future related thoughts which induces
anxiety) which caused anxiety in the students during the listening activity and diminished the listener’s capacity
to pay attention to the listening task at hand. These two studies involved two age groups, the younger learner and
the older learner, and showed the effect of anxiety on listening. The result was significant and affected language
performance of the studied groups, regardless of their age.
Woodrow (2012) investigated anxiety on oral performance of English language learners in Australia. 275
university students participated and the result reported a significant negative relationship between anxiety and
oral performance, including communications outside of classroom settings. The main stressor of in-class oral
performance was the teacher’s presence as the evaluator of the oral task, and the main stressor for oral
performance outside of the classroom was communicating with a native speaker. Woodrow distinguished anxiety
in and outside the classrooms by establishing a non-significant correlation between the two anxieties to further
validate Horwitz et al. (1986) point on the distinction between general anxiety and language classroom anxiety.
From the reviewed studies, it is clear that both language skills were also specifically affected by anxiety, and the
similar stressor for both studies were language performance of the students during classroom activities where the
anxiety pervaded their focus on the language tasks and then diminishing their language skill performance inside
the classroom. This indicates the debilitative effect of second/foreign language classroom including specific
language skills, as demonstrated by McIntyre and Gardner’ in figure 1.0 above, where anxiety interferes at the
language input and language output of the learners. This is in line with the focus of this current study on the
listening and speaking skills.
1.4 Why Anxiety
The condition in rural area schools are disadvantageous due to its infrastructure and its resources, an inverse
condition to its urban counterparts, as UNESCO (2013) charted this inadequacy as a global phenomenon, which
inadvertently weaken the examination performance of rural school areas (Aziz & Swanto, 2017). This
inadequacy also affected English language classroom effectiveness as the lack of resources (Wreikat et al., 2014;
Ratnawati, 2004) contributed to lower exposure to the language amidst the already minimal existence of the
language outside the classroom where English is almost a foreign language in the rural areas (Pandian, 2008).
Selangor is one of the more developed states in Malaysia (Hussain, Nabila, & Abdullah, 2018) and internal
migration rate is high, where urban areas received a large part of the migration (Department of Statistics
Malaysia, 2020). Some rural area students will leave the area to find better job opportunities; therefore it is also
important that they are equipped with adequate English to ensure a feasible chance of employment as employers
underscores the importance of English proficiency (Hashim, 2004; Pandian, 2008; Ali, 2000). Identifying the
correlation between listening anxiety and speaking anxiety can help in determining what intervention can be
taken in order to reduce it effectively, without placing excessive effort on tackling both language skills’ anxieties.
These two skills are selected due to a generalised understanding that proficiency in a certain language is hinged
on the ability to produce the target language with a certain level of competency (Leong & Ahmadi, 2017). Most
studies revolving second/foreign language anxiety in Malaysia involved the tertiary educational demographic,
thus, a literature gap exists for studies involving the secondary school students, especially in the rural area.
Students in rural Malaysia are largely under-exposed to the English language, both in terms of language use (Ali,
2000; Thien & Ong, 2015) and materials (Wreikat, Kabilan, & Abdullah, 2014). The main source of exposure
for the rural area students are often their English teacher, during the English lesson (Musa, Khoo, & Azman,
2012; Pandian, 2008) which demonstrates the point Tan (2009) made about the social status of English in the
rural area as a Foreign Language. This might develop anxiety in the students due to unfamiliarity to the language,
especially in terms of input and output of the language (listening and speaking skills). Consequently, the study
poses the question; is there any correlation between listening skill anxiety and speaking skill anxiety? The
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investigation can assist in formulation of targeted interventions inside the classroom, which can be applied to
classrooms in the rural areas. This will help the resource-exposure disadvantaged rural area secondary school
students to achieve an adequate mastery of the language which can help them to advance in their life
post-secondary education, whether in academia or employment and improve the English proficiency of
Malaysians principally. Thus, the main aim of the study is to identify the relationship between listening and
speaking anxiety among selected rural area secondary school students in Selangor, Malaysia.
2. Method
2.1 Research Design
This study is quantitative in nature, which utilises the cross-sectional survey method to distinguish trends in a
population (Cresswell, 2005, as cited in Marwan, 2007). The cross-sectional survey method is effective and
efficient in examining a large amount of data and is frequently used in language education research. 311
questionnaires were retrieved after distribution to the three schools situated in three different rural area districts
in Selangor (N = 110000) after a 92% degree of confidence is followed, and a 5% margin of error was set. This
method suits the objective of the research.
2.2 Participants
Purposive sampling was used to answer the research question, where non-national examination taker secondary
school students in rural area Selangor were sampled from three different school types in three different rural
areas in Selangor. Students aged 13, 14 and 16 were selected as they were not involved in major national
examinations which can cause test anxiety as mentioned by Sapp (1992), which is distinct from Second/Foreign
Language Classroom Anxiety. This ensures the anxiety that is measured does not collate with Test Anxiety
which have different framework and implications.
2.3 Instrument
The instrument used for this study was a composite questionnaire, adapted and adopted from five different
language anxiety scale, namely the Foreign Language Anxiety Classroom scale by Horwitz, et al. (1986),
English Language Listening Anxiety from Kimura (2008), English Language Speaking Anxiety by Mak (2011),
English Language Reading Anxiety by Saito, Horwitz & Garza (1999) and English Language Reading Anxiety
by Lee (2005). A total of 55 items were adapted and adopted from all the scales, and were separated into 4
sections, excluding the demographic section and was valued with a 5-point Likert item scale. The questionnaire
was also translated into the Bahasa Malaysia (the Malay Language) in order to increase comprehensibility. The
sections and items are illustrated in table 1 below.
Table 1. The Number of Items per Questionnaire Section
Sections

Number of Items

Demographic Data

9

Listening Anxiety

12

Reading Anxiety

10

Speaking Anxiety

18

Writing Anxiety

15

A pilot study was conducted on 144 students from SMK Sungai Pusu to establish the validity and reliability of
the questionnaire. The outcome was a value of 0.86 on the Cronbach Alpha analysis, which is acceptable in
social science research.
2.4 Data Collection Procedure
The questionnaire was distributed to three different schools, where all three schools, which will be simply
referred to HL, KKB and KS schools, which are situated in different rural areas in Selangor. Several teachers
assisted with the questionnaire distributions, and the questionnaires were collected the following day in order to
not disrupt the teachers’ classes.The survey was then later returned and the data coded and administered into
SPSS.
2.5 Data Analysis
Data was analysed using SPSS, and its sum score for each response was calculated according to the language
skills, and then divided into three levels of anxiety; low, moderate and high anxiety, with definitive cut-off
scores to categorise it accurately. Then, the scores of listening anxiety and speaking anxiety were analysed using
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the bivariate correlation function in SPSS. The results were tabulated and further analysed. The cut-off scores is
shown in table 2.
Table 2. Cut-Off Scores for Each Language Skills
Language Skill

Anxiety Level Scores
Low

Medium

High

Listening

13-28

29-44

45-60

Reading

11-23

24-36

37-49

Speaking

25-46

47-68

69-90

Writing

18-34

35-50

50-67

3. Results
3.1 Results of Anxiety Levels in English Language Classroom
The data was collected and tabulated. The responses were cumulated in table 3, where all four language skills
and its respective anxiety level is categorized into low, medium and high.
Table 3. Frequency of Each Language Skill and Its Anxiety Level
Language Skill

Anxiety Level Scores
Low

Medium

High

Listening

44(14.1%)

215(69.1%)

51(16.4%)

Reading

59(19.0%)

183(58.8%)

68(21.9%)

Speaking

59(19.0%)

211(67.8%)

40(12.9%)

Writing

68(21.9%)

202(65.0%)

40(12.9%)

All language skills reported medium to high levels of anxiety in selected rural area schools in Selangor, except
for writing skills, where students experienced low to medium levels of anxiety during the classroom session. For
both listening and speaking classes, they both reported medium to high levels of anxiety.
3.2 Correlation Analysis of Listening and Speaking Anxiety Scores
The correlational analysis was conducted on the two language skills, listening and speaking for any correlation in
their anxiety. The two categories’ sums were scored and was analysed for bivariate correlation as tabulated in
table 4.
Table 4. Pearson Correlation for Listening and Speaking Scores
Correlations
SLC (Binned)

Pearson Correlation

SLC (Binned)

SSC (Binned)

1

.512**

Sig. (2-tailed)

.000

N
SSC (Binned)

311

Pearson Correlation

.512

Sig. (2-tailed)

.000

N

311

311
**

1
311

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
The sig value was 0.00 where p= <0.01. There was a significant positive correlation between the scores in the
listening anxiety skill and the scores in the speaking anxiety. An increase in the scores in one language anxiety
skill can cause an increase in the subsequent language anxiety skill.
4. Discussion
Listening and speaking are interdependent especially in communication. English communication also relies on
these two skills when a speaker of a language produces speech in the target language (Leong & Ahmadi, 2017).
Since listening is the input source for oral speech, it is interesting to investigate the possible relationship that
might exist between listening anxiety and speaking anxiety.
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The anxiety scores in the listening section correlates positively to the score in speaking anxiety section. As
anxiety in the listening section increases, the anxiety in the speaking section also increases. This correlation is
important as in communication, listening is considered as the input skill and speaking is the output skill. An
interruption via anxiety in the listening skill could influence the performance in the speaking skill, as the anxiety
experienced during the listening classroom or activity could be a factor in the rise of anxiety during speaking
activities. It can be explained by the disruption caused by anxiety during listening activities which might hinder
the information processing needed to participate in social conventions, therefore reducing the possible responses
that can be uttered in a short, determined time. Social speech is real time and spontaneous (Pan, 2016) and this
might induce anxiety inside the students during speaking classrooms if they feel pressured to respond with
insufficient information due to interruption caused by anxiety during the listening period.
This also indicates that speaking anxiety can also exist due to anxiety that surfaced during listening activity, and
does not only exist specifically during the moment of interaction the students experience occurs. This could also
mean some anxiety that arises during speaking activities might have already existed from the listening session.
Inside the classroom, speaking activities must be prompted through instruction by the teacher and it involves the
listening process to presuppose the speaking activities, and if it already existed during the listening process, i.e. if
the students are already feeling anxious when listening to the instructions before the actual speaking activity, the
probability of students feeling anxious during the speaking activity might also increase, as there is significant
correlation between the existence of anxiety in both language performance. Therefore anxiety that exists in the
listening session might entail the anxiety manifesting in the speaking session.
The listening skill is an input skill, and it is a part of communication in the second language. In order to speak,
input must be obtained in order to have effective communication. Ye and Pan (2016) mentioned that fast paced
speech can cause anxiety, and disengage the students from listening. When the students’ listening is impeded by
anxiety, they do not have sufficient input for speech. This lack of information that is needed to speak might
cause anxiety inside the students which in turn, impairs the students’ speech. This can be one way in which
listening anxiety could influence speaking anxiety as both skills are vital in oral communication. Therefore when
one skill is impaired, it might affect the other skill. Therefore, an interruption in the input of the language can
possibly influence the output of the language.
The finding of this study offers a new perspective into the pedagogical approach to anxiety inside the Malaysian
English classroom, specifically in rural areas. It is interesting to note that if the two anxiety skills are correlated,
then a decrease in anxiety for one skill i.e., the listening skill, might reduce the anxiety in the other related skill
i.e., the speaking skill. If there is a relationship, then by alleviating the anxiety or reducing the anxiety in the
listening skill, there is a possibility that the speaking skill anxiety could also be reduced as a consequence of the
reduction of anxiety in the input skill. Therefore by reducing the anxiety in one skill, the teacher can manage the
class efficiently without spending too much effort on alleviating anxiety for multiple skills which will be more
time consuming. This postulation allows further exploration of intervention methods for reducing second
language anxiety inside the rural area classroom, and the Malaysian English classroom in principle.
The listening and speaking skills are two crucial English language skills in the communicative and oral
communication is one of the indicators of proficiency in the language (Leong & Ahmadi, 2017). The Pearson
Correlation coefficient obtained from the analysis indicated a positive significant relationship between the two
anxiety skills, where an increase in the listening anxiety causes a rise in the speaking anxiety.
The correlation between English listening anxiety and English speaking anxiety seem to indicate a possibility of
the anxiety inside a language learner might exist before the language skill is exercised from another
apprehension-inducing situation in a different language skill. Other possibility is that the reduction of anxiety in
one language skill can amend or inhibit anxiety from manifesting inside a student during another language skill
session. Teachers can monitor anxiety levels in one class and regulate it, with the notion that it might reduce the
anxiety levels in the other language classroom and this would produce efficient classrooms as teachers do not
need to focus on alleviating stress inside a classroom for each language skills. Pre-meditated precautions in
reducing anxiety in one language skills might help students learn their lesson better in the next language lesson.
However, the study should be replicated in different demography and samples in order to obtain better validity
and providing a solid ground for experimental study to be done in order to employ the possible uses of the
correlation between the two skills.
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Appendix
INSTRUMENT
This study intends to profile the anxiety level of secondary school students in rural area Selangor in
learning the English language. Please answer the following questions with the appropriate answers as
indicated by the instructions. Your cooperation is highly appreciated. Your information will only be
confidential and only for use in the research.
Section A: Demographic Data
Age:
Gender:
Race: Malay/Chinese/Indian/Others. If others, please state:
Religion: Islam/Christian/Hindu/Buddhist/Others. If others, please state
School:
Parents’ Occupation:
Father’s Academic Qualification:
Mother’s Academic Qualification:
Number of Siblings:
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Section B
Please answer the following statements according to the scale. The scales are as followed. 1 for strongly disagree,
2 for disagree, 3 for neutral, 4 for agree and 5 for strongly agree. For each statement, tick the box the appropriate
box that represents your response.
Listening Section
No.

Statements

1

1.

When a person speaks English very fast, I worry I might not understand all of it.

2.

When I'm listening to English, I am worried when I can't watch the lips or facial
expressions of a person who is speaking.

3.

I feel uncomfortable in class when listening to English without the written text.

4.

When I am listening to English, I often get so confused I can't remember what I have
heard.

5.

My thoughts become jumbled and confused when listening to important information
in English.

6.

I would rather not to have to listen to people speaking English at all.

7.

I get worried when I can't listen to English at my own pace.

8.

I get worried when I have little time to think about what I have heard in English.

9.

It doesn't frighten me when I cannot catch a keyword of an English listening text.

10.

I don't feel tense when listening to English as a member of social gathering.

11.

I keep thinking everyone else except me understand very well what an English
speaker saying.

12.

During English lesson, I don't get nervous and confused when I don't understand
every word.

Reading Section
13.

I become anxious when I have to read English outside of the class for homework.

14.

I feel afraid when I have to read lengthy texts in English in English classes.

15.

I feel shy when I read in English in front of an audience.

16.

Going to English reading class makes me more nervous than going to any other classes.

17.

I feel anxious when doing reading tasks when there is no teacher to guide me.

18.

It bothers me when many unfamiliar words are used in the reading passage.

19.

I become nervous when I find a long sentence with a complex structure that I don't
understand.

20.

It bothers me when I feel unable to use a dictionary.

21.

It embarrasses me to volunteer answers in my reading class.

22.

I get afraid if I fail to understand the content of the text that I may be required to read.
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Speaking Section
23.

I never feel quite sure of myself when I am speaking in English.

24.

It frightens me when I don't understand what the teacher is saying in English

25.

Even if I am well prepared for English classes, I feel anxious it.

26.

I don't worry about making mistakes in English classes.

27.

I enjoy speaking in English.

28.

It does not embarass me to volunteer answers in my English class.

29.

I start to panic when I have to speak without preparation in my English class.

30.

I always feel that the other students speak better English than I do.

31.

I can feel my heart pounding when I'm going to be called on in English language class.

32.

In English language class, I can get so nervous where I forget what I wanted to say.

33.

I am afraid that the other students will laugh at me when I speak English in class.

34.

I would probably feel comfortable around native speakers of English.

35.

I get nervous when I don't understand every word the language teacher says.

36.

I feel confident when I speak in English.

37.

I would not be nervous speaking English with native speakers of English.

38.

I feel confident when speaking English in language class.

39.

I don't feel pressure when I have to speak English in language classes.

40.

I don't feel self-conscious when I speak English in front of other students.

Writing Section
No.

Statements

1

41.

I avoid writing.

42.

I have no fear of my writing being evaluated.

43.

I look forward to writing down my ideas.

44.

I am afraid of writing essays when I know they will be evaluated

45.

Handing in a composition makes me feel good.

46.

My mind seems to go blank when I start to work on composition

47.

Expressing ideas through writing seems to be a waste of time.

48.

I like my ideas writing down.

49.

I feel confident in my ability to clearly express my ideas in writing.

50.

I like to have my friends read what I have written

51.

I'm nervous about writing.

52.

People seem to enjoy what I write.

53.

I enjoy writing.

54.

I never seem to be able to clearly write down my ideas.

55.

Writing is a lot of fun.

2

3

4

5

Copyrights
Copyright for this article is retained by the author(s), with first publication rights granted to the journal.
This is an open-access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
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