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Abstract

This article critically reviews the literature thatamines the anxiety phenomenon in the field of
second/foreign language learning. A major themertnas through this review is how anxiety
comes into play in second/foreign language learrang whether it is a central construct or only
an add-on element that is negligible. Anxiety ifreE and described in how it is measured and
relates to other affective concepts. Drawing omddge, curriculum, and cultural perspectives,
the paper examines the possible causes and effdatsguage anxiety and the relationship
between anxiety and second/foreign language legrRassible educational implications of the
anxiety research are indicated.

Introduction

Second/foreign language learning can sometimestiz@iaatic experience for many learners.
The number of students who report that they aréasxXanguage learners is astonishing.
According to Worde (1998), one third to one halstfdents examined reported experiencing
debilitating levels of language anxiety. Althoudie toncept of anxiety is encountered
frequently throughout language learning literattinese studies have focused on a bewildering
array of aspects of anxiety, and have generatediyigrying definitions. Studies of anxiety
have also focused on different language outconues, as rate of second language acquisition,
performance in language classrooms, and performarfuigh-stakes language testing. The
theoretical spectrum of these studies ranged ftoiotlg behavioural to psychodynamic.

The current paper reviews the literature that exaohihe anxiety phenomenon in the field of
second/foreign language learning. A major themihisfreview is the interplay of
second/foreign language learning and anxiety, ttgss of being a central construct or an add-
on negligible element. After a discussion on défgrdefinitions of anxiety, instruments used to
measure anxiety will be described and its inteti@hghip with other affective factors, and
causes and effects of language anxiety. In ordsitiate and examine the relationship between
anxiety and second/foreign language learning iroader domain, three different yet related
perspectives are drawn on when synthesizing tlesaat literature: namely, a cognitive
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perspective, a curriculum perspective, and a ailjperspective. Understanding this pervasive
psychological emotion is a premise for providingessary help and support to anxious
second/foreign language learners.

Anxiety Definitions and Instruments

Anxiety is one of the most well documented psycbmlal phenomena. The definition of anxiety
ranges from an amalgam of overt behavioural charatts that can be studied scientifically to
introspective feelings that are epistemologicallydcessible (Casado & Dereshiwsky, 2001).
Broadly speaking, anxiety is the subjective feelrfigension, apprehension, nervousness, and
worry associated with an arousal of the automaiwous system (Spielberger, 1983).
Traditionally, the nature of anxiety has been dédfeiated into trait anxiety, situational anxiety,
and state anxiety. Though no clear delineation betwthese three categories can be claimed, the
differences can roughly be identified on a contmuuom stability to transience, with trait
anxiety related to a generally stable predispasitiobe nervous in a wide range of situations on
one end, and a moment-to-moment experience ofigr@nsmotional state on the other.
Situational anxiety falls in the middle of the conum, representing the probability of becoming
anxious in a particular type of situation.

To recognize language anxiety in a broader cortesesearch on anxiety, Macintyre (1998)
observed that language anxiety is a form of situasipecific anxiety, and research on language
anxiety should employ measures of anxiety expeeerac particular second/foreign language
contexts. He conceived of language anxiety as\vitbey and negative emotional reaction
aroused when learning or using a second langugg@7(. Similarly, Horwitz, Horwitz and
Cope (1991) conceptualized foreign language anxiety “distinct complex of self-perceptions,
beliefs, feelings, and behaviors related to classrianguage learning arising from the
uniqueness of the language learning process” (p. 31

The recent history of studies on anxiety in theylaage learning area is remarkably influenced
by two seminal papers. First, Scovel (1978) idexdithat early perspectives of anxiety
generated very inconsistent results concerningeata¢ionship between anxiety and second
language achievement. Scovel attributed the cdimitjiand mixed results to different anxiety
measures and different conceptualizations of aydd claimed that ambiguous experimental
results can be resolved if the distinction betwiaeilitating and debilitating anxiety is drawn.
Facilitating anxiety occurs when the difficulty &hof the task triggers the proper amount of
anxiety. However, although a certain level of atiimay be beneficial, too much anxiety can
lead to a debilitating effect, which may lead toigance of work or inefficient work
performance.

Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope’s (1986) paper is alsfiu@ntial. The authors clearly articulated the
concept of foreign language anxiety. Placing laigguanxiety in the framework of related
concepts of anxiety, the authors recognized threguage anxiety is a situation-specific anxiety
construct, largely independent of the other tydesnaiety. One major contribution of their
paper is it offers a Foreign Language Classroomié&gScale. This self-report instrument,
eliciting responses of anxiety specific to forelgnguage classroom settings, triggered an
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avalanche of similar studies. The results of tistgdies demonstrated that language anxiety
exerts a debilitating role in the second/foreigmlaage classroom in different contexts.

The complexity of anxiety is also reflected in theans of its measurement. There are three
major ways of measuring anxiety in research, indgdehavioural observation or rating;
physiological assessment such as heart rates od pi@ssure tests; and participants’ self-reports,
in which internal feelings and reactions are meag(€asado & Dereshiwsky, 2001; Daly,

1991). Participants’ self-reports are utilized maféen in examining the anxiety phenomenon in
educational studies. Summarizing the above disonssit is recognized that language anxiety, a
type of situational specific psychological phenowmebearing its own characteristics from
language learning contexts, is a relatively digiugcform of anxiety. Language anxiety is also
intricately intertwined with other individual diffences such as personality traits, emotion, and
motivation.

Relation to Other Affective Factors

Research has shown that affective variables doperate independently of one another; instead,
the causal relationships among them are compliatddvarrant further investigation (Gardner,
Tremblay, & Masgoret, 1997). It is always intriggijryet difficult, to determine how these
affective variables are interrelated and how tmegact on one another. For example, personality
traits, such as introversion and extraversionaas®ciated with anxiety arousal (Macintyre &
Charos, 1996). The underlying assumption is thabwerts are more likely to be anxious than
extraverts (Brown, Robson, & Rosenkjar, 2001).dwérts usually prefer individual work more
than group work, so they may easily become anxiahey are put in more communication-
oriented classroom settings. Extraverts, on théraon may feel uncomfortable if they are asked
to work on their own all the time.

Gregersen and Horwitz (2002) found that some ststlEanguage anxiety may stem from their
perfectionist tendencies. They concluded that arsxgiudents share many similar manifestations
with perfectionists and these similarities havegbtential for making language learning
unpleasant. Evidences of this conclusion inclu@efaict that anxious learners were not easily
satisfied with their accomplishments and had adriggével of concern over the errors they made
than non-anxious learners who tended to celebraddl sictories accomplished.

Moreover, learners’ stylistic preferences may gagdie in conflict with those of their teacher’s
and therefore result in anxious feelings amongagedtudents. Oxford (1999) elaborated from
her case studies on how classroom style conflanisexacerbate anxiety in the language
classroom. She contended that style conflicts aké different forms; examples can include
personality conflicts (e.g., introvert vs. extrayeand teaching and learning style conflicts (e.qg.
global and intuitive-random learning style vs. gtialand concrete-sequential teaching style).

The concept of language anxiety is also closelg@ated with attitudes and motivation. For
example, the instrument used in Gardner’s soci@a&ilnal model (the Attitude/Motivation
Test Battery) includes a classroom anxiety scalerteasures students’ embarrassment or
anxiety level within the paradigm of attitudes amdtivation. Chao (2003) found a significant
relationship between foreign language anxiety andtmnal intelligence skills. Moreover,
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Ehrman (1996) maintained that one protects onettiemal equilibrium and self-esteem in a
variety of ways, one of which is through what h#erh‘defense mechanism”. Anxious
manifestations, such as reluctance to particigateidance of work, and negative attitude, are all
possible defense mechanisms that anxious learmgtog to balance their emotional

equilibrium. On the contrary, Brown et al. (200&yhd that high proficiency language learners
were well-balanced, emotionally stable, less imagntally motivated, and less anxious.

Causes and Effects of Language Anxiety

Language anxiety is attributable to different cauddne primary sources of language anxiety,
explicated by Horwitz et al. (1986), are commurnaaapprehension, fear of negative evaluation,
and test anxiety. Price (1991) concluded from hsecstudies that the difficulty level of foreign
language classes, personal perception of langyaigede, certain personality variables (e.qg.,
perfectionism and fear of public speaking), andsstful classroom experiences are all possible
causes of anxiety. In addition, Young (1991) ideedi six potential sources of language anxiety
from three aspects: the learner, the teacher,l@nphstructional practice. He claimed that
language anxiety is caused by (a) personal antpersonal anxiety, (b) learner beliefs about
language learning, (c) instructor beliefs abouglaage teaching, (d) instructor-learner
interactions, (e) classroom procedures, and (§uage testing. Young (1994) further elucidated
that these sources of language anxiety are indédect!

Apart from the above similar viewpoints on the sasgrof language anxiety caused by the
learner, the teacher, and the classroom, or tkeaction among the three, a debate on whether
language anxiety is central in influencing low laage achievement is triggered by the
Linguistic Coding Deficit Hypothesis advanced bya8¢s and Ganschow (1993). According to
this hypothesis, language anxiety is a reflectiba side effect caused by linguistic deficiency in
processing language input. Emphasizing the focuamyuage coding abilities, Sparks and
Ganschow discounted anxiety and other affectivealobes as playing a critical role in language
development, and leave only cognitive capacityhastiajor engine that drives second/foreign
language acquisition and development. Sparks amdc¢haw’s view closely connects second
language coding abilities with first language caodabilities, which in a way isolates language
development from its social cultural roots. By esiVely emphasizing cognitive capabilities,
their hypothesis fails to take into account théstg differences between first language
development and second language development, alpeéloe characteristics that are
representative of the uniqueness of second/follaigguage learning environment.

Researchers like Macintyre (1995), on the contrargyued that language anxiety constitutes part
of social anxiety, which stems primarily from thecgl and communicative aspects of language
learning. Drawing largely upon the social dimensibanxiety, Maclntyre has long maintained
that anxiety plays an essential role in languagmieg as a social cognitive activity. A recursive
relation exists between anxiety, cognition, andavasur. Moreover, anxiety can interfere in all
language acquisition stages: input, process, atgibun other words, understanding the causes
and consequences of language anxiety from a caraiepoint of view is vital in facilitating the
language acquisition process and development.
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An example to illustrate the critical role of larame anxiety is provided by Onwuegbuzie, Bailey
and Daley (2000). The results of this study indidathat after controlling for the indicators of
native language problems, foreign language ansigtyhad a substantial amount of power in
explaining language achievement. Therefore, ké&sonable to claim that foreign language
anxiety is not solely a consequence of first laggueoding deficit, but rather an essential
emotional state that may interfere with cognitiveqessing of a language learner. The Sparks
and Ganschow (1993) versus Maclntyre (1995) debatgfested contrasting viewpoints of
mechanism and contextualism. The central contrguisr&hether cognitive abilities are
independent of other abilities such as affectiveraptional factors. Enabling the investigation of
differences that stem from social or cultural niemdacintyre’s argument is more persuasive
because his approach encompasses the potentighablemotion may play in cognition.

Concept clarification and instrument validationaghg help to account for a better understanding
of the effects of anxiety on second/foreign languksgrning and performance (Macintyre &
Gardner, 1991). These kinds of effects are projecteat least five aspects (Macintyre, 1998).
First, academically, language anxiety is one ofttbst predictors of language proficiency (see
Onwuegbuzie et al., 2000). It seems clear that la@géls of language anxiety are associated with
low levels of academic achievement in second/for&agguage learning. Second, socially,
learners with higher language anxiety have thedeoglto avoid interpersonal communication
more often than less anxious learners. This iseaerhes even more prominent when the
authentic communicative competence is emphasizedrient language education. Third,
cognitively, anxiety can occur at any stage of leage acquisition. Anxiety can become an
affective filter that prevents certain informatifsom entering a learner’s cognitive processing
system (see Sellers, 2000). Anxiety can influeratd Bpeed and accuracy of learning. Fourth,
anxiety arousal can impact the quality of commutioceoutput as the retrieval of information
may be interrupted by the “freezing-up” momentg gtadents encounter when they get anxious.
Finally, personally, language learning experienm@a, under some circumstances, become a
traumatic experience. This kind of unpleasant egpee may deeply disturb one’s self-esteem
or self-confidence as a learner.

Reuvisiting Language Anxiety from a Broader Domain

A further review of the studies of language anxistgresented below from three perspectives,
namely, cognitive, curriculum, and cultural. Suchoaganization helps to promote
understandings of this phenomenon by approachiingrit different angles.

From a Cognitive Perspective

The cognitive component of anxiety was raised earthe literature (Eysenck, 1979). Eysenck
has long believed that worry and emotionality cosgthe nature of anxiety. According to him,
worry refers to one’s concern about performancetioer people’s evaluation. Emotionality
refers to the concomitant negative feelings cabggohysiological functioning. He argued that
anxious learners are more often engaged in taslewaint cognitive processing than their non-
anxious counterparts, and the task irrelevant @ging activities “preempt some of the available
effort and capability of working memory” (p. 378). other words, anxious learners may be



CJINSE/RCJCE

anxious about their being anxious, thus hampehegapacity of their working memory. To be
more specific, anxious learners are usually maosgattible, and the defense mechanism evoked
by anxiety will interfere with the cognition thresd in learning.

Eysenck (1979) also discussed performance effigiand processing effectiveness. He
demonstrated from a cognitive point of view thatstaf the empirical studies set performance
efficiency (e.g., test scores) as the criterionméeamining the influence of anxiety, while it is
in fact processing effectiveness that is paralyzbdn anxiety comes into play. It may not be
legitimate to use performance efficiency as a meastiprocessing effectiveness if the effort
expenditure is not equivalent among highly and yoarixious learners, as anxious learners tend
to be hard working, in some cases, overly hard imgrtkExtra hours spent by anxious learners
might, in one way or other, compensate for thequarance ineffectiveness caused by anxiety
arousal. In addition, Sellers (2000) examined sttelrom the United States who were reading a
text in Spanish. He found that highly anxious readeere more distracted by interfering
thoughts and were less able to focus on the tals&rat, which in turn affected their
comprehension of the reading passage. It seemhitidy anxious students tended to
experience more off-task, interfering thoughts ttieeir less anxious counterparts.

From a Curriculum Perspective

Maclintyre (1998) pointed out that with more emp&asi communication-oriented language
competence there is emerging a pressing need &apeanxiety-reducing strategies and
programs. The call for amelioration of negativesef$ of language anxiety is also suggested by
Young (1994), who claimed that the unnatural cla@sr procedures, for example teachers’ error
correcting methods and the way teachers interabtstudents, are all ways that may arouse
students’ anxiety. Therefore, pedagogical constaers in course planning need to consider
students’ emotional states. Teachers should praveige and welcoming classroom
environment in which students can feel comfortafoleinteering their answers. Teachers should
also make clear that language learning entails mgakiistakes, and mistakes are not a
demonstration of failure (Elkhafaifi, 2005). Aldbis necessary for teachers to consider
themselves as facilitators instead of evaluatodstaravoid turning the language classroom into
a testing or competitive environment, but ratheate a supportive learning environment where
learning can easily occur.

In addition, language anxiety has been mostly agsamtwith spoken language competency.
Learners can experience increases in anxiety wiendre required to complete oral tasks.
However, there is a recent trend to identify mqrec#ically the relationships between anxiety
and other language competences (Horwitz, 2001 gxXample, reading anxiety (Saito, Horwitz,
& Garza, 1999; Sellers, 2000) and listening anx{Etihafaifi, 2005). Findings from this branch
of studies demonstrated that although generaldoreinguage anxiety has been found to be
independent of target language, levels of someifepeategories of anxiety (e.g., reading
anxiety) are found to vary by target language a&®hrsto be related to the specific writing
systems (Saito et al., 1999). Research also irefidaat teachers’ perception of students’
language anxiety may sometimes be incongruentstittients’ own perception (Levine, 2003).
The understanding of this incongruence, and thpseific types of language anxieties and their
respective coping strategies, should be withirrépertoire of every language teacher.
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Research results from studies that examined laregaagjety and gender provide further
information regarding individualized instructiondea on the gender differences in school
settings. Kitano (2001) investigated students ftam U.S. universities who were enrolled in
Japanese courses. The results showed that magnigudnxiety levels were negatively
correlated with their self-perceived ability to fuem various tasks in spoken Japanese, whereas
female students did not show this tendency. Alsoheir study, Campbell and Shaw (1994)
revealed a significant interaction between genddrfareign language anxiety: Male students
were more anxiety-ridden in using a foreign languigthe classroom than their female
counterparts after a certain amount of instrucinotihat foreign language.

From a Cultural and Policy Perspective

Oxford (1999) noted that “behaviors vary acrossurak, and what might seem like anxious
behavior in one culture might be normal behavicanother culture” (p. 64). Horwitz (2001)
contended that when considering the issue of laggaaxiety and classroom practice, it is
important to keep cultural differences in mind. ®opnactice perceived by one group of learners
as comfortable may prove stressful for learnemnfaodifferent cultural group, who are used to
different types of classroom organization. Horvittzher claimed that classroom atmosphere,
teacher support, task orientation, and focus dfucton are all elements that influence students’
anxiety levels under instructional conditions. @rat influences, such as the stereotyping of
teachers, students, and classroom interactiondyetargely different from culture to culture.

The emotional state relating to learning a secomneifjin language also largely relies on the high-
stakes contexts of that particular language irsthetety. For example, learners of English in
China might experience remarkably different anxletyels in learning English as a foreign
language, compared to learners of Chinese in Calafferences in language anxiety with
regard to minority or majority language group ane of the important future directions for
language anxiety research (Young, 1994). With tlez-growing political and economic
development in China, Chinese is becoming oneefribst important languages in the world.
The Chinese language is attracting unprecedentgd taumbers of world-wide learners,
including students at the university level. Sthle stake or importance attached to learning
Chinese for English-speaking students is incomparabthe significance of learning English for
Chinese-speaking students.

In addition to the self-perceived importance irrtéag a second/foreign language, language
policy practices can remarkably impact on languageers and learning. Casado and
Dereshiwsky (2004) conducted a study comparingeanévels experienced by American
students learning Spanish, and Spanish studemtsrig&English. The purpose was to seek any
possible relationship between second languageiteapblicies in the two countries (United
States and Spain) along with students’ perceivegldeof language anxiety. Although having
language policies, such as imparting a secondgor@inguage at an early age and having an
“articulation framework” of language programs, wable beneficial to Spanish students’
progress in English learning, those policies mayresult in lower levels of communication
apprehension. In contrast, a lack of nationwide malsory foreign language programs in the
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United States did not necessarily lead to highgresy levels among American students who
were learning Spanish.

Within the trend of internationalization, languagsts, especially English as second or foreign
language tests, are often used as screening meoigfor selecting potential candidates.
Examples include institutions which use Englislicasign language test scores (e.g., Test of
English as a Foreign Language scores) as one afiteéa to admit international graduates.
This kind of practice creates anxious feelingddoguage learners. An example is Chinese
tertiary-level English learners, who have expergghgreat stress in acquiring English language
competence; this stress dramatically influencesegypievels in their English classrooms and
English tests (Cheng, 2008). Moreover, learningliEhgs an obligation and English
competence accreditation is critical in order tdrioalate or get a good job. With this pressure,
learners are more likely to experience anxietyhand¢lassroom (Liu, 2006). Admittedly, the
underlying rationale for studying English in Chisaessentially economic as it is not freely
chosen to be learned. Chinese students are olibdedrn for the purpose of gaining a better
position in the global economy where English is‘limgua franca,” or a common language
spoken internationally (Gan, Humphreys & Hamp-Lyd®B04; Yong & Campbell, 1995).

In addition, social belonging or cultural integoattis another issue that needs to be addressed in
second/foreign language education. On one handhtéenge is how individuals feel situated

in the target cultural group. Integrative motivati@an important concept in the socio-educational
model of motivation in second language learningr@@ar, 1985), stresses not only emotional
identification with another cultural group, butavburable attitude toward the language
community and openness to other groups in gen@gldper, 2001). On the other hand, anxiety
over losing one’s own identity can be a sourceuttuce shock as well. Cross-cultural awareness
can be raised only if culture shock is dealt witleaively; otherwise, negative symptoms such

as anxiety, emotional regression, and physicasiéncan occur (Oxford, 1999).

Summary

Language anxiety is a pervasive phenomenon, edjyemmaong the second/foreign language
learning population. Instead of assuming its gengmperty as one type of anxiety, it is vital to
approach this conceptually complex psychologicabtean from diverse angles. Not surprisingly,
language anxiety is not merely an add-on elemeattisegligible in second/foreign language
learning. It is indeed a central emotional congtthat is essential in influencing second/foreign
language learning. Through the realist positiors iencognitive psychology one views

individual difference factors, such as affect amatigation, as integral parts in developing
cognitive abilities (Smith, 2000). In better undargling the concept of language anxiety, it is
necessary to take the social cognitive approaemjghasize the importance of integrating the
social and cognitive dimensions (Lewis & Carpenda@®4).

Bernhardt and Kamil (1995) consolidated the Lingai$hreshold Hypothesis, which implied
that a level of second language linguistic abifityst be obtained in order to achieve efficiency
in the development of a second language. Analdgidahguage anxiety threshold is a level of
language anxiety below which second/foreign languagrners feel challenged, yet not
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overwhelmingly anxious. An understanding of langaiagxiety threshold will help learners and
teachers to be aware of comfort level of studesgsss to avoid harmful feelings of anxiety and
carry out interventions (e.g., coping strategiagoted programs) whenever necessary to
maximize learning. However, it is recognized thag’'s uppermost limit of language anxiety
threshold is anything but fixed; it varies fromtcué to culture, from individual to individual, or
even from moment to moment. Therefore, it is im@otrto situate the language learning of
individuals while understanding or assessing tla@iguage anxiety threshold. It is also
important to approach the phenomenon from a comddistic and historical perspective, as there
is evidence to support that previous language iegrexperiences, other emotional development
(e.g., motivation), and pressures from other peapeall potential influences of language
anxiety on a language learners.

Studies that examined anxiety and language leamingserve as a guide for language teachers
in terms of helping them to increase their undarditag of language learning from the
perspective of the learner (Chao, 2003). Studig¢kisfnature can also provide insights into how
educators can develop appropriate interventiomgetoease language anxiety among
second/foreign language learners. In addition,imeustanding the causes and effects of
language anxiety and their relationship to langustfeevement, strategies and interventions to
boost the self-confidence of learners and lower thaguage anxiety can prove beneficial to all
stakeholders.
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