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 2. MATERIAL AND METHODS
In this study, the method used was qualitative de-

scriptive research. To explore learners’ perceptions of 
speaking anxiety in EFL learning, focus group inter-
views were designed to answer the following research 
questions: what factors do EFL Algerian university stu-
dents associate with foreign language speaking anxiety, 
and how could anxiety be reduced in EFL speaking 
classrooms?

Data were collected from a sample of sixteen (4 
males and 12 females) EFL Algerian students at the Eng-
lish Department, University of Algiers 2. Two focus 
group interviews were conducted by dividing the sub-
jects into Focus Group (FG) 1 (N=8) of low-ability stu-
dents and Focus Group (FG) 2 (N=8) of high-ability stu-
dents. Every focus group comprised two females and six 
males of different proficiency levels. Those participants 
represented samples of first-year undergraduates (FG1) 
and third-year undergraduates (FG2) respectively. The 
division of the population into low-ability and high-
ability students was based on overall course grades. 
Our choice of focus group interviews stems from the 
fact that participants could provide more descriptions 
and insights about speaking anxiety in a form of a 
group. Moreover, researchers have drawn attention to 
the inclusion of focus groups in research studies since 
they are ‘less threatening to many participants as the 
environment is helpful for the group participants to dis-
cuss perceptions, ideas, opinions and thoughts’ (On-
wuegbuzie et al., 2009, p. 2).

In constructing the questions of the focus group 
guide, we have taken into consideration existing re-
search on language anxiety (Yan & Horwitz, 2008), 
learners’ attitudes in speaking classroom and general 
descriptions of anxiety in speaking given by the stu-
dents prior to the study. To reduce the chances of falsi-
fied responses and comments, each participant was as-
sured that he or she would remain anonymous. The 
subjects welcomed the opportunity to talk about their 
classroom experiences in their speaking classes, and 
the researcher acted as a moderator. In discussing 
emergent themes and categories, we shall provide ver-
batim statements made by focus group members. The 
data from focus group interviews were analysed using 
the thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
The data from the students’ comments were recorded in 
their original form as they were conducted in English, 
allowing some idiosyncratic language to creep in. We 
used thematic analysis as it was more suitable in ex-
ploring psychological variables like speaking anxiety.

3. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
3.1. Rationale
The tendency on the part of some people to avoid 

and fear communicating orally is one of the most stud-
ied topics. Daly (1991) pointed out that reasoning from 
the analogy of first language anxiety might offer insights 
that will aid educators in coping with language anxiety. 
We assume that there might be some logical ties to for-
eign language anxiety related to speaking especially if 
we consider the following description:

‘In the typical classroom, students might avoid talk-
ing because they are unprepared, uninterested, unwill-
ing to disclose, alienated from the class, lacking confi-
dence in their competence, or because they fear com-
municating’ (Daly, 1991, p. 6).

We may assume, therefore, that many learners who 
fear participation resort, most of the time, to silence as 
an avoidance strategy. For this reason, there is an as-
sumption that too much anxiety presents a major hin-
drance in second language learning (Oxford ,1999). In 
an oral classroom, for instance, the amount of language 
production can be influenced by the ways learners per-
ceive themselves, their willingness to communicate and 
take risks, and by the classroom atmosphere itself.

Researchers like Sevinc and Dewaele (2018) con-
sider that communicative anxiety can occur in a range 
of cases, typically starting in foreign language class-
rooms but with the potential to extend to other situa-
tions and contexts. In an EFL setting, most opportunities 
to perform orally in the target language are given in the 
language classroom (Scarcella & Oxford ,1992). In dis-
cussing major sources of anxiety, Price (1991) identified 
speaking the target language in front of peers as the 
greatest source of anxiety. Likewise, Scarcella and Ox-
ford (1992) referred to speaking as the major skill that 
triggers anxiety, described as performance anxiety, 
stemming from speaking in front of the class.

Assuming that language anxiety may affect 
learners’ speaking skill development, we attempt to in-
vestigate this aspect as a central issue in this paper. It is 
hoped that by examining foreign language speaking 
anxiety and how it interacts with contributing variables, 
this study could provide some theoretical insights and 
pedagogical suggestions to reduce EFL speaking anxiety 
in language classes. There have been attempts to design 
some measures to reduce anxiety in language learning 
situations. Though effective, they would require time 
and energy on the part of teachers and learners to be 
applied in classrooms (Jin et al., 2021). As such, our di-
rection of thought is within this framework, that ways to 
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1. INTRODUCTION
With regards to research into foreign language anx-

iety, there is ample evidence that it has negative effects 
on language learning. Foreign language anxiety matters 
because it ‘represents an emotionally and physically un-
comfortable experience for too many language 
learners’ (Horwitz et al., 2010, p. 109). In the language 
classroom, individual communication attempts will be 
evaluated according to uncertain or even unknown lin-

guistic and socio-cultural standards. For this, Horwitz et 
al. (1986) suggest that second language communication 
entails risk-taking and is necessarily problematic. In 
their theory of language anxiety, the authors hypothe-
sise that ‘since speaking in the target language seems to 
be the most threatening aspect of foreign language 
learning, the emphasis on the development of commu-
nicative competence poses particularly great difficulties 
for the anxious student’ (Horwitz et al., 1986, p. 132).
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cope with anxiety in EFL speaking could be more effec-
tive if they derive from learners’ voices. Teachers are 
not that receptive to those psychological procedures 
and measures that could be much demanding and need 
special training. That might diverge educators from 
their essential role(s) as teachers into psychologists or 
therapists. As posited by Horwitz et al. (2010), provid-
ing help to reduce or overcome foreign language anxi-
ety should be an important concern for all language 
teachers.

People who suffer from communication apprehen-
sion are more reluctant to converse or interact with oth-
ers and tend to avoid communication. Keeping silent, 
responding only when necessary, being passive, and 
avoiding class entirely are typical behaviour patterns of 
communication apprehension that can be observed in 
the language classroom (Oxford, 1999.

In examining possible routes to apprehension, Daly 
(1991) stated that individuals become apprehensive 
when they receive random and unpredictable patterns 
of rewards and punishments for engaging in the same 
verbal activity. The unpredictability of others’ responses 
to a person’s communication attempts leads him or her 
to become apprehensive about communicating. Those 
views are interesting in the light of research into lan-
guage anxiety. Apprehensive students who perceive 
communicating in a foreign language as threatening 
tend to avoid communicative opportunities. Aida 
(1994) hypothesises that ‘communicatively apprehen-
sive people are more reluctant to get involved in con-
versations with others and to seek social interac-
tions’ (Aida, 1994, p. 156).

Out of all the language skills of speaking, listening, 
reading and writing, speaking stands as a major 
anxiety-inducing skill (Tsui,1995). This might be be-
cause of the classroom situation itself or because some 
individuals are not receptive to the idea of communi-
cating with others (Allwright & Bailey, 1991). More-
over, lacking the necessary linguistic tools of the target 
language, for instance in oral production activities, can 
generate speaking anxiety (Thaler, 2021).

In many research studies, it has been found that 
speaking in front of the class provides the greatest emo-
tional challenge to second language learners (Horwitz 
et al., 1986; Price, 1991). The emotional challenge re-
quired when students are asked to speak is described as 
an inhibition which ‘occurs when learners must pub-
licly produce new responses which are not yet well-
learned, and such demands for public performance 
could be premature and may lead to anxiety on the part 

of the learner’ (Bailey, 1983, p. 67). Individuals who 
typically have trouble speaking in groups are likely to 
experience greater difficulties in speaking where they 
have little control of the communicative situation, and 
their performance is constantly monitored (Horwitz et 
al., 1986). In the language class, students are required 
to communicate via a medium in which only a limited 
facility is possessed. Consequently, the potential for 
frustrated communication is always present in the lan-
guage class (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991). As Horwitz 
et al. (1986) put it, ‘the special communication appre-
hension permeating foreign language learning derives 
from the personal knowledge that one will almost cer-
tainly have difficulty understanding others and making 
oneself understood’ (Horwitz et al., 1986, p. 127).

In other words, students’ awareness that, at the lev-
el of speaking and listening, full comprehension of the 
foreign language messages is so demanding can gener-
ate apprehension. Horwitz et al. (1986) argue that this 
knowledge might help explain why some talkative peo-
ple are silent in a foreign language class. The converse 
seems to be true. Ordinarily self-conscious and inhibit-
ed speakers may find that communicating in a foreign 
language makes them feel as if someone else is speak-
ing. Therefore, those speakers are likely to feel less anx-
ious in the language class.

 
3.2. Personal and procedural factors that might in-

fluence EFL speaking anxiety
According to Horwitz et al. (2010), teachers can 

help in minimising students’ anxiety levels by relying 
on the ‘individual characteristics associated with anxiety 
and on the instructional factors that contribute to in-
creased anxiety’ (Horwitz et al., 2010, p. 108). In line 
with this view, we attempt to review the role played by 
some of the variables that could augment negative af-
fect and foreign language speaking anxiety for EFL 
learners.

 
3.2.1. Speaking anxiety and limited self-expression
When communicating in a second language, learn-

ers may face difficulties in expressing themselves due to 
limited ability. In other words, communication in the 
second language becomes problematic because of the 
‘immature command’ of the second language relative to 
the first (Horwitz et al., 1986). With their limited com-
municative competence, learners may have difficulties 
in relating to others and presenting themselves ade-
quately (Littlewood, 1984). Even attempts to speak 
spontaneously may result in misunderstandings on the 

part of language learners. They may feel threatened 
when the ability and desire to participate in discussion 
are present, but the process of verbalising is inhibited 
(Gkonou, 2011).

In language learning, students can feel pressure 
and frustration when the material is out of their grasp. 
As Horwitz et al. (1986) put it, ‘adult language learners’ 
self-perceptions of genuineness presenting themselves 
to others may be threatened by the limited range of 
meaning and affect that can be deliberately communi-
cated’ (Horwitz et al., 1986, p. 128).

The situation is different when communicating in a 
native language as it is not difficult to understand others 
or to make oneself understood. For this reason, assump-
tions about ability to perform and self-expression are 
challenged when learners are required to perform in a 
second or foreign language. Some students might even 
experience pressure when asked to perform. In the 
same vein, Tsui (1995) suggests that ‘the pressure to 
give the right answer is exacerbated by the fact that not 
only do students have to know the right answer but 
they also need to express it in the target language’ (Tsui, 
1995, p. 84).

 
3.2.2. Speaking anxiety, reduced self-esteem and 

reduced self-confidence
Learners with high self-esteem are less likely to feel 

threatened when communicating in another language 
even in unfamiliar situations. Those learners are ready 
to risk making mistakes or projecting a reduced image 
of themselves (Littlewood, 1984). In Price’s (1991) 
study, unsuccessful language learners often have lower 
self-esteem than successful language learners.

Horwitz et al. (1986) noted that foreign language 
learning can cause a threat to learners’ self-esteem by 
depriving learners of their normal means of communi-
cation, their freedom to make errors, and their ability to 
behave fully as normal people. Individuals with a sure 
sense of self-worth could manage more effectively the 
threats caused by the language learning environment 
than those with low self-esteem. Among highly anxious 
language students, those with high self-esteem might 
handle their anxiety better than those with low self-es-
teem, resulting in better performance (Oxford, 1999).

As self-confidence is closely intertwined with self-
esteem, researchers suggest that students who lack con-
fidence in themselves both in ability level and ability to 
communicate suffer from communication apprehension 
(Tsui, 1995). Low self-confidence may cause reticence 
or withdrawal from classroom interaction. For this rea-

son, teachers should not expect instant fluency and cre-
ativity, instead, they should build up students’ confi-
dence bit by bit, giving them restricted tasks first before 
more spontaneous ones (Harmer, 2001).

 
3.2.3. Anxiety and speaking in front of the class
Many researchers relate language anxiety to some 

classroom procedures. Speaking in front of the class or 
giving oral presentations are regarded as the most anxi-
ety-producing activities (Yan & Horwitz, 2008; Malyu-
ga et al., 2016). In Horwitz et al.’s (1986) study, many 
subjects felt anxious about being called on to respond 
orally in their language classes. Similar results were 
found by Price (1991). Speaking the target language in 
front of peers was identified by all of Price’s (1991) sub-
jects as the greatest source of anxiety. Interviewees 
spoke of their fears of being laughed at by other stu-
dents, of making a fool of themselves in public, and of 
being ridiculed by their peers.

 
3.2.4. Anxiety and learners’ help-seeking be-

haviour
This is another aspect that has been shown to con-

tribute to stress in the classroom. Students who are not 
comfortable in seeking help from their instructors or 
teaching assistants may experience a high level of anxi-
ety in the classroom. Accordingly, their failure to seek 
help may in turn result in lower levels of achievement. 
As Aida (1994) puts it, ‘some students may need as-
sistance from the instructor, but do not ask for help be-
cause they might view help-seeking as a manifestation 
of weakness, immaturity, or even incompetence’ (Aida, 
1994, p. 164). Such types of students might feel lost in 
the classroom when they do not ask for help from their 
teachers because they consider it as a weakness. More-
over, they can be very anxious about the teacher dis-
covering their problems.

 
3.2.5. Teachers’ intolerance of silence
Research suggests that teachers who are intolerant 

of silence put a great deal of pressure on students to 
perform in language classes. Tsui (1995) regarded 
teachers’ intolerance of silence as a contributing factor 
to anxiety. In her action research project, many teach-
ers reported that they were afraid of silence and that 
they felt very uneasy or impatient when they failed to 
get responses from their students. One of the reasons is 
that teachers are afraid that a longer wait time will slow 
down the pace and lead to boredom and disruption in 
the classroom.

22   Training, Language and Culture    Training, Language and Culture   23

Dealing with foreign language speaking anxiety: What every language teacher should know

by Chahrazad Mouhoubi-Messadh and Kamel Khaldi

Training, Language and Culture

Volume 6 Issue 1, 2022, pp. 20-32

doi: 10.22363/2521-442X-2022-6-1-20-32

https://rudn.tlcjournal.org

https://doi.org/10.22363/2521-442X-2022-6-1-20-32
https://rudn.tlcjournal.org


cope with anxiety in EFL speaking could be more effec-
tive if they derive from learners’ voices. Teachers are 
not that receptive to those psychological procedures 
and measures that could be much demanding and need 
special training. That might diverge educators from 
their essential role(s) as teachers into psychologists or 
therapists. As posited by Horwitz et al. (2010), provid-
ing help to reduce or overcome foreign language anxi-
ety should be an important concern for all language 
teachers.

People who suffer from communication apprehen-
sion are more reluctant to converse or interact with oth-
ers and tend to avoid communication. Keeping silent, 
responding only when necessary, being passive, and 
avoiding class entirely are typical behaviour patterns of 
communication apprehension that can be observed in 
the language classroom (Oxford, 1999.

In examining possible routes to apprehension, Daly 
(1991) stated that individuals become apprehensive 
when they receive random and unpredictable patterns 
of rewards and punishments for engaging in the same 
verbal activity. The unpredictability of others’ responses 
to a person’s communication attempts leads him or her 
to become apprehensive about communicating. Those 
views are interesting in the light of research into lan-
guage anxiety. Apprehensive students who perceive 
communicating in a foreign language as threatening 
tend to avoid communicative opportunities. Aida 
(1994) hypothesises that ‘communicatively apprehen-
sive people are more reluctant to get involved in con-
versations with others and to seek social interac-
tions’ (Aida, 1994, p. 156).

Out of all the language skills of speaking, listening, 
reading and writing, speaking stands as a major 
anxiety-inducing skill (Tsui,1995). This might be be-
cause of the classroom situation itself or because some 
individuals are not receptive to the idea of communi-
cating with others (Allwright & Bailey, 1991). More-
over, lacking the necessary linguistic tools of the target 
language, for instance in oral production activities, can 
generate speaking anxiety (Thaler, 2021).

In many research studies, it has been found that 
speaking in front of the class provides the greatest emo-
tional challenge to second language learners (Horwitz 
et al., 1986; Price, 1991). The emotional challenge re-
quired when students are asked to speak is described as 
an inhibition which ‘occurs when learners must pub-
licly produce new responses which are not yet well-
learned, and such demands for public performance 
could be premature and may lead to anxiety on the part 

of the learner’ (Bailey, 1983, p. 67). Individuals who 
typically have trouble speaking in groups are likely to 
experience greater difficulties in speaking where they 
have little control of the communicative situation, and 
their performance is constantly monitored (Horwitz et 
al., 1986). In the language class, students are required 
to communicate via a medium in which only a limited 
facility is possessed. Consequently, the potential for 
frustrated communication is always present in the lan-
guage class (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991). As Horwitz 
et al. (1986) put it, ‘the special communication appre-
hension permeating foreign language learning derives 
from the personal knowledge that one will almost cer-
tainly have difficulty understanding others and making 
oneself understood’ (Horwitz et al., 1986, p. 127).

In other words, students’ awareness that, at the lev-
el of speaking and listening, full comprehension of the 
foreign language messages is so demanding can gener-
ate apprehension. Horwitz et al. (1986) argue that this 
knowledge might help explain why some talkative peo-
ple are silent in a foreign language class. The converse 
seems to be true. Ordinarily self-conscious and inhibit-
ed speakers may find that communicating in a foreign 
language makes them feel as if someone else is speak-
ing. Therefore, those speakers are likely to feel less anx-
ious in the language class.

 
3.2. Personal and procedural factors that might in-

fluence EFL speaking anxiety
According to Horwitz et al. (2010), teachers can 

help in minimising students’ anxiety levels by relying 
on the ‘individual characteristics associated with anxiety 
and on the instructional factors that contribute to in-
creased anxiety’ (Horwitz et al., 2010, p. 108). In line 
with this view, we attempt to review the role played by 
some of the variables that could augment negative af-
fect and foreign language speaking anxiety for EFL 
learners.

 
3.2.1. Speaking anxiety and limited self-expression
When communicating in a second language, learn-

ers may face difficulties in expressing themselves due to 
limited ability. In other words, communication in the 
second language becomes problematic because of the 
‘immature command’ of the second language relative to 
the first (Horwitz et al., 1986). With their limited com-
municative competence, learners may have difficulties 
in relating to others and presenting themselves ade-
quately (Littlewood, 1984). Even attempts to speak 
spontaneously may result in misunderstandings on the 

part of language learners. They may feel threatened 
when the ability and desire to participate in discussion 
are present, but the process of verbalising is inhibited 
(Gkonou, 2011).

In language learning, students can feel pressure 
and frustration when the material is out of their grasp. 
As Horwitz et al. (1986) put it, ‘adult language learners’ 
self-perceptions of genuineness presenting themselves 
to others may be threatened by the limited range of 
meaning and affect that can be deliberately communi-
cated’ (Horwitz et al., 1986, p. 128).

The situation is different when communicating in a 
native language as it is not difficult to understand others 
or to make oneself understood. For this reason, assump-
tions about ability to perform and self-expression are 
challenged when learners are required to perform in a 
second or foreign language. Some students might even 
experience pressure when asked to perform. In the 
same vein, Tsui (1995) suggests that ‘the pressure to 
give the right answer is exacerbated by the fact that not 
only do students have to know the right answer but 
they also need to express it in the target language’ (Tsui, 
1995, p. 84).

 
3.2.2. Speaking anxiety, reduced self-esteem and 

reduced self-confidence
Learners with high self-esteem are less likely to feel 

threatened when communicating in another language 
even in unfamiliar situations. Those learners are ready 
to risk making mistakes or projecting a reduced image 
of themselves (Littlewood, 1984). In Price’s (1991) 
study, unsuccessful language learners often have lower 
self-esteem than successful language learners.

Horwitz et al. (1986) noted that foreign language 
learning can cause a threat to learners’ self-esteem by 
depriving learners of their normal means of communi-
cation, their freedom to make errors, and their ability to 
behave fully as normal people. Individuals with a sure 
sense of self-worth could manage more effectively the 
threats caused by the language learning environment 
than those with low self-esteem. Among highly anxious 
language students, those with high self-esteem might 
handle their anxiety better than those with low self-es-
teem, resulting in better performance (Oxford, 1999).

As self-confidence is closely intertwined with self-
esteem, researchers suggest that students who lack con-
fidence in themselves both in ability level and ability to 
communicate suffer from communication apprehension 
(Tsui, 1995). Low self-confidence may cause reticence 
or withdrawal from classroom interaction. For this rea-

son, teachers should not expect instant fluency and cre-
ativity, instead, they should build up students’ confi-
dence bit by bit, giving them restricted tasks first before 
more spontaneous ones (Harmer, 2001).

 
3.2.3. Anxiety and speaking in front of the class
Many researchers relate language anxiety to some 

classroom procedures. Speaking in front of the class or 
giving oral presentations are regarded as the most anxi-
ety-producing activities (Yan & Horwitz, 2008; Malyu-
ga et al., 2016). In Horwitz et al.’s (1986) study, many 
subjects felt anxious about being called on to respond 
orally in their language classes. Similar results were 
found by Price (1991). Speaking the target language in 
front of peers was identified by all of Price’s (1991) sub-
jects as the greatest source of anxiety. Interviewees 
spoke of their fears of being laughed at by other stu-
dents, of making a fool of themselves in public, and of 
being ridiculed by their peers.

 
3.2.4. Anxiety and learners’ help-seeking be-

haviour
This is another aspect that has been shown to con-

tribute to stress in the classroom. Students who are not 
comfortable in seeking help from their instructors or 
teaching assistants may experience a high level of anxi-
ety in the classroom. Accordingly, their failure to seek 
help may in turn result in lower levels of achievement. 
As Aida (1994) puts it, ‘some students may need as-
sistance from the instructor, but do not ask for help be-
cause they might view help-seeking as a manifestation 
of weakness, immaturity, or even incompetence’ (Aida, 
1994, p. 164). Such types of students might feel lost in 
the classroom when they do not ask for help from their 
teachers because they consider it as a weakness. More-
over, they can be very anxious about the teacher dis-
covering their problems.

 
3.2.5. Teachers’ intolerance of silence
Research suggests that teachers who are intolerant 

of silence put a great deal of pressure on students to 
perform in language classes. Tsui (1995) regarded 
teachers’ intolerance of silence as a contributing factor 
to anxiety. In her action research project, many teach-
ers reported that they were afraid of silence and that 
they felt very uneasy or impatient when they failed to 
get responses from their students. One of the reasons is 
that teachers are afraid that a longer wait time will slow 
down the pace and lead to boredom and disruption in 
the classroom.
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the teacher helps me when I stop by giving me words, I 
feel confident, and I continue speaking’. Another stu-
dent shared this comment and said: ‘It depends on my 
teacher. If he helps me, I feel self-confident and I will 
not have problems in speaking. But if I try alone, I don’t 

feel sure and self-confident’. Such comments illustrate 
Horwitz et al.’s (1986) connection between self-confi-
dence and communication apprehension. Students who 
lack confidence in themselves or their English suffer 
from communication apprehension.
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 3.2.6. Anxiety and peer-to-peer interactions
In language classrooms, students are required to 

perform orally in front of the whole class. In commu-
nicative tasks, for instance, students will constantly as-
sess how significant others will react to them. The pos-
sibility that learners’ performance can be evaluated 
negatively on the part of fellow learners is always 
present. Allwright and Bailey (1991) suggested that for a 
learner to be open to the experience of becoming a 
speaker of another language, he or she needs to be re-
ceptive to fellow learners. Some language students feel 
anxious about communicating because they are sensi-
tive to the evaluations, real or imagined, of their peers 
(Horwitz et al., 1986). The degree of learners’ receptivi-
ty to fellow students can be affected negatively by the 
pressure imposed by peers. As mentioned by Allwright 
and Bailey (1991), the more proficient learners may feel 
that they have nothing to gain from interacting with the 

less proficient. Likewise, the less proficient may feel de-
moralised when they compare themselves to the superi-
or performance of others. It is essential, therefore, to 
lower anxiety generated by learner-learner interactions 
since it can have debilitating effects on self-confidence, 
self-perception of competence and consequently on ef-
fort and achievement.

 
4. STUDY AND RESULTS
Three broad themes that were thought to influence 

students’ anxiety levels in speaking were identified from 
the focus group interview transcripts. In reporting the 
findings, tables are used to give an overview of all the 
themes and categories that emerged from qualitative 
data along with a number of responses recurrence. In 
addition to that, sample instances of focus group inter-
view transcripts are presented for every corresponding 
theme and subsequent category (Table 1).

Table 1
Anxiety, self-esteem and self-confidence in EFL speaking: Focus group 1 (N=8)

CATEGORIES NUMBER OF RESPONSES RECURRENCE

Limited vocabulary 3

Limited knowledge about the topics 3

2Teacher’s role

According to the responses of FG1 (Table 1), hav-
ing a limited vocabulary and having limited knowledge 
about the topics were cited as major reasons influenc-
ing self-esteem and self-confidence in speaking. One 
subject stated: ‘Sometimes I’m not sure because I lose 
words. I’m worried when I haven’t many words to ex-
press myself’. The same statement was made by other 
students of the first group. In this case, lack of vocabu-
lary seems to pose problems for students who are anx-
ious about the way they perform in the class. As a 
result, feelings of inefficacy can be generated when lan-
guage learners fail to express themselves properly. An-
other student added: ‘When I know the topic and I have 
words to express my ideas I feel confident, and I begin 
to speak freely’. As opposed to the previous example, it 
seems that self-confidence depends on the student’s 
knowledge of the topics and mastery of vocabulary.

When topics are unfamiliar, students are likely to 
experience anxiety and reluctance to intervene in class. 
Several subjects, for instance, said that they did not al-

ways feel confident in their oral classes. One student 
reported that he did not feel confident in some sessions 
and said: ‘I worry because I don’t know the topic’. An-
other added: ‘Self-confidence depends on the topic. 
English is a new language for us, and I’m always wor-
ried to speak’. Such comments indicate that when stu-
dents are required to perform in their oral classes, they 
can be frustrated especially when the topics discussed 
are beyond their level of competence. As Daly (1991) 
hypothesised, the less familiar the situation, the greater 
the situational apprehension. When topics are unfamil-
iar, students may feel anxiety and low self-confidence.

Some students believed that the teacher’s as-
sistance could help them overcome their feelings of in-
adequacy and lessen their anxiety. They emphasised 
the role of the teacher in nurturing self-confidence and 
situational self-esteem. One student described that he 
always worried and felt less self-confident in his oral 
class. He recognised that it was his oral teacher who 
helped him to build up self-confidence and said: ‘When 

Table 2
Anxiety, self-esteem and self-confidence in EFL speaking: Focus group 2 (N=8)

CATEGORIES NUMBER OF RESPONSES RECURRENCE

Limited knowledge about the topics 1

Fear of classmates’ reactions 4

1Classroom atmosphere

Fear of being misunderstood 2

Interviewees from FG1, who reported experiencing 
low self-esteem and low self-confidence, referred to as-
pects somewhat different from those of FG2 like topics 
selection, fear of classmates, fear of being misunder-
stood, and the classroom atmosphere (Table 2). Re-
sponses of FG2 tend to support the view that learners’ 
self-esteem and self-confidence in speaking are affected 
by having limited knowledge about topics selected for 
them. One student mentioned that she felt confident 
when she had ideas about the topics discussed. She 
went on to describe that ’other times I don’t find what 
to say and I feel that I have no self-confidence’. In the 
same vein, another student shared the view that she 
would feel motivated and self-confident depending on 
the topic familiarity. She described that sometimes she 
had ideas but tended to eliminate original ones: ’I make 
myself superficial. I express myself in a way that I share 
the common opinion’.

It seems that such avoidance behaviour is adopted 
to cope with threatening situations. To explain why she 
avoided speaking differently this student said: ‘In that 
case, my opinion contradicted the common one to the 
point that I’m always afraid of the reaction of my class-
mates’. Such comments are similar to Kleinmann’s 
(1977) concept of avoidance behaviour. Language stu-
dents avoid threatening situations – in this case, topic 
avoidance – to preserve self-esteem.

Besides, several references were made by the sub-
jects in FG2 to the fear of being misunderstood. One of 
the interviewees argued that she preferred to be silent 
and avoided participation because of low self-confi-

dence. In an attempt to find out more about what con-
tributed to her lack of self-confidence, this student cited 
her fear of negative reactions on the part of her class-
mates. She explained: ’I’m afraid of not expressing my 
ideas well… to be sometimes misunderstood’. Low self-
confidence can be a result of low situational self-es-
teem, especially when students fear misunderstanding. 
Consistent with Horwitz et al.’s (1986) theory, adults’ 
perceptions of the true self are challenged when a limit-
ed self is presented at any given moment in the foreign 
language.

The classroom atmosphere appeared to be another 
influencing variable from the students’ responses. There 
was a common feeling that self-esteem and self-confi-
dence in speaking can be achieved through a gradual 
process. For instance, one of the interviewees from FG2 
recalled that she was not self-confident at the beginning 
of her oral class because she was doubtful about the at-
titude of her classmates and her teacher. This student 
went on to describe that at first she was forgetful and 
made a lot of mistakes. After some time, she began to 
feel sure and self-confident. She said: ’The atmosphere 
of the class pushes us to remember. When you are not 
at ease you forget ideas, you make many mistakes’. 
Many other students shared that attitude.

We can deduce that the classroom atmosphere is 
important in building up students’ self-confidence. The 
students can judge themselves positively and perform 
without fear. In some research studies (Horwitz et al., 
1986; Price, 1991), it has been suggested that learners 
with high self-esteem might handle their anxiety better 
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the teacher helps me when I stop by giving me words, I 
feel confident, and I continue speaking’. Another stu-
dent shared this comment and said: ‘It depends on my 
teacher. If he helps me, I feel self-confident and I will 
not have problems in speaking. But if I try alone, I don’t 

feel sure and self-confident’. Such comments illustrate 
Horwitz et al.’s (1986) connection between self-confi-
dence and communication apprehension. Students who 
lack confidence in themselves or their English suffer 
from communication apprehension.
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 3.2.6. Anxiety and peer-to-peer interactions
In language classrooms, students are required to 

perform orally in front of the whole class. In commu-
nicative tasks, for instance, students will constantly as-
sess how significant others will react to them. The pos-
sibility that learners’ performance can be evaluated 
negatively on the part of fellow learners is always 
present. Allwright and Bailey (1991) suggested that for a 
learner to be open to the experience of becoming a 
speaker of another language, he or she needs to be re-
ceptive to fellow learners. Some language students feel 
anxious about communicating because they are sensi-
tive to the evaluations, real or imagined, of their peers 
(Horwitz et al., 1986). The degree of learners’ receptivi-
ty to fellow students can be affected negatively by the 
pressure imposed by peers. As mentioned by Allwright 
and Bailey (1991), the more proficient learners may feel 
that they have nothing to gain from interacting with the 

less proficient. Likewise, the less proficient may feel de-
moralised when they compare themselves to the superi-
or performance of others. It is essential, therefore, to 
lower anxiety generated by learner-learner interactions 
since it can have debilitating effects on self-confidence, 
self-perception of competence and consequently on ef-
fort and achievement.

 
4. STUDY AND RESULTS
Three broad themes that were thought to influence 

students’ anxiety levels in speaking were identified from 
the focus group interview transcripts. In reporting the 
findings, tables are used to give an overview of all the 
themes and categories that emerged from qualitative 
data along with a number of responses recurrence. In 
addition to that, sample instances of focus group inter-
view transcripts are presented for every corresponding 
theme and subsequent category (Table 1).

Table 1
Anxiety, self-esteem and self-confidence in EFL speaking: Focus group 1 (N=8)

CATEGORIES NUMBER OF RESPONSES RECURRENCE

Limited vocabulary 3

Limited knowledge about the topics 3

2Teacher’s role

According to the responses of FG1 (Table 1), hav-
ing a limited vocabulary and having limited knowledge 
about the topics were cited as major reasons influenc-
ing self-esteem and self-confidence in speaking. One 
subject stated: ‘Sometimes I’m not sure because I lose 
words. I’m worried when I haven’t many words to ex-
press myself’. The same statement was made by other 
students of the first group. In this case, lack of vocabu-
lary seems to pose problems for students who are anx-
ious about the way they perform in the class. As a 
result, feelings of inefficacy can be generated when lan-
guage learners fail to express themselves properly. An-
other student added: ‘When I know the topic and I have 
words to express my ideas I feel confident, and I begin 
to speak freely’. As opposed to the previous example, it 
seems that self-confidence depends on the student’s 
knowledge of the topics and mastery of vocabulary.

When topics are unfamiliar, students are likely to 
experience anxiety and reluctance to intervene in class. 
Several subjects, for instance, said that they did not al-

ways feel confident in their oral classes. One student 
reported that he did not feel confident in some sessions 
and said: ‘I worry because I don’t know the topic’. An-
other added: ‘Self-confidence depends on the topic. 
English is a new language for us, and I’m always wor-
ried to speak’. Such comments indicate that when stu-
dents are required to perform in their oral classes, they 
can be frustrated especially when the topics discussed 
are beyond their level of competence. As Daly (1991) 
hypothesised, the less familiar the situation, the greater 
the situational apprehension. When topics are unfamil-
iar, students may feel anxiety and low self-confidence.

Some students believed that the teacher’s as-
sistance could help them overcome their feelings of in-
adequacy and lessen their anxiety. They emphasised 
the role of the teacher in nurturing self-confidence and 
situational self-esteem. One student described that he 
always worried and felt less self-confident in his oral 
class. He recognised that it was his oral teacher who 
helped him to build up self-confidence and said: ‘When 

Table 2
Anxiety, self-esteem and self-confidence in EFL speaking: Focus group 2 (N=8)

CATEGORIES NUMBER OF RESPONSES RECURRENCE

Limited knowledge about the topics 1

Fear of classmates’ reactions 4

1Classroom atmosphere

Fear of being misunderstood 2

Interviewees from FG1, who reported experiencing 
low self-esteem and low self-confidence, referred to as-
pects somewhat different from those of FG2 like topics 
selection, fear of classmates, fear of being misunder-
stood, and the classroom atmosphere (Table 2). Re-
sponses of FG2 tend to support the view that learners’ 
self-esteem and self-confidence in speaking are affected 
by having limited knowledge about topics selected for 
them. One student mentioned that she felt confident 
when she had ideas about the topics discussed. She 
went on to describe that ’other times I don’t find what 
to say and I feel that I have no self-confidence’. In the 
same vein, another student shared the view that she 
would feel motivated and self-confident depending on 
the topic familiarity. She described that sometimes she 
had ideas but tended to eliminate original ones: ’I make 
myself superficial. I express myself in a way that I share 
the common opinion’.

It seems that such avoidance behaviour is adopted 
to cope with threatening situations. To explain why she 
avoided speaking differently this student said: ‘In that 
case, my opinion contradicted the common one to the 
point that I’m always afraid of the reaction of my class-
mates’. Such comments are similar to Kleinmann’s 
(1977) concept of avoidance behaviour. Language stu-
dents avoid threatening situations – in this case, topic 
avoidance – to preserve self-esteem.

Besides, several references were made by the sub-
jects in FG2 to the fear of being misunderstood. One of 
the interviewees argued that she preferred to be silent 
and avoided participation because of low self-confi-

dence. In an attempt to find out more about what con-
tributed to her lack of self-confidence, this student cited 
her fear of negative reactions on the part of her class-
mates. She explained: ’I’m afraid of not expressing my 
ideas well… to be sometimes misunderstood’. Low self-
confidence can be a result of low situational self-es-
teem, especially when students fear misunderstanding. 
Consistent with Horwitz et al.’s (1986) theory, adults’ 
perceptions of the true self are challenged when a limit-
ed self is presented at any given moment in the foreign 
language.

The classroom atmosphere appeared to be another 
influencing variable from the students’ responses. There 
was a common feeling that self-esteem and self-confi-
dence in speaking can be achieved through a gradual 
process. For instance, one of the interviewees from FG2 
recalled that she was not self-confident at the beginning 
of her oral class because she was doubtful about the at-
titude of her classmates and her teacher. This student 
went on to describe that at first she was forgetful and 
made a lot of mistakes. After some time, she began to 
feel sure and self-confident. She said: ’The atmosphere 
of the class pushes us to remember. When you are not 
at ease you forget ideas, you make many mistakes’. 
Many other students shared that attitude.

We can deduce that the classroom atmosphere is 
important in building up students’ self-confidence. The 
students can judge themselves positively and perform 
without fear. In some research studies (Horwitz et al., 
1986; Price, 1991), it has been suggested that learners 
with high self-esteem might handle their anxiety better 
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some students developed negative beliefs that were po-
tential sources of anxiety. One subject, for instance, 
brought up the notion of anxiety in speaking: ‘I know 
that I’m not a good speaker and my English is bad. I do 
a lot of mistakes. I’m afraid when I speak English’. An-
other said: ‘Speaking makes me afraid and worried. I 
feel that I’m obliged to answer but I can’t. So, this 
makes me worried. I’m not perfect’. Expressions like 
‘I’m not a good speaker’ and ‘I’m not perfect’ are possi-
ble indications of self-criticism that can lead to anxiety.

26   Training, Language and Culture    Training, Language and Culture   27

Several interviewees of FG2 denied that they 
would feel embarrassed about participation but others 
commented differently. Some participants reported that 
they felt embarrassed in speaking due to lack of 
interest, forced participation, and some negative beliefs. 
One student pointed out how she was frustrated when 
the topic did not interest her and said: ‘I feel embar-
rassed when the topic doesn’t interest me’. This implies 
that students are unwilling to speak when they are dis-
interested or forced to participate. Another subject 
replied: ‘I feel embarrassed when I find myself obliged 
to answer’. Thus, there is an indication that forced par-
ticipation can be problematic for students who are not 
ready to take risks in their oral classes. Some teachers 
may force students to participate while students are dis-

interested or fearful. The tendency to have some nega-
tive beliefs is of importance to us in accounting for the 
lack of voluntary classroom participation. One of the 
participants, for instance, reported that she was fearful 
about the attitude of her peers. She said: ‘I feel always 
restricted and limited by the students’. This negative at-
titude can be aggravated so that students avoid partici-
pation continuously. Such negative attitudes are possi-
bly affected by students’ fears of making mistakes in 
front of the class.

An example of this can be seen in the following 
comment: ‘I feel embarrassed when answering in the 
classroom because I don’t like mistakes. I avoid partici-
pation most of the time. I participate only when asked 
by the teacher’.

than those with low self-esteem. Just as self-esteem can 
be situational, comments from FG2 suggest that situa-
tional self-confidence may have a different role with 
anxious language learners.

Interviewees’ comments from FG1 revealed that 
students worry about speaking in front of the class due 
to fear of speaking and self-criticism (Table 3). Specifi-
cally, some interviewees felt frustrated when asked to 
speak. As one said, ‘I worry about speaking a foreign 
language’. It was apparent from other comments that 

Table 3
Anxiety and speaking in front of the class: Focus group 1 (N=8)

CATEGORIES NUMBER OF RESPONSES RECURRENCE

Fear of speaking a foreign language 1

Self-criticism 3

4Fear of being ridiculed

It could be argued that being called on to speak 
unprepared in front of the class can increase anxiety 
when learners hold negative beliefs reflected as self-
criticism. Perhaps this could sound like a good reason 
for what makes some low-ability students tongue-tied in 
their oral classes.

Several subjects referred to the fear of being ridi-
culed as another source of their embarrassment in 
speaking. Some subjects felt embarrassed at the begin-
ning of their oral classes. They feared participation be-
cause of negative expectations. The subjects cited ques-
tions like ‘How do they look at me?’ and ‘What do they 
think about me?’ repeatedly when attempting to partici-
pate. One possible implication is that when learners 
have negative expectations of how others evaluate 
them, they would feel embarrassed. Such types of 
learners prefer to be silent rather than subject them-
selves to criticism or humiliation.

Perhaps this can be true since some participants 
had memories of stressful situations where they were 
ridiculed as one recalled, ‘I feel embarrassed especially 
when my friends laugh at me’. Another interviewee 
commented: ‘I feel embarrassed speaking especially 
when I begin with a mistake’.

For most of the subjects from FG2 (Table 4) being 
asked to speak and express personal opinions can re-
flect their personalities. As such, the fact of taking the 
risk of revealing personal views can lead to anxiety. 

One participant described that she was fearful when 
she failed to express herself fully or showed little of her 
knowledge, while another said: ‘I worry about the way 
I’m presenting myself because our speaking reflects our 
personality’. Another participant reported: ‘I’m afraid of 
being misunderstood by the others’. In addition to that, 
other interviewees were fearful of being misunderstood, 
especially by the teacher, as can be observed in the fol-
lowing comment made by one of the subjects: ‘I’m 
sometimes not at ease. I could not express all my ideas. 
I’m afraid that other students would judge me negative-
ly. I worry about the teacher’.

It is possible that speaking unprepared can be 
stressful for learners who have the personal knowledge 
that they are revealing themselves in front of the class. 
This is justified by the fact that most of the oral classes 
include argumentation and discussion groups where 
learners are required to present personal views most of 
the time. As predicted in the literature, anxious students 
feel a deep self-consciousness when asked to risk re-
vealing themselves by speaking the foreign language in 
the presence of other people (Horwitz et al., 1986). Ac-
cordingly, it is possible to evaluate this result in terms 
of the predictions put forward by MacIntyre and Gard-
ner (1989). They have proposed that anxiety stems 
when language learners have mature thoughts and 
ideas but immature language vocabulary with which to 
express them.

Table 4
Anxiety and speaking in front of the class: Focus group 2 (N=8)

CATEGORIES NUMBER OF RESPONSES RECURRENCE

Fear of being misunderstood 3

Lack of interest in speaking topics 1

3Some negative beliefs

Forced participation 1

Table 5
Anxiety in speaking and classroom interaction: Focus group 1 (N=8)

CATEGORIES NUMBER OF RESPONSES RECURRENCE

Low ability level in EFL 6

2Fear of the teacher

According to the interviewees of FG1, feelings of 
uneasiness and worry before speaking in the speaking 
class were related to low ability level in EFL and fear of 
the teacher (Table 5). Particularly, fear of speaking was 
attributed to vocabulary inadequacies, as one subject 
described it: ’I don’t feel relaxed because when I begin 
to speak I don’t find words. I think always about my 
English and how I can express ideas’. Another added: 
‘Before speaking I’m not relaxed because I don’t know 
all the words’. Several subjects were aware that their 
low ability level was due to poor vocabulary, which af-
fected their anxiety before speaking. Another in-

terviewee, for instance, commented: ‘I feel anxious be-
fore speaking in class because of my poor vocabulary. 
Since we are in the first year, it is difficult to speak. I feel 
anxious’. Besides, the subjects of FG1 were also con-
cerned about the attitude of their instructor, which 
played a significant role in the amount of anxiety they 
experienced. The following comment represents an 
opinion, which was shared by most of the participants: 
‘I don’t feel relaxed before speaking never and ever. I 
don’t know if I will speak very well or not. I think of the 
teacher. It depends on the teacher. When he looks at 
you as if you are making something wrong’.
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some students developed negative beliefs that were po-
tential sources of anxiety. One subject, for instance, 
brought up the notion of anxiety in speaking: ‘I know 
that I’m not a good speaker and my English is bad. I do 
a lot of mistakes. I’m afraid when I speak English’. An-
other said: ‘Speaking makes me afraid and worried. I 
feel that I’m obliged to answer but I can’t. So, this 
makes me worried. I’m not perfect’. Expressions like 
‘I’m not a good speaker’ and ‘I’m not perfect’ are possi-
ble indications of self-criticism that can lead to anxiety.
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Several interviewees of FG2 denied that they 
would feel embarrassed about participation but others 
commented differently. Some participants reported that 
they felt embarrassed in speaking due to lack of 
interest, forced participation, and some negative beliefs. 
One student pointed out how she was frustrated when 
the topic did not interest her and said: ‘I feel embar-
rassed when the topic doesn’t interest me’. This implies 
that students are unwilling to speak when they are dis-
interested or forced to participate. Another subject 
replied: ‘I feel embarrassed when I find myself obliged 
to answer’. Thus, there is an indication that forced par-
ticipation can be problematic for students who are not 
ready to take risks in their oral classes. Some teachers 
may force students to participate while students are dis-

interested or fearful. The tendency to have some nega-
tive beliefs is of importance to us in accounting for the 
lack of voluntary classroom participation. One of the 
participants, for instance, reported that she was fearful 
about the attitude of her peers. She said: ‘I feel always 
restricted and limited by the students’. This negative at-
titude can be aggravated so that students avoid partici-
pation continuously. Such negative attitudes are possi-
bly affected by students’ fears of making mistakes in 
front of the class.

An example of this can be seen in the following 
comment: ‘I feel embarrassed when answering in the 
classroom because I don’t like mistakes. I avoid partici-
pation most of the time. I participate only when asked 
by the teacher’.

than those with low self-esteem. Just as self-esteem can 
be situational, comments from FG2 suggest that situa-
tional self-confidence may have a different role with 
anxious language learners.

Interviewees’ comments from FG1 revealed that 
students worry about speaking in front of the class due 
to fear of speaking and self-criticism (Table 3). Specifi-
cally, some interviewees felt frustrated when asked to 
speak. As one said, ‘I worry about speaking a foreign 
language’. It was apparent from other comments that 

Table 3
Anxiety and speaking in front of the class: Focus group 1 (N=8)

CATEGORIES NUMBER OF RESPONSES RECURRENCE

Fear of speaking a foreign language 1

Self-criticism 3

4Fear of being ridiculed

It could be argued that being called on to speak 
unprepared in front of the class can increase anxiety 
when learners hold negative beliefs reflected as self-
criticism. Perhaps this could sound like a good reason 
for what makes some low-ability students tongue-tied in 
their oral classes.

Several subjects referred to the fear of being ridi-
culed as another source of their embarrassment in 
speaking. Some subjects felt embarrassed at the begin-
ning of their oral classes. They feared participation be-
cause of negative expectations. The subjects cited ques-
tions like ‘How do they look at me?’ and ‘What do they 
think about me?’ repeatedly when attempting to partici-
pate. One possible implication is that when learners 
have negative expectations of how others evaluate 
them, they would feel embarrassed. Such types of 
learners prefer to be silent rather than subject them-
selves to criticism or humiliation.

Perhaps this can be true since some participants 
had memories of stressful situations where they were 
ridiculed as one recalled, ‘I feel embarrassed especially 
when my friends laugh at me’. Another interviewee 
commented: ‘I feel embarrassed speaking especially 
when I begin with a mistake’.

For most of the subjects from FG2 (Table 4) being 
asked to speak and express personal opinions can re-
flect their personalities. As such, the fact of taking the 
risk of revealing personal views can lead to anxiety. 

One participant described that she was fearful when 
she failed to express herself fully or showed little of her 
knowledge, while another said: ‘I worry about the way 
I’m presenting myself because our speaking reflects our 
personality’. Another participant reported: ‘I’m afraid of 
being misunderstood by the others’. In addition to that, 
other interviewees were fearful of being misunderstood, 
especially by the teacher, as can be observed in the fol-
lowing comment made by one of the subjects: ‘I’m 
sometimes not at ease. I could not express all my ideas. 
I’m afraid that other students would judge me negative-
ly. I worry about the teacher’.

It is possible that speaking unprepared can be 
stressful for learners who have the personal knowledge 
that they are revealing themselves in front of the class. 
This is justified by the fact that most of the oral classes 
include argumentation and discussion groups where 
learners are required to present personal views most of 
the time. As predicted in the literature, anxious students 
feel a deep self-consciousness when asked to risk re-
vealing themselves by speaking the foreign language in 
the presence of other people (Horwitz et al., 1986). Ac-
cordingly, it is possible to evaluate this result in terms 
of the predictions put forward by MacIntyre and Gard-
ner (1989). They have proposed that anxiety stems 
when language learners have mature thoughts and 
ideas but immature language vocabulary with which to 
express them.

Table 4
Anxiety and speaking in front of the class: Focus group 2 (N=8)

CATEGORIES NUMBER OF RESPONSES RECURRENCE

Fear of being misunderstood 3

Lack of interest in speaking topics 1

3Some negative beliefs

Forced participation 1

Table 5
Anxiety in speaking and classroom interaction: Focus group 1 (N=8)

CATEGORIES NUMBER OF RESPONSES RECURRENCE

Low ability level in EFL 6

2Fear of the teacher

According to the interviewees of FG1, feelings of 
uneasiness and worry before speaking in the speaking 
class were related to low ability level in EFL and fear of 
the teacher (Table 5). Particularly, fear of speaking was 
attributed to vocabulary inadequacies, as one subject 
described it: ’I don’t feel relaxed because when I begin 
to speak I don’t find words. I think always about my 
English and how I can express ideas’. Another added: 
‘Before speaking I’m not relaxed because I don’t know 
all the words’. Several subjects were aware that their 
low ability level was due to poor vocabulary, which af-
fected their anxiety before speaking. Another in-

terviewee, for instance, commented: ‘I feel anxious be-
fore speaking in class because of my poor vocabulary. 
Since we are in the first year, it is difficult to speak. I feel 
anxious’. Besides, the subjects of FG1 were also con-
cerned about the attitude of their instructor, which 
played a significant role in the amount of anxiety they 
experienced. The following comment represents an 
opinion, which was shared by most of the participants: 
‘I don’t feel relaxed before speaking never and ever. I 
don’t know if I will speak very well or not. I think of the 
teacher. It depends on the teacher. When he looks at 
you as if you are making something wrong’.
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into the speaking skill instruction can be helpful for stu-
dents who suffer language inadequacies in speaking the 
foreign language. Teachers may think of selecting some 
vocabulary activities to ensure that students encounter 
situations that are at an appropriate level of difficulty. In 
this way, the students get accustomed to having the 
teacher both provide the necessary vocabulary for 
speaking tasks and practising that vocabulary in mean-
ingful contexts for more classroom interaction. More-
over, teachers may find it useful to present new vocabu-
lary through a variety of word choices and contextual 
appropriateness.

 
5.3. Topics for speaking classes
Unfamiliar free topics are likely to increase 

students’ frustration in speaking as revealed in the find-
ings of this study. Most of the time, the topics for speak-
ing classes are based on the teacher’s choice, giving 
less consideration to students’ background. Sometimes 
students are confronted with similar topics over the 
years of studying at university level. This instructional 
practice can generate boredom and lack of interest in 
students. Besides, they might be fearful when asked to 
speak about topics about which they have nothing to 
say. Free topics do not usually appeal to students of low 
ability levels because they require a certain degree of 
spontaneity and risk-taking. Therefore, if we decide to 
include free topics, they have to be relevant to the stu-
dents’ own lives and interests. Teachers of speaking 
could present students with different topics and design 
activities based on students’ preferences and sug-
gestions.

 
5.4. Time to formulate answers 
Students might experience anxiety when having 

limited time to formulate answers. Allowing students to 
check their answers before giving them to the whole 
class could ease much of the tension experienced in 
speaking. Needing enough time is particularly interest-
ing. Instead of expecting the students to perform directly 

in front of the whole class, speaking teachers may think 
of giving sufficient time to students to respond to com-
pensate for their anxiety. However, giving too much 
time has the opposite effect on some students. Some 
students expressed great uneasiness and frustration 
when the teacher allotted more than the time needed to 
perform in the speaking class.

 
5.5. Calling on students in the EFL speaking class
Being called on to speak in front of the class could 

be an anxiety-provoking factor for some apprehensive 
EFL learners. Most of the time, teachers call on students 
randomly trying perhaps to keep them attentive or mon-
itor their performance. This random questioning can 
cause great anxiety for highly anxious students. Accord-
ing to Daly (1991), the performance being sought is a 
verbal one and any failure in a speaking activity repre-
sents in the words of an apprehensive individual a 
nightmare experience. Letting students volunteer to par-
ticipate or providing predictable participation patterns 
such as calling students row-by-row or seat-by-seat 
would decrease much of the tension raised by the ran-
domness of the questioning in the speaking class.

 
5.6. Correcting errors in EFL speaking
The selection of speaking correction techniques 

should be based on reducing negative reactions in stu-
dents. When the student is speaking in a large group, 
corrections should be made as tactfully as possible. Stu-
dents tend to be more comfortable about speaking 
when they view the classroom as a place for learning 
and communication rather than as a place where they 
perform for the instructor (Price, 1991). Providing cor-
rections and feedback on gradual basis would decrease 
much of the anxiety in EFL speaking. Ölmezer-Özturk 
(2021) studied the impact of a process enriched with 
mini speeches activities and presentations on EFL learn-
ers’ speaking anxiety. The researcher found that scaf-
folded feedback was effective in reducing anxiety, in-
creasing self-confidence, and getting more opportuni-
ties to speak the EFL.

During speaking classroom activities, it is advisable 
that teachers focus on the message the student is trying 
to communicate rather than on the accuracy of their 
grammar and pronunciation (Beebe, 1983). Since ‘er-
rorlessness’ in speech is beyond reach, students need to 
be reminded of the value of making mistakes and how 
much they can learn from those mistakes. However, we 
do not advocate that EFL speaking teachers should tol-
erate any sort of mistakes. For some of the participants 

ginners perceive speaking as a threatening situation 
when the teacher intimidates them by correcting or crit-
icising their performance.

There is an indication that instructors might in-
crease students’ anxiety in an oral class. We may also 
explain speaking class anxiety by the fact that some be-

Table 6
Anxiety in speaking and classroom interaction: Focus group 2 (N=8)

CATEGORIES NUMBER OF RESPONSES RECURRENCE

Classroom atmosphere and peers’ roles 5

3Classroom atmosphere and teacher’s role

As opposed to FG1 comments, responses from FG2 
(Table 6) revealed that advanced students were less 
prone to anxiety in the speaking class. Most of the par-
ticipants expressed feelings of easiness and relaxation 
before coming to the speaking class. Besides, intervie-
wees spoke of the speaking class as their preferable 
class as one stated that he felt ‘relaxed in the speaking 
class more than other classes’ and another added that 
he ‘felt at ease before coming to the speaking class be-
cause speaking helps us to know each other’.

Overall, it was apparent from the subjects’ com-
ments that the speaking class could be a non-threaten-
ing classroom as the class members get to know each 
other. ‘When I come to the speaking class, I feel very re-
laxed. My classmates understand me’, said one of the 
respondents to emphasise the importance of having a 
shared understanding between peers. Another in-
terviewee pointed out the impact of peers’ support in 
alleviating anxiety: ‘I always feel relaxed when speaking 
in the class. Maybe the participation of my classmates 
makes me more relaxed. The atmosphere of the class is 
very friendly’. It might be said accordingly that speaking 
anxiety can be reduced when peers build positive atti-
tudes about the speaking class gradually.

Some other interviewees addressed the issue of the 
speaking class atmosphere as affected by the instruc-
tor’s roles. One of the participants noted: ‘I feel relaxed 
before coming to the speaking class because I know the 
atmosphere is good and I’m not going to be intimidated 
by the teacher’. Contrastingly, anxiety in speaking can 
be high when students perceive every correction as a 
failure as other students described. For instance, one of 
the interviewees commented: ‘If the teacher blames me 
or evaluates me negatively, I would hate their class. I 
would not feel at ease. I would feel anxious’. Such com-
ments are important to account for the instructors’ role 
in lowering anxiety in speaking classes.

5. DISCUSSION
5.1. EFL learners’ self-esteem and self-confidence
The research outcomes showed that reduced self-

esteem and reduced self-confidence can lead to consid-
erable anxiety in speaking for most of the students. Our 
findings suggest that EFL speaking teachers may boost 
students’ self-esteem and self-confidence by providing 
encouragement and positive reinforcement. Teachers 
can contribute to building students’ self-esteem and 
self-confidence by drawing students’ attention to their 
abilities and strengths (Dörnyei, 2001). Encouragement 
can explicitly make the learner aware of personal 
strengths and abilities, or it can indirectly communicate 
that we trust the person. Sometimes a small word of en-
couragement and positive reinforcement can create an 
atmosphere of security and trust for the anxious student 
(Dörnyei, 2001).

In the light of the findings of the present study, sev-
eral students expressed the view that they would feel 
more confident if the teacher gave notice to everyone 
and when he or she understood the difficulties encoun-
tered by students. Helping students with necessary vo-
cabulary appeared to increase students’ self-esteem and 
self-confidence, especially low ability students. An in-
crease in self-confidence and self-esteem may lead to 
increased learner effort in speaking. The students can 
participate in classroom discussions and continue to 
make their views understood when teachers provide 
necessary assistance.

 
5.2. Vocabulary practice
Based on the findings of this study, vocabulary 

practice is indicated to help learners overcome their 
difficulties in speaking. Having limited vocabulary 
knowledge contributed to students’ anxieties. There-
fore, more instructional effort has to be given to the 
teaching of vocabulary. Integrating vocabulary practice 

‘Based on the findings of this study, 
vocabulary practice is indicated to help 
learners overcome their difficulties in 
speaking. Having limited vocabulary 
knowledge contributed to students’ anxieties. 
There-fore, more instructional effort has to be 
given to the teaching of vocabulary’
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into the speaking skill instruction can be helpful for stu-
dents who suffer language inadequacies in speaking the 
foreign language. Teachers may think of selecting some 
vocabulary activities to ensure that students encounter 
situations that are at an appropriate level of difficulty. In 
this way, the students get accustomed to having the 
teacher both provide the necessary vocabulary for 
speaking tasks and practising that vocabulary in mean-
ingful contexts for more classroom interaction. More-
over, teachers may find it useful to present new vocabu-
lary through a variety of word choices and contextual 
appropriateness.

 
5.3. Topics for speaking classes
Unfamiliar free topics are likely to increase 

students’ frustration in speaking as revealed in the find-
ings of this study. Most of the time, the topics for speak-
ing classes are based on the teacher’s choice, giving 
less consideration to students’ background. Sometimes 
students are confronted with similar topics over the 
years of studying at university level. This instructional 
practice can generate boredom and lack of interest in 
students. Besides, they might be fearful when asked to 
speak about topics about which they have nothing to 
say. Free topics do not usually appeal to students of low 
ability levels because they require a certain degree of 
spontaneity and risk-taking. Therefore, if we decide to 
include free topics, they have to be relevant to the stu-
dents’ own lives and interests. Teachers of speaking 
could present students with different topics and design 
activities based on students’ preferences and sug-
gestions.

 
5.4. Time to formulate answers 
Students might experience anxiety when having 

limited time to formulate answers. Allowing students to 
check their answers before giving them to the whole 
class could ease much of the tension experienced in 
speaking. Needing enough time is particularly interest-
ing. Instead of expecting the students to perform directly 

in front of the whole class, speaking teachers may think 
of giving sufficient time to students to respond to com-
pensate for their anxiety. However, giving too much 
time has the opposite effect on some students. Some 
students expressed great uneasiness and frustration 
when the teacher allotted more than the time needed to 
perform in the speaking class.

 
5.5. Calling on students in the EFL speaking class
Being called on to speak in front of the class could 

be an anxiety-provoking factor for some apprehensive 
EFL learners. Most of the time, teachers call on students 
randomly trying perhaps to keep them attentive or mon-
itor their performance. This random questioning can 
cause great anxiety for highly anxious students. Accord-
ing to Daly (1991), the performance being sought is a 
verbal one and any failure in a speaking activity repre-
sents in the words of an apprehensive individual a 
nightmare experience. Letting students volunteer to par-
ticipate or providing predictable participation patterns 
such as calling students row-by-row or seat-by-seat 
would decrease much of the tension raised by the ran-
domness of the questioning in the speaking class.

 
5.6. Correcting errors in EFL speaking
The selection of speaking correction techniques 

should be based on reducing negative reactions in stu-
dents. When the student is speaking in a large group, 
corrections should be made as tactfully as possible. Stu-
dents tend to be more comfortable about speaking 
when they view the classroom as a place for learning 
and communication rather than as a place where they 
perform for the instructor (Price, 1991). Providing cor-
rections and feedback on gradual basis would decrease 
much of the anxiety in EFL speaking. Ölmezer-Özturk 
(2021) studied the impact of a process enriched with 
mini speeches activities and presentations on EFL learn-
ers’ speaking anxiety. The researcher found that scaf-
folded feedback was effective in reducing anxiety, in-
creasing self-confidence, and getting more opportuni-
ties to speak the EFL.

During speaking classroom activities, it is advisable 
that teachers focus on the message the student is trying 
to communicate rather than on the accuracy of their 
grammar and pronunciation (Beebe, 1983). Since ‘er-
rorlessness’ in speech is beyond reach, students need to 
be reminded of the value of making mistakes and how 
much they can learn from those mistakes. However, we 
do not advocate that EFL speaking teachers should tol-
erate any sort of mistakes. For some of the participants 

ginners perceive speaking as a threatening situation 
when the teacher intimidates them by correcting or crit-
icising their performance.

There is an indication that instructors might in-
crease students’ anxiety in an oral class. We may also 
explain speaking class anxiety by the fact that some be-

Table 6
Anxiety in speaking and classroom interaction: Focus group 2 (N=8)

CATEGORIES NUMBER OF RESPONSES RECURRENCE

Classroom atmosphere and peers’ roles 5

3Classroom atmosphere and teacher’s role

As opposed to FG1 comments, responses from FG2 
(Table 6) revealed that advanced students were less 
prone to anxiety in the speaking class. Most of the par-
ticipants expressed feelings of easiness and relaxation 
before coming to the speaking class. Besides, intervie-
wees spoke of the speaking class as their preferable 
class as one stated that he felt ‘relaxed in the speaking 
class more than other classes’ and another added that 
he ‘felt at ease before coming to the speaking class be-
cause speaking helps us to know each other’.

Overall, it was apparent from the subjects’ com-
ments that the speaking class could be a non-threaten-
ing classroom as the class members get to know each 
other. ‘When I come to the speaking class, I feel very re-
laxed. My classmates understand me’, said one of the 
respondents to emphasise the importance of having a 
shared understanding between peers. Another in-
terviewee pointed out the impact of peers’ support in 
alleviating anxiety: ‘I always feel relaxed when speaking 
in the class. Maybe the participation of my classmates 
makes me more relaxed. The atmosphere of the class is 
very friendly’. It might be said accordingly that speaking 
anxiety can be reduced when peers build positive atti-
tudes about the speaking class gradually.

Some other interviewees addressed the issue of the 
speaking class atmosphere as affected by the instruc-
tor’s roles. One of the participants noted: ‘I feel relaxed 
before coming to the speaking class because I know the 
atmosphere is good and I’m not going to be intimidated 
by the teacher’. Contrastingly, anxiety in speaking can 
be high when students perceive every correction as a 
failure as other students described. For instance, one of 
the interviewees commented: ‘If the teacher blames me 
or evaluates me negatively, I would hate their class. I 
would not feel at ease. I would feel anxious’. Such com-
ments are important to account for the instructors’ role 
in lowering anxiety in speaking classes.

5. DISCUSSION
5.1. EFL learners’ self-esteem and self-confidence
The research outcomes showed that reduced self-

esteem and reduced self-confidence can lead to consid-
erable anxiety in speaking for most of the students. Our 
findings suggest that EFL speaking teachers may boost 
students’ self-esteem and self-confidence by providing 
encouragement and positive reinforcement. Teachers 
can contribute to building students’ self-esteem and 
self-confidence by drawing students’ attention to their 
abilities and strengths (Dörnyei, 2001). Encouragement 
can explicitly make the learner aware of personal 
strengths and abilities, or it can indirectly communicate 
that we trust the person. Sometimes a small word of en-
couragement and positive reinforcement can create an 
atmosphere of security and trust for the anxious student 
(Dörnyei, 2001).

In the light of the findings of the present study, sev-
eral students expressed the view that they would feel 
more confident if the teacher gave notice to everyone 
and when he or she understood the difficulties encoun-
tered by students. Helping students with necessary vo-
cabulary appeared to increase students’ self-esteem and 
self-confidence, especially low ability students. An in-
crease in self-confidence and self-esteem may lead to 
increased learner effort in speaking. The students can 
participate in classroom discussions and continue to 
make their views understood when teachers provide 
necessary assistance.

 
5.2. Vocabulary practice
Based on the findings of this study, vocabulary 

practice is indicated to help learners overcome their 
difficulties in speaking. Having limited vocabulary 
knowledge contributed to students’ anxieties. There-
fore, more instructional effort has to be given to the 
teaching of vocabulary. Integrating vocabulary practice 

‘Based on the findings of this study, 
vocabulary practice is indicated to help 
learners overcome their difficulties in 
speaking. Having limited vocabulary 
knowledge contributed to students’ anxieties. 
There-fore, more instructional effort has to be 
given to the teaching of vocabulary’
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in the study, the teacher’s manner in correcting mis-
takes was more influential than the corrections them-
selves. Students need a reaction to meaning not an 
evaluation of form (Beebe, 1983). It is suggested that 
providing the former would be more helpful to students 
to encourage risk-taking. We may cite Beebe’s (1983) 
recommendation when she states that ‘if students un-
derstand an exercise to be commutative, and they re-
veal personal views, they seek a substantive reaction 
from the teacher, not a correction of the technical accu-
racy of their words’ (Beebe, 1983, p. 61).

In the focus groups, some interviewees reported 
that sometimes they did not concentrate on the 
teacher’s corrections. They focused their attention on 
the uncertainty involved in the act of communicating 
their views, not on the chance of making errors in syn-
tax or pronunciation. So, it is up to the teacher to de-
cide which corrections are more suitable for his or her 
learners.

 
5.7. Testing EFL speaking
Tests given orally can bring about test anxiety and 

communication anxiety. When testing speaking, teach-
ers should not ignore affective factors that can influence 
students’ performance. As pointed out by Phillips 
(1992), part of the students’ anxiety maybe worry about 
appearing anxious. Realising that the teacher or the 
evaluator understands the tension caused by being anx-
ious about appearing anxious reduces part of the learn-
ers’ test anxiety.

 
5.8. Cooperation instead of competition
Another recommendation would be to include sev-

eral cooperative activities. They would allow the anx-
ious student to practise the target language in a small 
group. According to Crandall (1999), cooperative learn-
ing has been shown to encourage and support most of 
the affective factors, which correlate positively with 
language learning, such as reducing debilitating 
anxiety, increasing motivation, and promoting self-es-
teem. In large groups, the use of pair work, group work 
or cooperative activities can be helpful for anxious stu-
dents. EFL speaking teachers can group students in 
groups of three or four to encourage all the members to 
participate and to benefit from multiple ideas. This 
practice allows for more face-to-face group interaction. 
Cooperative activities can provide learners with social 
skills that facilitate teamwork, create trust and enhance 
communication, leadership, problem-solving and deci-
sion making in group interaction (Crandall, 1999).

 5.9. Aspects of the target language culture
Providing exposure to successful interactional 

styles seems to be appealing to foreign language stu-
dents (Scarcella, 1990). In teaching EFL speaking, it is 
advisable to present students with models of successful 
interactional styles through exposure to natural dia-
logues, the use of video and audiotapes, films and TV 
programmes. The selection of materials has to be ratio-
nally based on situations and topics the learner is most 
likely to encounter in the real world.

In an EFL context like ours where contact with the 
target language and its speakers is very rare outside for-
mal settings, it is crucial to raise students’ cultural 
awareness of EFL. Instead of limiting video sessions to 
literature and civilisation classes, we may increase and 
expand such sessions into videos about British and 
American lifestyles. In addition, speaking teachers can 
think of scheduling sessions based on interactions with 
native speakers both in natural communication and 
simulated conversations. One should note that the par-
ticipants in this study expressed great willingness to 
converse with target language speakers. Such classroom 
practice can increase students’ motivation to participate 
in the class and encourage apprehensive speakers to 
have active roles in classroom activities.

 
6. CONCLUSION
This paper discussed the major research findings of 

the qualitative study. It was shown that foreign lan-
guage speaking anxiety could impede students’ perfor-
mance in various instances. The answers to the re-
search questions further helped to clarify the role of 
anxiety in learning to speak a foreign language in the 
classroom.

The study has revealed that students, regardless of 
their ability levels, might be intimidated by numerous 
speaking anxiety-provoking situations, and possible 
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The concept of perspective is embedded within the studies of culture and language, especially with regard to an inter-
cultural orientation within EFL teaching and learning. However, researchers have rarely explored how perspective tak-
ing can be facilitated among language learners and what types of tasks can facilitate this process. This paper describes 
a case study in which English as a foreign language (EFL) learners (aged 14-15) engaged in focus group interviews 
conducted at the end of an E-portfolio of Intercultural Competence (EPIC) project. By foregrounding perspective tak-
ing within intercultural awareness, the paper explores connections between types of tasks implemented and the ways 
participants considered perspectives of others in their focus group interviews. The findings thus have implications for 
language teaching as the results highlight the need to support the pupils through adapted activities with a greater focus 
on the awareness of diversity of perspectives, storytelling, reading picture books, and reflection on narrative accounts 
of past events. In addition, an understanding of the differences and comparing ways of living of people from diverse 
cultures should be coupled with support from the teacher, allowing the learners to decentre from their perspectives.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Foreign language teaching increasingly focuses on 

the interplay between languages and cultures as sites of 
interaction and learning. An intercultural orientation 
within language teaching seeks learners’ transformation 
through a constant referencing of the language being 
learned with their own language(s) and culture(s) with 
the aim of encouraging students to decentre from their 
linguistic and cultural world to consider their own situ-
atedness from the perspective of another (Scarino, 
2010, p. 324). The intercultural orientation to teaching 
languages revolves around an overarching educational 

goal, i.e., intercultural competence which generally re-
quires that cognitive, affective and behavioural process-
es are at work and sustain an individual’s understand-
ing of diversity and interaction within intercultural en-
counters (Borghetti, 2011).

One way to ‘decentre’ (Scarino, 2010, p. 324) is to 
gain insights about alternative or unfamiliar perspec-
tives. This can be done through the process which is re-
ferred to here as ‘perspective taking’ (PT). Perspective 
taking is the ‘projection of oneself into another or unfa-
miliar frame of reference’ (Kearney, 2015, p. 170), 
which might lead to the acknowledgement that other 
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