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Abstract 

 Language anxiety affects a significant number of second and foreign language learners 

and has been shown to negatively impact student performance and language acquisition.  This 

curriculum project addressed the specific causes of anxiety, the negative effects it can have on 

students’ behavior and achievement, and strategies that can be utilized to reduce language 

anxiety in the classroom.  There are many sources of language anxiety including student beliefs 

about the process of language learning, classroom atmosphere and procedures, the nature of 

interactions between the instructor and the students, language testing, and personal factors such 

as self-esteem.  Research has shown that anxiety has negative effects on cognitive processing, 

and it can also inhibit the development of communicative competence by causing students to 

avoid interactions that would help them increase their oral skills in the target language.  This 

handbook provides middle school, high school, and adult foreign and second language teachers 

with general practices they can implement to create a low-anxiety classroom atmosphere, as well 

as specific strategies to help students realize and overcome their anxieties about the language 

learning process.  
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Introduction 

The process of acquiring a second or foreign language is highly individualistic.  It occurs 

in different ways, at different speeds, and with different outcomes for each learner.  Through 

research, some of the various factors that lead certain language learners to be more successful 

than others have been determined.  We have known for a long time that anxiety is one such 

factor that has been shown to create differences in language learning outcomes among students 

(Krashen, 1981).  We also know from past research that anxiety associated with the language 

learning process is a common experience and most often occurs during oral language tasks that 

involve speaking and listening (Horwitz et al., 1986).  Students often feel self-conscious about 

engaging in communicative activities for fear of sounding foolish and being negatively evaluated 

by teachers and peers.   

Language anxiety generally occurs in learners at the middle school level and higher 

because it is around this time that individuals become concerned with others’ perceptions of 

them.  Language learning can be a disconcerting process for older learners because they are 

unable to present their true selves and express their mature thoughts and ideas in the target 

language (Littlewood, 1984).  Compared to children, adolescents and adults tend to be much 

more inhibited and fearful of taking the risks that accompany successful language acquisition.  In 

order to support learners with high levels of anxiety, it is important to understand what language 

anxiety is, the factors contributing to it, how it affects students’ performance and behavior, and 

how it can be reduced.   

In addition, many language instructors and students are unaware of the existence of 

language learning anxiety (Worde, 2003).  This can create feelings of isolation in students if they 

believe they are alone in their situation.  For example, a study of over 400 university-level 
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foreign language students and eight teachers found that approximately two thirds of the students 

experienced language anxiety, but most of the teachers did not think it was a prevalent or serious 

problem (Trang, Baldauf, & Moni, 2013).  It is important that teachers realize language learning 

anxiety is a common occurrence and that it has negative consequences for students’ language 

development.  Language instructors should be sensitive to this anxiety so that they can address it 

with students and utilize strategies for creating a low-anxiety environment, which will lead to a 

better language learning experience for all students.  

The topic of language learning anxiety was chosen due to the researcher’s personal 

interest and experience with this form of anxiety.  During an intensive Spanish immersion course 

that the researcher took in Spain, she found herself overwhelmed with apprehension and self-

consciousness when required to speak in the target language, especially in front of other students 

with whom she had formed friendships.  Several class periods involved conversations between 

the students and the instructor in which the researcher became completely lost and was called on 

to contribute with no idea what was being discussed.  The researcher began the experience with 

excitement at the prospect of achieving greater fluency in Spanish, but eventually she began to 

dread going to class and avoided participating in social activities that required interacting in 

Spanish.  Unfortunately, the result of this was that very little gain in Spanish language 

proficiency and fluency was achieved.  

 When the researcher began to explore this area as a possible thesis topic, she was 

surprised to find that language learning anxiety is a common experience with significant negative 

effects on language learning that have been thoroughly documented.   In hopes that doing so 

might provide support to language learners like herself, the researcher chose to focus on 

understanding the theory, research, and practice of language anxiety, and she sought to find ways 
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of reducing anxiety in the language classroom.  The creation of an anxiety-reduction handbook 

was chosen to provide foreign and second language teachers with guidelines and strategies for 

creating a low-anxiety classroom atmosphere where students are comfortable engaging in 

communicative tasks that will improve their oral language skills. 

Problem 

The problem this project addresses is that students cannot develop communicative 

competence if they experience language anxiety and, as a result, are unwilling or inhibited to 

practice speaking the target language through conversational tasks.   

Purpose 

 The purpose of this handbook is to provide foreign and second language teachers at the 

middle school, high school, or university level with pertinent information on how to reduce 

anxiety, as well as information on the causes and effects of anxiety so teachers can have a better 

overall understanding of the topic.  Primarily, this handbook is intended to be a resource for 

creating a low-anxiety classroom environment.  It will provide language teachers with general 

guidelines and specific strategies for reducing students’ anxiety levels in the classroom so they 

will be more comfortable engaging in the communicative tasks that are essential to their oral 

language development. 
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Literature Review 

The Monitor Model  

 In an attempt to understand the anxiety associated with second language learning, it is 

important to consider the foundations of the second language acquisition process.  In a well-

accepted theory of second language acquisition, Stephen Krashen (1982) developed a series of 

five hypotheses to provide possible explanations as to how second languages are acquired.  

Collectively, these five hypotheses are referred to as the Monitor Model, and most of the ideas 

from the Monitor Model are still accepted today, 30 years after this model was articulated by 

Krashen.  To begin, it is important to note that the process of learning a second language in later 

childhood, adolescence, or adulthood is different from the process of acquiring a first language 

naturally from birth.  However, we will find in the discussion of Krashen’s Monitor Model there 

are also significant similarities between the two. 

 The acquisition-learning hypothesis.  According to Krashen (1982), in order to 

understand the process of second language acquisition a distinction must be made between 

language acquisition and language learning.  Language acquisition occurs subconsciously 

without outright awareness that language is being acquired, similarly to the way a child develops 

his or her first language from birth.  When individuals use acquired language, they may not be 

aware of the language’s grammatical rules.  In this case, an individual is not able to explain why 

they have used a linguistic structure.  They simply know that it “sounds” right. 

 Language learning, on the other hand, is a conscious process of learning the grammar of a 

language (Krashen, 1982).  Learners are able to talk about the grammatical rules of a second 

language and use them to form utterances.  While some theorize that a first language is acquired 
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and a second language is only learned, Krashen’s acquisition-learning hypothesis proposed that 

adults do have the capacity to acquire, or naturally “pick-up”, a language.  While they may not 

necessarily reach the proficiency of a native speaker, they are able access the so-called “language 

acquisition device” in the brain that is used when learning a first language.  Furthermore, there is 

some language learning that occurs in first language development, as students are explicitly 

taught some grammar concepts of the native language at school.  These ideas suggest that there 

is a combination of both learning and acquisition that occurs in all language development.  

 The natural order hypothesis.  The next theory of the Monitor Model is the natural 

order hypothesis, which suggests that there is a predictable pattern to the order in which specific 

grammar features of a language are acquired (Krashen, 1982).  For example, in English the 

formation of plural nouns tends to be acquired quite early, while the possessive form is acquired 

later.  A predictable order occurs in both first and second language acquisition. Dulay and Burt 

(1974) found that the order in second language acquisition was consistent even when comparing 

second language acquirers with different first languages.  They also found that first language 

acquirers did not acquire structures in the same order as second language acquirers of the same 

language.  Krashen (1982) explained that language learners tend to make similar mistakes as 

they acquire a second language and that they follow predictable stages.  All of these findings 

provide evidence that all learners, even adult second language learners, go through a natural 

process of language acquisition.  

 The monitor hypothesis.  The Monitor hypothesis describes the role of acquisition and 

learning in second language performance.  Fluency in speaking and writing is a result of 

acquisition, while learning serves to monitor or edit language production (Krashen, 1982).  

Learners make use of the Monitor to correct their own utterances, either before or after they have 
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produced them, based on the formal grammatical rules they have learned.  Research on the 

Monitor has suggested that three conditions must be met in order for individuals to use these 

formal rules when producing the second language: time, focus on form, and knowing the rule.  

First of all, individuals need to have enough time to consciously think about and apply the 

appropriate grammatical rules.  This condition is usually not met in normal conversation.  

Secondly, the language performer must give careful attention to correct form, which may not 

occur when individuals are very involved in a conversation and focusing more on meaning than 

on form.  Finally, the performer must actually know the rule to be applied.  This may sound 

simple, but language is very complex and most students do not learn or remember every 

grammar rule of the second language.  

 According to Krashen (1982), research on the Monitor showed that formal learning of 

grammar rules changes the natural order in which structures are acquired.  Therefore, the 

Monitor provides users with language features that they have not yet acquired.  However, the 

Monitor can generally only supply grammatical structures that are syntactically simple and rules 

that are easily understood.  In addition, the three conditions of the Monitor are usually only met 

during a formal grammar test.  

Krashen (1982) also explained that not all language learners use their Monitor to the 

same extent, which could be part of the reason why we see variation in acquisition outcomes 

among second language learners.  He categorized language performers as either over-users, 

under-users, or optimal users of the Monitor.  Over-users do not achieve fluency in their 

speaking because they are too concerned with correct form and are constantly considering the 

grammar rules they have learned while performing in the second language.  This leads to a 

hesitant manner of speaking and self-correction of their errors while speaking.  Under-users of 
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the Monitor, on the other hand, rely only on their acquired knowledge because they have not 

consciously learned the grammar rules of the language.  They produce utterances based only on 

what they think sounds correct.  The optimal user consults the Monitor only at appropriate times.  

Therefore, they do not stop to consider grammar rules during normal conversation but do use the 

Monitor to correct their writing or planned oral presentations.  Consequently, according to the 

Monitor hypothesis, Krashen (1982) concludes that acquisition is the primary goal and focus of 

second language development, while learning is only supplemental.  

 The input hypothesis.  Based on the conclusions drawn by the Monitor hypothesis, 

Krashen (1982) proposed that instruction in the second language should promote acquisition, 

which begs the question of how acquisition occurs.  In other words, how do students progress 

from one stage in the natural order to the next?  To illustrate, Krashen used the formula i + 1 to 

represent the next level of language development, with i representing the student’s current level.  

He explains that in order for students to reach level i + 1 they must be provided with language 

input at level i + 1 that they can comprehend.  Contextual information, linguistic modifications, 

repetition, and rephrasing are utilized in order to promote understanding of input that is slightly 

beyond the student’s current level of competence.  The input hypothesis then calls for the 

opposite approach of typical language teaching practice, which is to first teach students a 

grammatical structure and then provide opportunities to practice the structure in communication.  

According to the input hypothesis, it would be better practice to first provide students with 

communicative input that they can decipher for meaning, and as a result acquisition, rather than 

learning, will occur.  

 Krashen (1982) further emphasized that it is not necessary for teachers to structure their 

input in an attempt to deliberately provide input at the i + 1 level and that doing so may actually 



TEACHER’S HANDBOOK FOR REDUCING ANXIETY 8 
 

be harmful.  He asserted that natural communication automatically includes i + 1 and the input 

only needs to be “roughly tuned” for the proficiency level of the individuals listening.  By only 

“roughly tuning” the input, the messages communicated will contain i + 1 for many students 

even if they are not at the exact same level in their acquisition.  Teachers need only reduce the 

linguistic complexity of their speech to approximately match the language competency of their 

students.  Furthermore, a significant component of the input hypothesis is that fluency in speech 

is impossible to teach and can only develop over time as learners receive more comprehensible 

input.  Speech production will slowly emerge as the acquirer develops more confidence.  Based 

on this idea, Krashen (1982) explains that a silent period in the early stages of acquisition is 

normal while individuals are developing their competence through listening.  This has significant 

implications for formal language classes, where students are generally asked to produce language 

right away without being allowed a silent period.  

The affective filter hypothesis.  The idea of an affective filter, or a mental wall blocking 

second language input from reaching the language acquisition device in the brain, was first 

conceptualized by Dulay and Burt (1977).  According to Krashen (1981), research has provided 

evidence that success or failure in acquiring a second language is directly related to affective 

variables, which incite emotion in learners and concern his or her attitudes toward the second 

language acquisition process.  Krashen (1982) categorized these variables as motivation, self-

confidence, and anxiety.  He suggested that these variables are related to language acquisition, 

rather than learning, because they seem to have the most impact on communicative tasks.  In 

addition, Freeman and Freeman (2001) stated embarrassment, nervousness, boredom, and 

inability to concentrate as possible affective filters blocking comprehensible input.   
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 The affective filter hypothesis explains that language acquirers have varying degrees of 

affective filter strength, and those who possess stronger or higher filters are less likely to be 

successful in their acquisition of second language (Krashen, 1982).  Students with attitudes that 

are not conducive to second language acquisition often do not actively seek out language input 

and tend to possess high affective filters.  It is hypothesized that it is this filter that may be 

responsible for variation in language proficiency outcomes.  Personality and self-esteem are also 

important factors in predicting the strength of a learner’s affective filter (Krashen, 1981).  

Individuals with outgoing personalities and high self-esteem may be more likely to get actively 

involved in the learning process, more likely to feel comfortable taking risks, and less likely to 

let inhibitions and self-consciousness get in the way of learning.  Gass and Selinker (1994) also 

pointed out that the affective filter is one factor that differentiates second language acquisition 

from first language acquisition because this filter does not exist in children learning a language 

from birth. 

Anxiety. We can see now that the problem of language learning anxiety is grounded in 

Krashen’s affective filter hypothesis.  According to Krashen (1981), learners must receive 

second language input in order for acquisition to occur, and it is also necessary to be open to this 

input.  Certain attitudes can cause high affective filters, meaning less input is able to pass 

through and, therefore, less acquisition can occur.  Anxiety is one affective variable that can limit 

input from being processed by the brain, and its presence may give some explanation as to why 

second language acquisition is unsuccessful for some learners.  Therefore, in order to promote 

successful language acquisition, it is important for teachers to develop a low anxiety 

environment for students.  
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The Output Hypothesis 

 While Krashen’s theories have suggested that second languages are acquired primarily by 

receiving comprehensible input, we must also consider the role that output, or language 

production, plays in language development.  This is especially important in the discussion of 

language anxiety because, as we will find out, speaking in the second language is the most 

frequently cited source of anxiety (Horwitz et al., 1986).  Swain (2000) suggested that we must 

consider factors beyond input in order to fully understand how interaction promotes language 

development.  She came to this conclusion when she noticed that many language students still 

produce utterances with grammatical and syntactical errors even after receiving significant 

amounts of comprehensible input for long periods of time.  As a result, Swain developed the 

output hypothesis, which states that output facilitates second language learning by enabling 

students to realize the gaps in their linguistic knowledge when they attempt to produce spoken or 

written messages in the target language.  She explained that output plays a significant role in 

second language development because it pushes learners to move beyond semantic processing to 

the full grammatical processing that is necessary to produce accurate utterances in the second 

language.  This suggests that Swain’s output hypothesis is more concerned with language 

learning than language acquisition, as it seems to focus on form over meaning.  Because the 

pedagogical practices used in most language classes involve direct teaching of language form 

and the process of second language development is a combination of acquisition and learning, 

the output hypothesis is important to consider.  

 Production of the second language requires action by the learner (Swain, 2000).  He or 

she must attempt to create meaningful and linguistically accurate utterances, and this action helps 

learners realize their capabilities and limitations.  Therefore, language output allows learners to 
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notice what they do not know in the second language when they find themselves unable to 

express something they want to say.  Often times, learners will try to fill these gaps in their 

knowledge by consulting a dictionary, translator, grammar book, language teacher, or fellow 

learner.  This can help students learn new linguistic structures and may also help confirm or deny 

what they think they already know.  Language output helps students to test out their own 

hypotheses about how they think an utterance may be formed and receive corrective feedback on 

their speech or writing.  Furthermore, speaking fluency cannot be achieved without sufficient 

practice producing oral language.  Given the importance of output in second language 

development, it can be concluded that the high levels of anxiety associated with language 

production are problematic for learning and acquisition.  

What Is Language Anxiety? 

 As a type of social anxiety.  Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope (1986) provided a definition of 

anxiety as “the subjective feeling of tension, apprehension, nervousness, and worry associated 

with an arousal of the autonomic nervous system” (p. 125).  More specifically, some researchers 

have categorized language learning anxiety as a type of social anxiety.  MacIntyre and Gardner 

(1989) explained that language anxiety derives from the communicative facets of second 

language learning, making it a social anxiety.  Persons who experience social anxiety exhibit 

feelings of discomfort, have negative self-evaluations, and tend to be withdrawn (Schwarzer, 

1986).  Gass and Selinker (1994) made this connection as well and explained that those with 

social anxiety worry about others’ perceptions of them and are concerned with making a good 

impression on the people with whom they interact.  In situations where language learning is 

taking place, these people may include teachers, peers, and interlocutors.   
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Toth (2010) also discussed this more recently and explained that language anxiety can be 

placed into the wider category of social anxieties because language learning occurs in a social 

setting and involves interpersonal communication.  Other social anxieties include stage fright, 

communication apprehension, speech anxiety, and shyness, among others.  Those whose 

experience social anxiety feel apprehension over some sort of interpersonal interaction and 

concern over the impression they make on others during this interaction.  Social anxiety brings 

about a passive style of verbal communication along with disengagement, leading to avoidance 

of social situations.  This has strong negative implications for language learning, as social 

interactions are important for developing communicative competence (Horwitz et al., 1986). 

 Situation specific anxiety.  To better understand anxiety, Spielberger, Gorsuch, and 

Lushene (1970) made a distinction between state anxiety and trait anxiety.  Individuals who have 

a predisposition for becoming anxious in many situations are said to have trait anxiety.  It is a 

social anxiety that may be considered a personality trait.  While trait anxiety describes a 

relatively stable condition, state anxiety refers to the specific moment in time when an 

individual’s anxiety levels are raised due to a situation he or she finds stressful.  MacIntyre and 

Gardner (1991b) explained that state anxiety scales have commonly been used in the study of 

anxiety by putting research participants in certain situations and then asking them if they feel 

nervous.  However, these scales are problematic because they do not ask participants to attribute 

their nervousness to any specific source, leading to assumptions about the cause of the anxiety.   

Toth (2010) explained that the state/trait approach to understanding anxiety assumes that 

anxiety is a stable characteristic of an individual over many different situations.  In contrast, 

MacIntyre and Gardner (1991b) suggested that a third type of anxiety, situation specific anxiety, 

may more accurately represent the type of anxiety experienced in language learning.  Situation 
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specific anxiety can be described as trait anxiety that occurs only in a certain type of situation.   

As Toth (2010) explains it, this view asserts that certain situations are more anxiety-evoking than 

others, and that the types of situations that cause anxiety differ from person to person.  

Pappamihiel (2002) also discussed situation-specific anxiety and explained that a situation may 

cause anxiety for an individual only when certain variables are present.  Studies of language 

anxiety using situation specific anxiety measures ask participants to indicate the sources of their 

anxiety after being put in a well-defined, potentially anxiety-evoking situation (MacIntyre & 

Gardner, 1991b).  MacIntyre and Gardner (1989) illustrated that when students first experience 

anxiety within a second language learning situation, it is based on a general form of anxiety such 

as trait anxiety or communication anxiety. However, if a student continues to experience 

instances of anxiety in the language learning context, he or she will begin to form negative 

attitudes towards learning a second language, and then the anxiety becomes situation-specific.  

Along these same lines, Horwitz et al. (1986) referred to language anxiety as a specific 

anxiety reaction, meaning it differs from being a generally anxious person under various 

circumstances.  This is important to note because even those who do not have a predisposition 

for anxiety may experience it in second language learning situations, as they comprise such a 

unique and disconcerting process.  As Guiora (1983) suggested, language learning is threatening 

to a person’s self-image.  She illustrated that learners experience a mismatch between their 

complete self and the reduced self that they are able to present in the second or foreign language.  

Similarly, Littlewood (1984) pointed out that second language learners struggle to adequately 

present their true selves and worry that others perceive them as stupid or boring because of the 

limitations in their ability to communicate.  
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 Related performance anxieties.  Horwitz et al. (1986) suggested that language anxiety 

is related to three types of performance anxiety that come together in second language learning: 

communication apprehension, test anxiety, and fear of negative evaluations.  Toth (2010) more 

recently described these as the building blocks of foreign language anxiety.  Communication 

apprehension describes individuals who experience anxiety when communicating with others 

and manifests itself in difficulties speaking with another person or in front of a group and in 

receiving spoken messages from others (Horwitz et al., 1986).  This is common among second 

language learners, as students are required to communicate in a language in which they have 

limited proficiency.  Students who do not normally experience communication apprehension 

may do so in a second language setting, and students who typically have communication 

apprehension may find this to be exacerbated in the language classroom.  In a study of English 

language anxiety among 1389 middle school, high school, and university level students in Saudi 

Arabia, Alrabai (2014) found communication apprehension to be a common source of anxiety, 

specifically over fear of being unable to understand the teacher and having to speak in language 

class.   MacIntyre and Gardner (1991b) suggested there is a unique aspect of communication 

apprehension in foreign language learning situations in that learners are aware that complete 

understanding is not possible.  Knowing this, learners may become frustrated and avoid 

communicating in the target language all together.  

Horwitz et al. (1986) asserted that test anxiety is also related to language anxiety because 

students may feel that their performance is constantly being evaluated in the language classroom.  

Students who commonly experience test anxiety may put intense pressure on themselves to 

perform well and may perceive their mistakes as failures.  In a diary study of eight adult students 

at an English language school in Greece, Gkonou (2013) found testing and concern over test 



TEACHER’S HANDBOOK FOR REDUCING ANXIETY 15 
 

grades to be a stressor and cause of anxiety.  According to Toth (2010), frequent testing can 

cause frustration for language learners because their target language “proficiency is assessed 

while it is being acquired (p. 18).  Oral language tests are especially anxiety-invoking because 

they can result in a combination of both communication apprehension and test anxiety (Horwitz 

et al, 1986).  Fear of negative evaluation is strongly related to language learning anxiety as well, 

as teachers must evaluate students continuously in the language classroom.  Many students are 

also sensitive to how they are viewed and evaluated by their classmates.  So this fear involves 

both the academic evaluations made by the students’ teacher and the personal evaluations made 

by their peers based on how they perform in the second language in class.  In a study of 112 

English language students at a university in Turkey, Aydin (2008) looked at the relationship 

between language anxiety and fear of negative evaluation.  He found that many fears related to 

negative evaluations were significantly correlated with anxiety, including fear of making 

mistakes, fear of leaving unfavorable impressions, fear of disapproval by others, fear of 

shortcomings being noticed by others, and fear of failing tests and classes.  

While these three performance anxieties do relate and are a part of language anxiety, the 

language learning process has unique qualities that make its associated anxiety unique as well.  

Stern (1983) described language learners as being entirely dependent on others.  In order to reach 

a proficiency level that would allow them independence, learners must release all inhibition and 

accept the possibility of looking foolish in front of others as they practice.  Littlewood (1984) 

would seem to agree with these notions, as he explained that students in language classrooms are 

“often asked to perform in a state of ignorance and dependence which may engender feelings of 

helplessness” (p. 58).  Additionally, their utterances, which involve unfamiliar words and 

sounds, are up for constant correction in front of others, and their level of proficiency may not 
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allow them to adequately express themselves.  It is not surprising that these feelings and 

experiences may cause self-consciousness and anxiety for many second language learners.  

Sources of Language Anxiety 

In order to better understand anxious language learners, Horwitz et al. (1986) developed 

the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) based on the discussions of a foreign 

language learning support group at the University of Texas.  The first test was given to 75 

university students enrolled in introductory Spanish courses, and the results showed that learners 

with high anxiety held in common many characteristics.  The FLCAS found that anxious 

students felt very self-conscious about speaking in the target language in front of others, feared 

negative evaluations by their peers, and felt that their classmates performed better than them.  

They were also afraid of making mistakes in the target language and felt that they were always 

being evaluated and tested.  For highly anxious students, every correction of a mistake seemed to 

be viewed as a failure.  Furthermore, 38% of the respondents in Horwitz et al.’s study reported 

that language classes caused them more tension and nervousness than other classes, which 

supports the idea that language anxiety is distinct from other anxieties.  Most of the items on the 

questionnaire were supported by at least one third of the participants, and several were supported 

by over one-half, indicating that language learning anxiety is a common experience. 

 To delve deeper into the specific causes of high anxiety levels among language learners, 

Young (1991) classified sources of language anxiety into six categories: personal and 

interpersonal, learner beliefs, instructor beliefs, instructor-learner interactions, classroom 

procedures, and language testing.  
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Personal and interpersonal.  The two major personal and interpersonal sources of 

language anxiety are low self-esteem and competitiveness (Young, 1991).  Bailey (1983) 

explained that competitiveness in language classes may lead students to compare themselves to 

classmates or even to an idealized self-image that reflects unrealistic expectations of themselves 

as language learners.  In her study of several language learning diaries of adult learners, she 

found that fears of public failure, feelings of inadequacy, and self-comparisons to classmates 

were common.  Many of the learners negatively judged themselves and their language abilities in 

comparison to others in their classes and responded emotionally, sometimes by withdrawing 

from the learning process.  Horwitz et al. (1986) also found in their study of anxiety among 

university foreign language students that anxious students were afraid of being less competent in 

the target language than their classmates.  Self-esteem is also significant because, as previously 

mentioned, anxious language learners often worry about being negatively evaluated by their 

peers, and this concern over others perceptions of them is a characteristic of low self-esteem 

(Young, 1991).  A much more recent study of 313 students enrolled in first-year English classes 

at a Chinese university also found that students’ negative evaluations of themselves and their 

English abilities was a significant source of anxiety for many participants, as was fear over 

personal failure and the possible negative consequences of failing the class (Mak, 2011).  

Learner beliefs.  According to Horwitz (1988), learner beliefs about language learning 

also play a role in anxiety.  In a study of first semester language students at the University of 

Texas, Horwitz administered the Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) to find 

out students’ opinions on several language learning controversies.  She found that students 

tended to be very concerned about speaking correctly and with a good accent, and many also 

believed that fluency could be achieved in two years.  If students expect a language to be 
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acquired quickly and easily, it will be frustrating for them to find that their progress is slower and 

more difficult than anticipated.  In addition, students who are over concerned with correctness 

will likely be uncomfortable with communicative activities and resistant to practicing speaking 

in the target language.  Horwitz also mentioned a common student belief that utterances should 

not be made in the target language until they can be made correctly (as cited in Horwitz et al., 

1986, pg. 127).  This idea causes anxiety when students are required to speak before they feel 

competent, and ideas such as these ideas are not realistic.  Alrabai (2014) also discussed 

unrealistic beliefs about language learning that can contribute to anxiety, including the beliefs 

that children are better language learners than adults, that learners should speak fluently and with 

complete grammatical accuracy, that learners should speak with a perfect accent, and that they 

need to understand every word they read or hear.  

In addition, Horwitz’s (1988) study found that some students also felt certain people 

simply lack the aptitude to learn a language and had a negative view of their own abilities in 

second language learning.  Yan and Hortwitz (2008) made a similar finding in their research on 

students studying English at a university in Shanghai, as many participants believed that other 

classmates were more gifted than they were at languages and that they lacked the characteristics 

necessary for successful language learning.  If students come to believe that second language 

learning requires some innate ability that they themselves do not possess, they will likely have 

low self-expectations which can cause anxiety and be damaging to the learning process.  As 

Bernat and Gvozdenko (2005) illustrated, learner beliefs play a central role in shaping students 

attitudes toward learning and can significantly influence learning behaviors and outcomes.  

 Instructor beliefs.  Instructor beliefs about language learning can also be a significant 

source of anxiety (Young, 1991).  Horwitz (1988) asserted that teachers’ beliefs can strongly 
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impact their students’ beliefs, as students will likely consider their teacher to be an expert on 

language learning.  Furthermore, according to Brandl, many instructors think that some 

intimidation is good for improving performance, that friendly relationships with students are 

inappropriate, that they should constantly correct students’ errors, and that students should not 

work in pairs or groups because it may cause behavior problems in the classroom (as cited in 

Young, 1991, pg. 428).  Young (1991) argued that beliefs and attitudes such as these create a 

classroom environment in which students feel uncomfortable and are afraid to engage in learning 

activities.  Consequently, the way the teacher sets up the atmosphere of the classroom is essential 

to either reducing or promoting anxiety among students. 

Instructor-learner interactions.  Within instructor-learner interactions, sources of 

anxiety tend to center on teachers’ harsh methods of error correction (Horwitz et al., 1986).  

Students worry about making mistakes in front of peers, and as MacIntyre and Gardner (1989) 

mentioned, these errors increase the difficulty of making favorable impressions on others, which 

is a great concern for those who experience social anxiety.  Some students feel that their 

inadequacies are being put on display when the teacher draws direct attention to their errors in 

front of the class (Horwitz et al., 1986).  Furthermore, in Worde’s (2003) study of university 

foreign language students’ perspectives on language anxiety, participants reported frustration and 

loss of focus when teachers interrupted their speaking to correct errors.  Being reprimanded by 

the teacher for making errors and not being given enough time to come up with a response before 

being corrected were also cited as sources of frustration and anxiety.  Some participants also 

spoke of times when they were humiliated by their teachers and described their teachers as 

intimidating, condescending, and stern.  Participants in Mak’s (2011) study also reported anxiety 
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over being evaluated by the teacher while speaking in class and over the lack of wait time they 

were given to consider a response before speaking. 

 Classroom procedures.  Classroom procedures that produce anxiety tend to relate to 

speaking tasks, such as oral presentations, oral quizzes, and being called on to respond in the 

target language (Koch & Terrell, 1991).  In a study of university and high schools students 

enrolled in Spanish foreign language classes, Young (1990) found that most classroom 

procedures that produce high levels of anxiety are speaking related.  Many students expressed 

fear and anxiety about being put on the spot to respond in the target language and about having 

to perform in front of the whole class.  Most students also indicated that they worried about 

being called on and preferred to volunteer answers.  In addition, students from Worde’s (2003) 

study described a torturous and tension-building procedure in which the teacher calls on students 

sequentially by the order in which they are seated.  More recently, Mak (2011) presented similar 

findings, as several participants in her study reported a preference for volunteering answers and 

anxiety over having to give spontaneous responses in front of the class.  In interviews with 

highly anxious foreign language students at the University of Texas, Price (1991) also found that 

speaking in the target language was the greatest source of anxiety.  Some students discussed 

times when they were made fun of by their peers in class, and many participants were highly 

embarrassed by their pronunciation in the target language.   

In another study by Young (1992), she interviewed four scholars in the field of second 

language education to elicit their perspectives on language anxiety: Steven Krashen, Alice 

Omaggio Hadley, Tracy Terrell, and Jennybelle Rardin.  Three of the interviewees cited 

speaking as the most anxiety-provoking of the four skill areas (speaking, listening, reading, and 

writing), especially speaking in front of the class.  Krashen mentioned, as previously discussed in 
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this literature review, that speaking in formal language classes can be particularly anxiety-

inducing because students are not given a silent period.  They are often required to speak before 

they are ready and expected to use linguistic structures that they have yet to acquire. 

Horwitz el al. (1986) also found that anxiety tends to center on oral communication, 

including both listening and speaking, with speaking in class typically being the most common 

source of anxiety cited by students.  However, speaking anxiety generally occurs when students 

have to come up with responses on the spot, such as in role playing, and is not as prevalent in 

activities that simply require students to recite something they have prepared.  Mak’s study 

(2011) supports this finding, as many participants expressed feelings of panic about having to 

speak without advanced preparation.  In terms of listening, students have often reported that they 

experience anxiety when the teacher speaks in the second language for long periods of time 

(Horwitz, et al., 1986).  Students worry they will become lost during the lesson and miss 

important information if they do not understand the teacher’s utterances in the second language.  

Worde (2003) discussed non-comprehension in listening as a source of anxiety as well.  

His study participants reported anxiety when the teacher spoke too quickly or refused to speak 

any English, resulting in problems keeping up during lessons and understanding homework 

assignments.  In addition, Krashen also mentioned in Young’s (1992) interview that listening in 

the target language can cause anxiety if the input is not comprehensible.  When this occurs, some 

anxious learners find it difficult to admit they do not understand something that was said, so the 

speaker is not prompted to repeat or re-phrase an utterance in order to facilitate understanding.  

Consequently, the listener’s anxiety grows, and language acquisition cannot occur due to the lack 

of comprehensible input.   
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Language testing.  Language testing can also produce anxiety, especially when test 

items are unfamiliar, ambiguous, or involve speaking or listening (Daly, 1991).  Several students 

in Worde’s (2003) study of foreign language students cited language tests as sources of anxiety, 

particularly tests of speaking or listening ability.  Daly (1991) explained that “the greater the 

degree of evaluation perceived in a setting, the greater the situational apprehension” (pg. 9).  

Even students who do not generally experience anxiety in speaking the second language may do 

so in evaluative situations.  Language testing, therefore, is not surprising as a source of anxiety, 

given that test anxiety is a form of anxiety in itself, and in language learning situations it is 

combined with language anxiety.  Furthermore, Young (1991) explained that anxiety can also be 

aroused when language tests include unfamiliar question types or formatting that does not 

correspond to the pedagogical approach used in the classroom.  For example, giving grammar 

tests in a class that primarily uses communicative learning activities may increase levels of 

language testing anxiety.  In addition, Alrabai (2014) found that anxiety over language testing 

contributed to the negative attitudes that many students in his study felt towards English class. 

Effects on Behavior and Performance 

 Psychological and physiological effects.  High levels of language anxiety can have 

strong negative effects on students’ feelings, behaviors, performance, and achievement.  

According to Worde’s (2003) study, language anxiety manifests itself physically with symptoms 

such as tension, stomach ache, sweating, and heart-pounding.  Anxious students may experience 

feelings of fear or anger, loss of patience, blanking out, or an obsessive need to look ahead in the 

text book.  They may also exhibit avoidant behavior by sitting in the back of the room, sleeping 

during lessons, distracting themselves in class by writing or drawing pictures, or skipping class 

altogether.  In Bailey’s (1983) study of adult language learning diaries, she also found that it was 
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not uncommon for students to either temporarily or permanently withdraw from the language 

learning situation by skipping or dropping a class.  Furthermore, in a much more recent study of 

177 students enrolled in English language classes at a secondary school in Malaysia, Wong 

(2009) found that students with high levels of language society conversed, wrote, and read in 

English less often than those with low language anxiety. They had to put more effort into 

comprehending spoken English and also felt less interested, confident, and comfortable in their 

English classes compared to their low anxiety counterparts. Highly anxious students reported 

feelings of stress, fear, self-consciousness, and panic about their language classes as well.  

In the experience of the language teachers interviewed by Young (1992), when students 

experience anxiety they may hesitate, trip over their words, avoid eye contact, laugh nervously, 

sit in uncomfortable silence, give very short answers, freeze up, forget words they have just 

learned, or refuse to speak.  Horwitz et al. (1986) described additional symptoms including 

feelings of apprehension and dread and difficulties concentrating and remembering information.  

Language anxiety can also lead to problems with self-esteem and self-confidence, causing 

students to become highly concerned about their own potential failure and others’ opinions of 

them.  In addition, students with high levels of anxiety tend to underestimate their performance 

and capabilities, avoid interactions with others, and shy away from communicative activities that 

could improve their skills in the target language (Gregersen and Horwitz, 2002). 

In Leary’s (1991) illustration of the effects of anxiety, he explained that anxious 

individuals often have self-deprecating thoughts and are inhibited in their behavior.  He 

suggested that before engaging in social situations, individuals consider both the costs and the 

rewards that could potentially result from the interaction.  If an individual believes that failure to 

successfully engage in the interaction is likely and that the consequences of embarrassment, 
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rejection, and further anxiety outweigh any possible rewards, the individual will likely choose 

not to participate in the interaction.  The individual may avoid interacting at all, which has 

negative implications for language learners, as social interaction is thought to be a significant 

aspect of the language learning process.  

Effects on learning.  In addition to psychological and physiological effects, studies have 

shown that anxiety can lead to problems with language learning.  It is negatively correlated with 

course grades and impairs performance on a variety of listening, speaking, and comprehension 

tasks (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991a; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1994b).  MacIntyre and Gardner 

(1991b) found in their review of the research on the effects of anxiety on language learning that 

anxiety can cause interference with acquisition, production, and retention of the target language.  

Furthermore, they explained that such studies have covered a variety of target languages and 

participant samples and have used many different measures of proficiency, yet the results have 

consistently shown that target language performance is negatively affected by anxiety.  

More recent studies continue to support these findings.  A study of 300 Chinese 

university students enrolled in English foreign language programs concluded that foreign 

language anxiety had a strong impact on listening performance (Zhang, 2013).  Students were 

given the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) as well as an English listening 

comprehension test, and the results showed that students with higher levels of language anxiety 

performed worse on the exam.  Furthermore, when the same participants completed a second 

anxiety scale and listening test three months later, students who had higher levels of anxiety at 

the time of the second test performed worse than they did on the first test, and vice versa for 

students who had lower levels of anxiety the second time they were tested.   
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Atasheneh and Izadi (2012) found similar results in their study of the effects of anxiety 

on a listening comprehension test for 60 students learning English as a foreign language at a 

university in Iran.  Students who were found to have low levels of anxiety based on the FLCAS 

scored higher on the listening comprehension test than students who had high levels of language 

anxiety.  Given the importance of comprehensible input in acquiring a second language, the 

results suggest strong negative implications of listening anxiety on language development.  

Furthermore, in another study by Woodrow (2006), 275 adults taking intensive English classes at 

Australian language centers were administered the Second Language Anxiety Speaking Scale, 

adapted from the FLCAS, and an oral proficiency assessment.  The study found that speaking 

anxiety in the second language was significantly negatively correlated with performance on the 

oral assessment.  Studies such as these suggest that language anxiety may have a negative effect 

on test reliability and can hinder the accurate assessment of students’ speaking and listening 

abilities in the target language. 

MacIntyre and Gardner (1989) studied the effects of anxiety on learning and recalling 

French vocabulary for native English speakers at a Canadian university with varying levels of 

experience taking French as a foreign language classes.  Participants were administered a series 

of anxiety scales and completed four computerized French vocabulary learning trials followed by 

tasks to test their recall of the vocabulary words.  The measures of French class anxiety and 

French use anxiety were found to be negatively correlated with students’ scores on the 

vocabulary tests for both the oral and written components.  In addition, MacIntyre and Gardner 

did not find the measures of trait anxiety, state anxiety, or test anxiety to be significantly 

correlated to students’ scores, adding further evidence to the idea the language anxiety is distinct 

and separate from general forms of anxiety.  
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A deeper understanding of how anxiety impacts cognitive processing in language 

learning can be reached by considering more historical research.  Krashen (1981) asserted that 

anxiety level is one characteristic that can distinguish between high and low performers in 

language classrooms because anxiety can have a strong impact on the affective filter.  

Furthermore, MacIntyre (1995) explained that language anxiety creates a situation where 

students’ attention is divided, as they “are focused on both the task at hand and their reactions to 

it” (p. 96).  This interferes with their ability to process, store, and retrieve information.  This idea 

was first theorized by Eysenck (1979) who suggested that anxious students have less space for 

processing language learning tasks because their brains are also focused on processing the 

emotions that accompany anxiety.  Students’ ability to give their full attention and concentration 

to the learning task is reduced due to preoccupation with their feelings of anxiety.   

Similarly, Leary (1991) mentioned that worry and self-deprecating thoughts prevent 

anxious individuals from giving their complete attention to the task or situation at hand.  Eysenck 

(1979) also suggested that students who experience language anxiety may put forth additional 

effort into the language task to make up for the interference, which could actually lead to an 

improvement in performance.  However, MacIntyre (1995) argued that this theory only applies 

to simple tasks, and as the cognitive demands of language learning increase, additional effort 

from the student is not sufficient to make up for the interference, and the negative effects of 

anxiety begin.  In addition, high levels of anxiety can cause learners to focus their attention on 

the physical properties of words, like phonetic features, and pay little attention to the actual 

meaning of the words (Gass and Selinker, 1994).  

MacIntyre and Gardner’s research on input, processing, and output from the 1990s.  

According to MacIntyre and Gardner (1991a), research prior to the 1990s on the effects of 
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anxiety on learning and performance had focused only on language output, or production, of the 

target language.  In a study of 95 university students who had taken several years of French 

language courses, MacIntyre and Gardner examined the effects of anxiety on input as well as 

output.  They explained that attention and concentration when students first encounter and 

process new information in the target language is important in order for the information to be 

accurately stored in students’ memories.  To take a specific look at the impact of anxiety on the 

input stage of language development, the researchers administered the Digit Span Test to the 

participants, which focused on concentration and short-term memory as subjects were asked to 

listen to a string of numbers and then write them down as accurately as possible.  Language 

anxiety was found to be associated with performance on the task when administered with French 

numbers, suggesting that anxiety may interfere with concentration and processing at the input 

stage.  The test was also administered in English, the students’ native language, and in that case 

performance was not associated with anxiety. From this we can conclude that it was the foreign 

language component, not the task itself that caused anxiety and disrupted processing. Based on 

their results, MacIntyre and Gardner (1991a) concluded that anxiety at the input stage could limit 

the ability to store information in short-term memory and to acquire the target language. 

In two other studies, MacIntyre and Gardner (1994a; 1994b) explored the effects of 

anxiety on input, processing, and output.  These are the three stages found in Tobias’ (1986) 

model of language learning.  The input stage occurs when the student is first exposed to new 

items in the target language.  Tobias explained that if students experience anxiety at this stage 

they may be distracted, resulting in less information encoded in short-term memory.  Learning 

and understanding of new information occurs during the processing stage, and students may not 

fully grasp the meaning of new words and phrases in the second language if anxiety occurs at 
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this stage.  The output stage involves the production of spoken or written utterances in the target 

language.  Students who experience anxiety at this stage may struggle to retrieve from their 

memory the necessary vocabulary and grammatical rules to form a message. 

MacIntyre and Gardner’s (1994a) first study of this nature involved 72 participants 

enrolled in first year college-level French courses.  They were divided into three experimental 

groups and one control group and took part in a computerized learning program using French 

vocabulary.  A video camera to record participants was introduced at different points for each of 

the three experimental groups in order to induce anxiety during either the input, processing, or 

output stage of learning.  All participants rated their own anxiety levels at different points 

throughout the learning program.  The results of MacIntyre and Gardner’s study showed that 

students in the experimental groups experienced significant increases in anxiety level 

immediately after the video camera was introduced, while the control group had relatively stable 

levels of anxiety throughout the learning program.  For the tasks that the participants completed 

at each of the three stages, the scores were found to be lowest for whichever group had most 

recently experienced increased levels of anxiety.  The control group scored the highest on all 

three tasks.  In addition, a vocabulary recall task requiring oral responses to questions using the 

learned vocabulary was administered after the completion of the learning program.  Anxiety was 

found to increase significantly during this task for all groups, including the control group, 

suggesting that communicative tasks cause more anxiety than learning tasks.  However, the 

control group still scored highest on this task, indicating that anxiety during the earlier stages 

hindered learning for the experimental groups.  This study showed that anxiety at the earlier 

stages of language learning interfered with students’ ability to produce language at the output 

stage and effectively engage in communicative tasks (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1994a). 
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In another study of students enrolled in university French as a second language courses, 

MacIntyre and Gardner (1994b) developed separate scales to measure participants’ anxieties 

regarding each of the three stages of learning: input, processing, and output.  The participants 

also completed language tasks corresponding to each of the stages.  The results showed 

significant negative correlations between input anxiety, processing anxiety, and output anxiety 

and participants’ performance on the tasks related to each type.  Results from the input task 

indicated that anxious students had more difficulty holding target language items in their short-

term memory and that they needed more time to recognize even very simple words.  This 

indicates that they had fewer items available to them for the processing and output stages.  The 

processing tasks revealed that anxious students were less willing to guess at answers and would 

rather give no response than risk being wrong.  They also spent more time studying during the 

processing tasks than did less anxious students.  Results from the output tasks indicated that 

anxiety reduced the ability to recall items in the target language that are stored in memory. 

Overall, MacIntyre and Gardner (1994b) found that language anxiety included the combined 

effects of anxiety at all three stages, and students with high levels of anxiety will not only have 

difficulty demonstrating what they know but will also have smaller amounts of knowledge in the 

target language from which to draw. 

The cyclical relationship of anxiety and performance.  It is also important to note that 

anxiety and performance have a cyclical relationship (Leary, 1991).  If an individual realizes that 

he or she has performed poorly on a language task, whether it be an assignment, project, or 

communicative interaction, the individual may begin to worry about the social and academic 

consequences of that performance and, therefore, experience anxiety.  Consequently, the 

resulting anxiety and concern over the poor performance interferes with further cognitive 
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processing and leads to continued poor performance.  This, in turn, leads to further anxiety.  In 

other words, when students experience failure in the language classroom, this can increase 

anxiety, which in turn leads to more failure and so on.  MacIntyre and Gardner (1989) similarly 

theorized that once students begin to encounter negative experiences and poor performance in 

the language learning context, the resulting worry and negative expectations further interfere 

with their performance, resulting in more failure and anxiety as a reaction to that failure. The 

student eventually will begin to associate language learning with anxiety, and so the cycle of 

anxiety and poor performance is maintained.  

Additional Considerations for the ESL Context 

 Until this point in the literature review, a distinction has not been made between foreign 

and second language learning contexts.  Overall, the author has used “second language” as a 

general term encompassing any language development beyond the first, or native, language.  

However, it is important to note that there are two distinct situations in which an additional 

language is learned.  A foreign language learning context refers to an individual who is learning 

a language that is not the majority language spoken in the society in which that person lives.  For 

example, a student who is taking a Spanish class at an American university would be learning 

Spanish as a foreign language because Spanish is not the primary language of the United States.  

On the other hand, a second language learning context refers to an individual who is learning the 

majority language of the society they live in, and therefore is surrounded by it in daily life.  For 

example, a Spanish-speaking student who has immigrated to the United States from Mexico and 

enrolled in an American high school would be learning English as a second language because 

English is the majority language of the student’s new country of residence.  



TEACHER’S HANDBOOK FOR REDUCING ANXIETY 31 
 

 Most of the studies presented thus far have been conducted in a foreign language learning 

setting.  Many of the findings on language anxiety can be generalized across both settings, but it 

is also important to understand some additional concerns about language anxiety for students 

who are learning in a second language context.  Littlewood (1984) explained that learning a new 

language in a second language environment may be especially anxiety-provoking due to 

difficulties making casual conversation, inability to fully express one’s personality, and the need 

to relearn how to perform common daily tasks, such as ordering food in a restaurant, within the 

new society.  Woodrow (2006) made a similar point that students learning in a second language 

environment will likely have anxiety about everyday communication outside the classroom, and 

teachers need to ensure that students are learning authentic language skills for real life situations.   

The United States is seeing increasing numbers of immigrants and, as a result, increasing 

enrollment of students receiving English as a Second Language (ESL) services in the nation’s 

schools and universities.  Consequently, it is important for teachers who work with these students 

to consider the factors that may cause English language anxiety and how this anxiety can be 

reduced.  Teachers should be aware that some of these students have immigrated due to 

traumatic circumstances (Ariza, 2002).  Most newly arrived immigrants will likely experience 

feelings of culture shock and may be initially resistant to learning the target language. 

 Pappamihiel (2002) investigated the anxieties of 178 middle-school students who had 

emigrated from Mexico and were attending a school in the United States. All of the participants 

had at least an intermediate level of English proficiency and were mainstreamed for part of the 

day, meaning they attended some classes alongside their native English-speaking peers.  

Pappamihiel explained that not only do ESL students experience the same fear of negative 

evaluation, test anxiety, and communication apprehension as foreign language learners, but they 
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may also feel that learning the second language is a threat to their sense of self (Guiora, 1983).  

They may feel that they have to create a new persona in the second language and may struggle to 

come to terms with how the new language and culture will affect their own identity.  Anxiety 

may be a result of perceiving the second language learning experience as personally threatening.  

English language learners (ELLs) may also feel a strong social distance between themselves and 

their peers as a result of linguistic and culture barriers.   

The study’s purpose was to compare students’ anxieties in the ESL classroom and the 

mainstream classroom. Pappamihiel (2002) illustrated that not only are schools in the U.S. seeing 

higher numbers of ELLs, but ELLs are also entering mainstream classes with lower levels of 

English proficiency.  Many students and teachers believe that once ELLs are mainstreamed they 

are ready to use the academic English necessary for content area classes.  Students’ feelings of 

self-efficacy may diminish when they find that this is often not the case and accommodations are 

still needed.  They may also face negative judgments from their teachers and peers due to their 

English language ability (Cummins, 1996).   

Through the use of focus groups and the English Language Anxiety Scale (ELAS), 

Pappamihiel (2002) found that sources of anxiety differed between ESL and mainstream 

classrooms.  In their ESL classes, participants’ anxieties were mostly associated with academic 

achievement and interactions with the teacher.  Participants expressed apprehension about having 

to respond very quickly to their ESL teachers and being corrected by them constantly.  In the 

mainstream classroom, however, achievement was not related to anxiety, and students who had 

high grades in their ESL classes were just as anxious as the low achievers when in mainstream 

classes.  Overall, anxiety levels were much higher for mainstream classes and were mostly a 

result of strained social interactions with native speakers.   
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Worde’s (2003) study also found interaction with native speakers to be a source of 

anxiety.  These participants were foreign language learners, but they expressed anxiety about 

being in classes with native speakers.  They mentioned that, under these circumstances, the 

teacher would give instruction at a higher level, and some felt the teacher compared them 

negatively to the native speakers in the class.  This has important implications for ELLs who 

may spend much of their time in classes with native English speakers.  In addition, participants 

in Pappamihiel’s (2002) study explained that some native speakers would laugh at them for 

saying something wrong and generally did not like working with English learners because they 

needed more help completing many classroom learning tasks.  Some students also commented 

that they did not like interacting with their mainstream teachers and that their anxiety was 

reduced in mainstream classes where some Spanish was used.  Many participants tended to 

withdraw from interactions in the mainstream classroom due to lack of safe relationships with 

teachers and peers. 

Reducing Language Anxiety in the Classroom 

 Creating the right environment.  In beginning to consider the recommendations for 

reducing anxiety in language classrooms, it is important to realize that anxiety is not only an 

internal process.  As made clear by the review of the literature, there are several external factors 

such as teaching practices, interactions with classmates, and overall environment that play a 

large part in language anxiety (Noormohamadi, 2009).  One of the first steps teachers can make 

toward reducing anxiety levels in the classroom is to develop a relaxed atmosphere.  Reyes and 

Vallone (2008) illustrated that in order to lower students’ affective filters so that more language 

acquisition can take place, it is important for teachers to provide patience, support, and a stress-

free classroom environment.  Learners need to feel they are accepted and valued before they will 
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share their ideas and take the necessary risks that accompany the language learning process.  

Young (1990) recommended that instructors create a warm environment by having a good sense 

of humor and displaying friendliness and patience with students.  Wong (2009) illustrated that 

the right learning environment can be developed by setting small realistic goals that allow 

students to achieve success.  

Teacher-student interactions.  Price (1991) found in her interviews with highly anxious 

language students that teachers play a significant role in either alleviating or increasing students’ 

anxieties.  Teacher-student interactions and are an important component of creating an 

environment where students feel safe.  Based on the evidence that error correction is a significant 

cause of anxiety, several researchers have recommended using gentle methods of correction to 

avoid embarrassing students, such as modeling correct responses rather than directly pointing out 

errors (Phillips, 1999; Price, 1991; Worde, 2003; Young, 1992).  Others recommend using 

communicative activities in which error correction in conversation is avoided all together and 

students are allowed to speak freely, placing emphasis on meaning rather than correct 

grammatical form (Ariza, 2002; Price, 1991; Young, 1992).  Phillips (1999) explained one 

strategy that, during communicative activities, the teacher can make note of students’ errors and 

then review common mistakes with the whole class without singling out any individual students.   

Similarly, Omaggio Hadley suggested in her interview with Young (1992) that teachers 

let students know they are free to express themselves with mistakes without penalty and that 

effectively communicating a message, even if not grammatically accurate, will be rewarded. 

Teachers should also take care to avoid constantly assessing their students, as this raises the 

affective filter and can inhibit learning (Reyes & Vallone, 2008).  Furthermore, teachers should 
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always provide positive reinforcement and encouragement to students when possible 

(Noormohamadi, 2009; Price, 1991; Wong, 2009).   

Instructional practices.  As previously discussed, the way the teacher conducts 

classroom learning tasks is a significant factor in students’ anxiety levels.  Based on the student 

responses of a language anxiety questionnaire, Wong (2009) recommended avoiding certain 

practices that tend to cause tension for students, such as pop quizzes, highly competitive 

activities, and requiring students to speak in front of the class without advance preparation.  In 

interviews with Young (1992), both Krashen and Terrell recommended that teachers try to make 

use of topics that students are knowledgeable about and find interesting so they will be more 

likely to engage in discussion.  Results from Young’s (1990) study support this recommendation, 

as 94% of the high school participants stated they would be more willing to participate in class 

discussions if they covered interesting topics.  In addition, in interviews with Worde (2003), 

students stated that anxiety could be reduced if teachers spoke more slowly and used the 

students’ native language for clarification and giving assignments in lower level classes.  In line 

with the input hypothesis, Reyes and Vallone (2008) recommended that teachers modify their 

speech in order to provide comprehensible input, and Freeman and Freeman (2001) suggest 

making input comprehensible through use of visual aids and gestures.   

Speaking activities.  Because speaking activities are the most frequently cited source of 

anxiety, classroom procedures in this area require special attention.  Some teachers and 

researchers have suggested that students be allowed to volunteer answers, rather than calling on 

them abruptly to respond (Young, 1990; Young, 1992; Worde, 2003).  Often times, this means 

that only a few students will volunteer to participate, so in order to facilitate participation of all 

students, small groups should be utilized.  Omaggio Hadley recommended that students work 
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frequently in pairs using conversation starter cards in order to develop their confidence in 

speaking the target language (Young, 1992).  Young (1990), Price (1991), Worde (2003), and 

Wong (2009) also strongly suggested providing opportunities for students to work in small 

groups and pairs so they are able to practice the language without the whole class listening.  

Furthermore, Krashen explained that anxiety can be reduced if teaching practices are aligned 

with the input hypothesis (Young, 1992).  This means that beginning language students should 

be given a reasonable silent period, rather than being forced to speak right away.  Freeman and 

Freeman (2001) also suggest a classroom pedagogy that emphasizes comprehension and 

interaction rather than accuracy of grammatical form.   

Some specific recommendations for oral evaluations are provided by Phillips (1999).  

These types of tasks can be especially anxiety-inducing because they combine language anxiety, 

communication anxiety, and test anxiety.  To reduce anxiety as much as possible, instructors 

should ensure that students have plenty of oral language practice and that they are tested with 

familiar activities they have used in class.  For example, if the teacher often uses role play 

activities for oral practice, this activity could also be utilized for evaluation purposes.  

Furthermore, Phillips explained that students should be rewarded not only for correct 

grammatical form but for their ability to convey the appropriate meaning.  

Listening activities. Listening comprehension is associated with anxiety and tends to be 

the most frequently cited source of apprehension after speaking.  Vogely (1999) explained that 

reading and writing tasks provide students with more time to think, reread, and consider 

responses, while listening tasks often require students to respond quickly after hearing the 

information only once.  She asserted that reducing anxiety in listening activities is especially 

important because comprehensible input is paramount to language acquisition.  One 
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recommendation Vogely made is that teachers record themselves speaking in the target language 

so they can become more aware of their voice quality, enunciation, and rate of speech and make 

necessary adjustments.  During structured listening tasks, input can also be made more 

comprehensible through the use of visuals, pre-listening organizers, and outlines of the text.  

Several repetitions can help to reduce anxiety during such activities, and students can be asked to 

listen for specific items so they do not feel overwhelmed.  Instructors should also advise students 

to listen for overall meaning rather than trying to understand every word.   

More recently, Atasheneh and Izadi (2012) addressed listening comprehension test 

anxiety and made a similar recommendation that students be taught to listen for main ideas, as 

trying to follow along word for word is an unrealistic expectation and tends to cause anxiety.  

They also advised teachers to order test items from easy to difficult because a difficult first 

question can arouse anxiety that impacts students’ performance on the rest of the exam. In an 

experimental study, Atasheneh and Izadi administered two listening comprehension exams to 

highly anxious English learners at a university in Iran.  For the second exam, the individual 

administering the test tried to create a relaxed atmosphere by providing participants with positive 

encouragement, suggestions, and support, which resulted in a significant improvement in test 

scores on the second exam.  This suggests that it is important for teachers to make an effort to 

reduce anxiety during testing situations in order for evaluations to produce accurate results.   

Learning styles.  According to Oxford (1999), anxiety can also occur when a student’s 

learning style does not match the instructor’s teaching style.  Students may be visual, auditory, 

tactile, or kinesthetic learners and will feel more comfortable when their style of learning is 

utilized by the teacher.  Oxford suggested that teachers administer a survey to determine their 

students’ learning styles and adapt instruction to suit students’ preferences.  To do so, Oxford 
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(1999), Vogely (1999), and Worde (2003) recommended using a variety of activities during each 

lesson in order to incorporate all learning styles and ensure each student’s needs are met. 

Building a sense of community.  Several researchers have also advised that language 

instructors work to build a sense of community, camaraderie, and friendship among students to 

help them feel more secure and less afraid of being ridiculed (Ariza, 2002; Phillips, 1999; Price, 

1991; Worde, 2003; Young, 1990).  Many students in Young’s (1990) study agreed that they 

would feel more comfortable speaking in front of the class if they knew their classmates better.  

Ariza (2002) recommended that teachers plan icebreakers and activities for students to get to 

know each other and to incorporate non-competitive conversation circles.  Similarly, students in 

Worde’s (2003) study suggested that the teacher arrange desks in a circle to help develop a 

feeling of community.  Worde also recommended that teachers encourage students to be 

proactive in creating this atmosphere by forming study groups and participating in language 

clubs outside of class.  

Addressing anxiety directly.  Directly addressing students’ anxieties and fears about the 

language learning process is also a frequently mentioned strategy for reducing anxiety in the 

classroom (Foss & Reitzel, 1988; Phillips, 1999; Vogely, 1999; Worde, 2003; Young, 1991).  

Both Phillips (1999) and Worde (2003) recommended that instructors begin the first day of class 

by acknowledging students’ fears, explaining that language learning anxiety is very common, 

and allowing students to share their own feelings and worries.  Foss and Reitzel (1988), Vogely 

(1999), and Young (1991) also suggested that teachers have students make a list of their fears on 

the board so students can see that many of their classmates share the same feelings.  This can 

help students feel more at ease as they realize they are not alone in their anxiety. 
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Addressing false beliefs.  As discussed previously, students’ beliefs and misconceptions 

about how languages are learned can cause unrealistic expectations that lead to anxiety.  

Consequently, Horwitz (1988), Phillips (1999), and Foss and Reitzel (1988) recommended that 

teachers have a discussion with students about the language learning process and bring to light 

their erroneous and irrational beliefs.  Instructor should also explain that such beliefs can have 

negative effects on their learning.  Phillips (1999) suggested using a questionnaire about 

common second language acquisition misconceptions and explaining to students that many 

variables besides natural aptitude are related to success in language learning, including attitude, 

motivation, willingness to take risks, and anxiety level.  Horwitz (1988) also advised teachers to 

discuss the amount of time and effort it takes to develop proper pronunciation and fluency.  In 

addition, teachers should encourage students to make mistakes and explain that they are a normal 

and necessary part of the learning process (Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002; Noormohamadi, 2009; 

Price, 1991; Young, 1990).  Nishitani and Matsuda (2011) also recommend helping students 

realize the benefits of failure and how to learn from their mistakes.  To reduce anxiety, it is 

especially important for teachers to help students develop realistic expectations of themselves 

and the language learning process (Price, 1991; Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002).  

 Strategies.  In addition to the more general recommendations discussed above, there are 

also some specific strategies that teachers can carry out with their students in efforts to reduce 

anxiety levels. 

Cooperative learning.  Cooperative learning is one strategy that can be successful in 

reducing students’ anxiety.  Suwantarathip and Wichadee’s (2010) study examined its use with a 

group of university students.  Small groups were formed in class with students of varying 

backgrounds and ability levels, and they worked together to complete various language tasks.  
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One activity they utilized was called “Numbered Heads Together.” Students worked together in 

groups of four, with each student assigned a number.  The teacher called on a number to respond 

to a question after the group worked together to find the answer.  Students reported that they felt 

less anxious when they had group members to help them.  Phillips (1999) explained that students 

tended to feel safer with activities such as these because it is less threatening to share a group 

response than an individual response.  This approach created a sense of community in the 

classroom and students were more relaxed (Suwantarathip & Wichadee, 2010).   

Creative drama.  Another strategy that can help students develop more confidence 

speaking the target language is the use of creative drama.  Piazzoli (2011) experimented with 

process drama for adult learners in her third-year Italian language class.  This type of drama 

involves setting the scene, giving students different roles to play, and engaging in improvisation.  

In interviews with student participants, many stated that they felt more comfortable taking risks 

and practicing the target language because they were taking on a different persona that was not 

themselves.  Students felt that this activity created a safe and collaborative atmosphere where 

they did not feel they were being judged by their classmates.  Reyes and Vallone (2008) also 

recommend creative drama activities such as role playing, improvisation, skits, and other theater 

games, as these can help lower the affective filter and encourage spontaneous communication.  

Omaggio Hadley warned, however, that these types of activities can produce more anxiety for 

some students, so it is important for teachers to know their students and respect their individual 

differences (Young, 1992). 

Relaxation, music, and laughter.  Oxford (1990) recommended that language instructors 

teach students how to use affective strategies to lower their anxiety.  Students can use the 

techniques of progressive relaxation, deep breathing, and meditation to bring themselves to a 
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calmer state, and the instructor may even wish to incorporate these into the beginning of the class 

period.  Oxford also recommended the use of soothing music and humor to encourage relaxation 

and put students in a positive mood.  Teachers can utilize funny videos, jokes, humorous 

dialogues, role-plays, games and other fun activities to stimulate laughter in their classrooms and 

make students feel more at ease. 

Self-encouragement.  Teaching students to encourage themselves is another affective 

strategy that can help to reduce anxiety levels (Oxford, 1990).  Self-deprecating thoughts tend to 

accompany anxiety and can have negative effects on language learning, so it is important that 

students be taught to make regular positive statements about themselves as language learners and 

the progress they are making.  The teacher should model some positive statements that students 

can say to themselves, such as “I understand a lot more of what is said to me now” (p. 165) or 

“It’s OK if I make mistakes” (p. 165).  Students should also be encouraged to reward themselves 

when they do good work or achieve a personal goal.  

Keeping a journal.  Several authors also recommended that students keep a journal of 

their language learning experience (Foss & Reitzel, 1988; Horwitz et al., 1986; Oxford, 1990; 

Young, 1991).  The use of a journal can provide students with an outlet for their feelings, fears, 

and perceptions of the learning process, as well as a place to record learning strategies that they 

have found effective or ineffective.  Teachers can provide students with periodic opportunities to 

share journal entries with the class if they feel comfortable doing so.  According to Foss and 

Reitzel (1988), journal writing can help students reflect on their experiences and anxieties to 

overcome feelings of inadequacy and develop more positive attitudes about their progress. 

 Additional considerations for the second language context.  The above 

recommendations are applicable to both foreign and second language learning contexts, but 
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Pappamihiel (2002) provides a few additional suggestions for working ELLs.  Anxiety can be 

reduced for these students if they are given extra wait time to respond and if they are allowed to 

use their native language in the classroom.  Incorporating students’ home languages into the 

classroom can help reduce anxiety by making students feel that their language, culture, and 

identity is valued.  Teachers need to understand the affective factors that can impact learning and 

be sensitive to the linguistic, cultural, and social challenges these students face.  Teachers should 

be especially understanding of newly arrived immigrants who will likely be experiencing 

feelings of culture shock and need additional time to adjust to their new environment and 

become comfortable participating in class.  Furthermore, because social interactions seem to be 

the primary cause of anxiety for ELLs in mainstream classes, mainstream teachers should help to 

foster positive relationships between the ELLs and the native English speakers in the classroom.   
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Problem 

 The problem this curriculum project addresses is that high levels of language learning 

anxiety can negatively affect students’ classroom performance and progress in their second 

language development. 

Purpose  

 The purpose of this curriculum project is to design a handbook for middle school, high 

school, and adult foreign or second language teachers on how to reduce language learning 

anxiety in the classroom. 
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Methodology 

Step One: Choosing a Topic 

 The topic of language learning anxiety was chosen due to the researcher’s personal 

interest and experience with this form of anxiety.  During an intensive Spanish immersion course 

that the researcher took in Spain, she found herself overwhelmed with apprehension and self-

consciousness when required to speak in the target language, especially in front of other students 

with whom she had formed friendships.  Several class periods involved group conversations in 

the target language between the students and the instructor in which the researcher became 

completely lost and was called on to contribute with no idea what was being discussed.  The 

researcher began the experience with excitement at the prospect of achieving greater fluency in 

Spanish, but eventually she began to dread going to class and avoided participating in social 

activities that required interacting in Spanish.  Unfortunately, the result of this was that very little 

gain in Spanish language proficiency and fluency was achieved.  

 When the researcher began to explore this area as a possible thesis topic, she was 

surprised to find that language learning anxiety is a common experience with significant negative 

effects on language learning that have been thoroughly documented.   In hopes that doing so 

might provide support to language learners like herself, the researcher chose to focus on 

understanding the theory, research, and practice of language anxiety, and she sought to find ways 

of reducing anxiety in the language classroom.  The creation of an anxiety-reduction handbook 

was chosen to provide foreign and second language teachers with guidelines and strategies for 

creating a low-anxiety classroom atmosphere where students are comfortable engaging in 

communicative tasks that will improve their oral language skills. 
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Step Two: Reviewing the Literature 

 The sources used for the literature review included books and peer reviewed articles from 

academic journals.  Books were found using WorldCat and articles were found using the ERIC 

and PsycINFO databases.  Interlibrary Loan was used frequently to obtain books and articles 

from other libraries that were not available at SUNY Fredonia’s library or databases.  Search 

terms used to find these sources included language learning anxiety, foreign language anxiety, 

second language anxiety, language anxiety and performance, language learning and the 

affective filter, English as a second language and anxiety, and reducing language anxiety.   

In addition, many of the sources the researcher found led to other useful books and 

articles by considering the authors that were cited throughout.  The researcher discovered that 

there were a few key authors and sources frequently cited in the research on this field that would 

be essential to the development of this project, most notably the authors Horwitz, MacIntyre, 

Gardner, Krashen, and Young.  It should be noted that many of these sources date back to the 

1980s and 1990s, as this was the time period when this topic was most heavily researched.  

However, the findings from these books and articles are still considered to be relevant and useful 

for modern language classrooms because these sources and authors are still consistently cited in 

more recent research on the topic.  

Step Three: Conducting a Needs Assessment 

 In order to determine if a handbook for teachers on reducing language anxiety would be 

beneficial, the researcher contacted two local language teachers.  The interview questions used 

for this needs assessment can be found in Table 1 on the following page.  One was an English as 

a second language (ESL) teacher working in a K-12 setting, with experience teaching students at 



TEACHER’S HANDBOOK FOR REDUCING ANXIETY 46 
 

several different grade levels.  In a meeting with the researcher, this teacher illustrated that she 

had experienced language anxiety with some students who were extremely shy, afraid to speak 

out in class, nervous about fitting in, and fearful of looking stupid in front of peers (C. Carlson, 

personal communication, April 22nd, 2015).  She also explained that anxiety was prevalent 

among students who were newly arrived immigrants to the United States.  She thought that a 

guidebook for teachers on addressing such anxiety with students and providing strategies for 

reducing it would be beneficial.  She suggested that this handbook include ways of getting 

anxious students to participate in class, as interaction and engagement in communicative 

activities is essential to oral language development.  

 The second teacher the researcher consulted about the needs of such a handbook also 

worked in a K-12 setting but as a Spanish teacher.  She has experience with both middle school 

and high school foreign language learners.  She illustrated that many of her students are hesitant 

and anxious, especially her first year students, when they have to engage in conversational tasks 

that require both listening and speaking (K. Orbaker, personal communication, April 23nd, 2015).  

She feels that anxiety creates a huge barrier in language learning and causes some students to 

shut down or give up in the middle of a response.  In her opinion, a handbook with strategies for 

reducing anxiety that teachers could use from day one would be very helpful in order to begin 

creating a positive atmosphere from the first day of school.  She also stated that this would be 

beneficial for new teachers who have not yet had experience in dealing with students’ emotions, 

as well as for more experienced teachers who may have tried many strategies that proved to be 

unsuccessful. 
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Table 1 

Interview Questions for Needs Assessment 

Questions for Needs Assessment 

1. Have you noticed anxiety with any of your students in regards 

to learning and/or practicing the target language? 

2. If so, do you think it is a problem that affects learning? 

3. Does age seem to be a factor in terms of experiencing 

language anxiety? 

4. What types of activities or tasks seem to cause the most 

anxiety? 

5. Do you think a handbook for teachers on reducing anxiety in 

the classroom would be useful? 

 

Step Four: Glossary of Terms 

 Upon discussion with the Master’s project advisor, it was determined that a glossary of 

terms should be included in the handbook.  There are many terms and abbreviations associated 

with language learning used in the handbook, and some teachers potentially using the handbook 

may not be familiar with all of these terms.  Including the glossary of terms makes the handbook 

more user friendly, as teachers are able to flip to this section when they are unsure of the 

meaning of a term used in the text, rather than having to look it up elsewhere. The researcher was 

able to define these terms using the knowledge she gained throughout her TESOL coursework.  

Step Five: Using the Handbook 

 This handbook provides foreign and second language teachers with important guidance 

and strategies on alleviating their students’ anxieties about the language learning process, 



TEACHER’S HANDBOOK FOR REDUCING ANXIETY 48 
 

especially in respect to oral language usage.  It is divided into two main sections: general 

guidelines for creating a low-anxiety language classroom and activities that can be completed 

with students to directly address and reduce anxiety levels.  It is recommended that all language 

teachers take note of and implement the general guidelines in their classrooms.  It is also 

suggested that teachers attempt to gauge the anxiety levels of all their students through a 

questionnaire and group discussion on the matter, and based on students’ responses, utilize some 

of the activities described in the handbook if anxiety appears to be an issue.  It is not expected 

that teachers will use every activity in the handbook but that they will apply the techniques they 

deem most appropriate and useful. 

Step Six: Intended Audience 

 The intended audience for this handbook is foreign and second language teachers.  

Because high levels of language learning anxiety are found to occur in adolescents and adults but 

generally not in children, this handbook is intended for teachers who work with older learners.  

Children tend to be less inhibited, and as we age into adolescence and adulthood we develop 

greater self-awareness and thus, higher levels of self-consciousness. For this reason, the intended 

audience would include teachers at the middle school, high school, and university level, as well 

as those who teach adult learners outside of the university setting.   

Step Seven: Finding a Framework 

 The researcher found a similar handbook about reducing language anxiety and used this 

as the starting point when developing the framework for the Master’s project handbook (Alrabai, 

2014).  After reviewing the organization of Alrabai’s handbook, the researcher decided to 

include an introduction to briefly describe what the handbook is for and why it was created, as 
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well as a section on the intended audience of the handbook.  Alrabai included a glossary of terms 

in his introduction, which the researcher also thought was important and created a separate 

section for that.  Like Alrabai, the researcher decided to include a section near the beginning of 

the handbook to briefly list the main sources of anxiety, as this is important information for 

language teachers to know.  

In addition, the researcher included a section on the negative effects of anxiety on 

learning, so that educators can be made aware of the reasons why language anxiety is a problem.  

Alrabai’s handbook goes on to list each anxiety-reduction strategy separately, while the 

researcher for this handbook decided to group them into two different parts: general guidelines 

for creating a low-anxiety atmosphere and more specific strategies and activities for reducing 

anxiety.  A final section was included to address additional recommendations for working with 

ELLs, as there are some special concerns for working with this group that are not covered in the 

first two parts.  An outline of the framework is included on the following page and was used to 

form the table of contents of the handbook.  

Table 2 

Framework for Handbook 

Table of Contents 
Introduction to the handbook 
Who is this handbook for? 
Glossary of terms 
Main sources of anxiety 
Negative effects of anxiety on learning 
Part I: General guidelines 
 Creating a low-anxiety atmosphere 
  Teacher-student interactions 
  Instructional practices 
  Building a sense of community 
Part II: Strategies 
 Addressing anxiety directly 
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 Addressing false beliefs 
 Cooperative learning 
 Creative drama 
 Relaxation, music, and laughter 
 Self-encouragement 
 Keeping a journal 
Additional considerations for ELLs 
 Culture shock 
 Use of the home language 
 Social interactions with native English 
 speakers 

 

Step Eight: Creating the Handbook 

 Sources of anxiety.  A brief section listing the main sources of anxiety is included in the 

handbook in order to provide educators with background information and a better overall 

understanding of the topic.  It is important that language teachers are aware of the causes of 

anxiety so they are able to avoid some of the common triggers.  The sources were organized into 

six different tables based on the six categories of anxiety discussed in the literature review and 

broken down into bullet points for ease of reading.  

 Effects of anxiety.  A brief section describing the negative effects of anxiety on language 

learning is also included in the handbook.  Addressing these effects helps language teachers 

realize the importance of supporting anxious learners and working to reduce anxiety levels in 

their classrooms.  The effects were organized into one table and also broken down into bullet 

points so as to be more reader-friendly.  

 Organizing the anxiety-reduction strategies.  Determining how to organize the 

strategies for reducing anxiety was a significant part of the creation of the handbook, owing to 

the need to develop a logical flow. The researcher decided that the anxiety reduction strategies 

fall into two main categories, general guidelines and specific activities, and grouped them into 
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those two parts.  A third part was also included to cover additional considerations for working 

with ELLs, as this group has some specific needs that need to be addressed. 

 Tool kit.  The researcher also added an appendix to the end of the handbook, referred to 

as the “tool kit.” This section includes some documents that teachers may find helpful when 

implementing some of the strategies in the handbook.  The documents in the tool kit are the 

Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), the Beliefs About Language Learning 

Inventory (BALLI), an example of the “Find Someone Who” cooperative learning activity, 

guides for completing progressive relaxation, deep breathing, and meditation exercises with 

students, and photo examples of how to incorporate students’ home language around the 

classroom. Further explanation on how to utilize these items is included at the beginning of the 

tool kit section. These tools are also discussed throughout the handbook.  

Step Nine: Identifying Limitations 

 It should be noted that the majority of the research used to develop the handbook was 

conducted in a foreign language learning setting.  Most commonly, research was conducted with 

students learning a foreign language at the university level in both the United States and abroad. 

However, the researcher has determined that most of the strategies utilized for reducing anxiety 

in foreign language classrooms can be effectively applied to second language classrooms as well 

and that they are also appropriate for middle school and high school aged students.  Second 

language teachers are advised to use their best judgment in determining which strategies are 

applicable to their situation and to make any modifications they feel would be more appropriate 

for the learning context. 
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Step Ten: Disseminating the Handbook 

 After completing the handbook, the last step of the project was to begin making plans for 

the distribution of the handbook.  Due to the wide target audience of the handbook, there are 

many possible options of schools that could utilize it. Jamestown Community College and 

Fredonia State University are both nearby colleges that could potentially use the handbook 

within their foreign language departments. Middle school and high school foreign language 

teachers at nearby districts including Falconer, Frewsburg, Southwestern, Jamestown, Fredonia, 

and Dunkirk are also targets for distribution of the handbook. English as a New Language (ENL) 

teachers at the middle school and high school level would benefit from the handbook as well, 

who would primarily be found in the local school districts of Jamestown and Dunkirk.  After 

obtaining contact information from the school district websites, the researcher plans to contact 

these foreign and second language teachers via email and send the handbook electronically to 

those interested.  
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Results 

See A Teacher’s Handbook for Reducing Anxiety in Foreign and Second Language Classrooms 

beginning on the following page.
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Introduction 
            

  

This handbook was developed in order to provide foreign and second 

language teachers with important guidance and strategies for alleviating 

their students’ anxieties about the language learning process, especially in 

respect to oral language usage.  It is divided into two main sections: 

general guidelines for creating a low-anxiety language classroom and 

strategies that can be utilized with students to directly address and reduce 

anxiety levels.  It is recommended that language teachers take note of and 

implement all of the general guidelines discussed in this handbook in their 

classrooms.  It is also suggested that teachers attempt to gauge the anxiety 

levels of all their students through a questionnaire and group discussion 

on the matter, and based on students’ responses, utilize some of the 

strategies described in part two of the handbook if anxiety appears to be 

an issue.  It is not expected that teachers will use every strategy described 

in the handbook but that they will apply the techniques they deem most 

appropriate and useful for their students.  

 

Who is this Handbook For? 

This handbook was created for use by both foreign and second language 

teachers.  Because high levels of language learning anxiety are found to 
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occur in adolescents and adults but generally not in children, this 

handbook is intended for teachers who work with older learners.  This 

would include teachers at the middle school, high school, and university 

level, as well as those who teach adult learners outside of the university 

setting.   

 

Glossary of Terms 

This handbook includes some terminology specific to the field of second 

language acquisition that may not be known to all readers.  For 

convenience, these terms and their definitions are included below.  

Foreign language – a language not widely used within the society that the 

learner lives; may be learned for travel purposes or for academic 

requirements but knowledge of the language is not immediately necessary 

Second language – the dominant language of the society in which the 

learner lives; used in educational settings, the workplace, and everyday life  

Home language – the language that a child learned at home from birth; 

also called native language, first language, or mother tongue 

Native language – another term for home language; the language that an 

individual acquired from birth 
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ELL - English language learner – any individual who has a native 

language other than English and is learning English as an additional 

language 

Language input – language that a learner receives or takes in through 

listening or reading 

Language output – language that a learner produces through speaking or 

writing 

Affective filter – a mental wall within the brain that prevents language 

learners from receiving and processing language input due to emotional 

factors such as anxiety, embarrassment, boredom, low self-confidence, etc.  

Silent period – the beginning stage of language acquisition in which 

learners begin to develop language competence through listening only and 

do not attempt to produce speech  

Mainstream classroom – regular education classroom; within this 

context, refers to the classes that ELLs attend for content area subjects 

alongside native English speakers  

  



 

4 
 

Background Information 
            

 

In order to better understand and help our students who experience high 

levels of language learning anxiety, it is important to be familiar with the 

primary causes of language anxiety within the classroom.  In addition, it is 

important for language teachers to recognize that language learning 

anxiety can have significant negative effects on learning and performance 

so that they will understand the importance of taking steps to reduce 

anxiety levels in their classrooms.  

 

Main Sources of Anxiety 

The main sources of language anxiety can be divided into six categories: 

personal and interpersonal sources, learner beliefs, instructor beliefs, 

instructor-learner interactions, classroom procedures, and language 

testing.  

Personal and Interpersonal 

• Competitiveness –may lead students to compare 

themselves negatively to classmates or to an idealized 

self-image that reflects unrealistic expectations  

Bailey, 1983 

• Fears of public failure, feelings of inadequacy, and 

self-comparisons to classmates 

Bailey, 1983 
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• Low self-esteem and concern over being negatively 

evaluated by peers 

Young, 1991 

• Fear over personal failure and the possible negative 

consequences of failing the class 

Mak, 2011 

 

Learner Beliefs 

• Belief that fluency can be achieved in two years –

leads to worry and frustration when progress is 

slower than anticipated  

Horwitz, 1988 

• Over-concern with correctness and speaking with a 

good accent –leads students to resist speaking 

practice and communicative activities  

Horwitz, 1988 

• Belief that second language learning requires some 

innate ability that they themselves do not possess –

leads to low self-expectations and damages learning 

process  

Horwitz, 1988 

 

Instructor Beliefs 

• Some intimidation is good for improving 

performance 

Young, 1991 

• Friendly relationships with students are 

inappropriate 

Young, 1991 

• Students should not work in pairs or groups because 

it may cause behavior problems in the classroom 

Young, 1991 

*** Beliefs and attitudes such as these create a 

classroom environment in which students feel 

uncomfortable and are afraid to engage in learning 

activities 

Young, 1991 
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Instructor-Learner Interactions 

• Harsh methods of error correction

 • Drawing direct attention to errors in front of 

 the class –may cause students to feel 

 inadequacies are being put on display 

Horwitz et al., 
1986 

 • Interrupting students when speaking to 

 correct errors –may cause frustration and loss 

 of focus 

Worde, 2003 

 • Being reprimanded or humiliated for making 

 errors 

Worde, 2003 

 • Not being given enough time to come up with 

 a response before being corrected 

Worde, 2003 

Mak, 2011 

 

Classroom Procedures 

• Speaking-related tasks  

 • Oral presentations and oral quizzes Koch & Terrell, 
1991 

 • Being put on the spot to respond in the target 

 language and having to perform or give 

 spontaneous  responses in front of the class 

Young, 1990 

Worde, 2003 

Mak, 2011 

 • Embarrassment over pronunciation of the 

 target  language 

Price, 1991 

 • Being made fun of by peers in class Price, 1991 

 • Lack of silent period and being required to 

 speak  in the target language before ready 

Young, 1992 

 • Having to speak without advanced 

 preparation 

Mak, 2011 
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• Listening-related tasks  

 • Teacher speaks in the target language too 

 quickly, for long periods of time, and/or refuses 

 to speak any English –students worry over 

 missing important information and leads to 

 problems keeping up during lessons and 

 understanding assignments  

Horwitz et al., 
1986 

Worde, 2003 

 

Language Testing 

• Combination of language anxiety, test anxiety, and 

fear of negative evaluation 

Daly, 1991 

• Test items that are unfamiliar, ambiguous, or involve 

speaking or listening 

Daly, 1991 
 
Worde, 2003 
 

• Test formatting that does not correspond to the 

pedagogical approach used in the classroom (ex: 

grammar test in a class that primarily uses 

communicative learning activities) 

Young, 1991 

 

 

Negative Effects of Anxiety on Behavior and 
Learning 

• Avoidant behavior such as sitting in the back of the 

room, sleeping during lessons, or skipping class 

Worde, 2003 

Bailey, 1983 

• Feelings of stress, fear, self-consciousness and panic 

about language class 

Wong, 2009 
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• Difficulty concentrating and remembering 

information 

Horwitz et al., 
1986 

• Avoidance of social interactions and communicative 

activities, which could improve skills in target 

language 

Gregersen & 
Horwitz, 2002 

Leary, 1991 

• Self-deprecating thoughts prevent giving full 

attention to learning 

Leary, 1991 

• Interference with acquisition, production, and 

retention of target language 

MacIntyre & 
Gardner, 1991b

• Impairs performance on assessments of listening 

comprehension and speaking ability 

Atasheneh & 
Izadi, 2012  

Zhang, 2013 

Woodrow, 
2006 

• Hinders ability to learn and recall new vocabulary MacIntyre & 
Gardner, 1989 

• Inability to give full attention and concentration to 

language learning tasks due to preoccupation with 

feelings of anxiety 

Eysenck, 1979 

• Limits the ability to store information in short-term 

memory at the input stage of learning 

MacIntyre & 
Gardner, 1991a 

• Limits the ability to retrieve information from long-

term memory during output state of learning 

Tobias, 1986 

MacIntyre & 
Gardner, 1994b

• Leads to cycle in which anxiety causes failure and, in 

turn, that failure causes more anxiety 

Leary, 1991 

MacIntyre & 
Gardner, 1989 
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Part One:  
General Guidelines for Reducing Anxiety 
            

 

Creating a Low Anxiety Atmosphere 
 

In beginning to consider the recommendations for reducing anxiety in 

language classrooms, it is important to realize that anxiety is not only an 

internal process.  There are several external factors such as teaching 

practices, interactions with classmates, and overall environment that play 

a large part in language anxiety (Noormohamadi, 2009).  One of the first 

steps teachers can make toward reducing anxiety levels in the classroom is 

to develop a relaxed atmosphere.  In order to lower students’ affective 

filters so that more language acquisition can take place, it is important for 

teachers to provide patience, support, and a stress-free classroom 

environment (Reyes & Vallone, 2008).  Learners need to feel they are 

accepted and valued before they will share their ideas and take the 

necessary risks that accompany the language learning process.  Instructors 

can create a warm environment by having a good sense of humor and 

displaying friendliness and patience with students (Young 1990).   

This section is broken down into three main categories, with suggestions 

that language teachers can follow to create the right environment in their 

classrooms for students to feel safe and be successful.  
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Teacher-Student Interactions 

Teachers play a significant role in either alleviating or increasing students’ 

anxieties.  Teacher-student interactions are an important component of 

creating an environment where students feel safe.  

• Use gentle methods of error correction to avoid 

embarrassing students, such as modeling the correct 

response rather than directly pointing out the error 

Phillips, 1999 

Price, 1991 

Worde, 2003 

• Use communicative activities in which error 

correction is avoided all together and students are 

allowed to speak freely, placing emphasis on meaning 

rather than correct grammatical form 

 ○ During such activities, the teacher can make 

 note of students’ errors and then review 

 common mistakes with the whole class 

 without singling out individual students 

Ariza, 2002 

Price, 1991 

Young, 1991 

• Let students know they are free to express 

themselves with mistakes without penalty and that 

effectively communicating a message, even if not 

grammatically accurate, will be rewarded 

Young, 1992 

• Avoid constantly assessing students, as this raises 

the affective filter and can inhibit learning 

Reyes & 
Vallone, 2008 

• Always provide positive reinforcement and 

encouragement when possible 

Noormohamadi, 
2009 

Wong, 2009 
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Instructional Practices 

The way the teacher conducts classroom learning tasks is a significant 

factor in students’ anxiety levels.  Because speaking and listening activities 

are the first and second most frequently cited source of classroom 

language anxiety, classroom procedures in this area should be given 

special attention. 

General Guidelines 

• Avoid certain practices that tend to cause tension 

for students, such as pop quizzes, highly competitive 

activities, and requiring students to speak in front of 

class without advance preparation 

Wong, 2009 

• Make use of topics that students are knowledgeable 

about and find interesting so they will be more likely 

to engage in discussion 

Young, 1992 

• Speak slowly and use students’ native language if 

possible for clarification and when giving 

assignments in lower level classes 

Worde, 2003 

• Modify speech and use visual aids and gestures in 

order to make input comprehensible  

Reyes & 
Vallone, 2008 

Freeman & 
Freeman, 2001 

Speaking Activities 

• Allow students to volunteer answers, rather than 

calling on them abruptly to respond 

 ○ Because this often means that only a few 

 students will volunteer to participate, small 

Young, 1990 

Young, 1992 

Worde, 2003 
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 groups should be utilized frequently to 

 facilitate participation of all students 

• Have students work frequently in pairs using 

conversation starter cards to develop confidence in 

speaking the target language  

Young, 1992 

• Provide opportunities for students to work in small 

groups and pairs so they can practice the language 

without the whole class listening 

Price, 1991 

Worde, 2003 

Wong, 2009 

• Give beginner students a reasonable silent period, 

rather than force them to speak in the target language 

right away 

Young, 1992 

• For oral evaluations, ensure that students have 

plenty of oral language practice and that they are 

tested with familiar activities they have used in class 

 ○ Students can be rewarded on oral exams not 

 only for correct grammatical form but for 

 their ability to convey the appropriate 

 meaning 

Phillips, 1999 

Listening Activities 

• Teachers can record themselves speaking in the 

target language in order to become more aware of 

their voice quality, enunciation, and rate of speech 

and make necessary adjustments 

Vogely, 1999 

• During structured listening tasks use visual aids, 

pre-listening organizers, and outlines of the text, and 

allow students to hear several repetitions and listen 

for specific items so they do not feel overwhelmed 

Vogely, 1999 

• Advise students to listen for overall meaning and 

main ideas rather than try to follow along word for 

Vogely, 1999 

Atasheneh & 
Izadi, 2012 
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word, as this can cause student to fall behind and 

become frustrated 

• During listening evaluations, order test items from 

easy to difficult because a difficult first question can 

cause anxiety that impacts performance on the rest of 

the exam 

Atasheneh & 
Izadi, 2012 

Learning Styles 

• Administer a survey to determine students’ learning 

styles and adapt instruction to suit students’ 

preferences by using a variety of activities during 

each lesson in order to incorporate all learning styles 

 ○ Students can be visual, auditory, tactile, or 

 kinesthetic learners, and anxiety can occur 

 when the instructor’s teaching style does not 

 match their learning style 

Oxford, 1999 

Vogely, 1999 

Worde, 2003 

 

 

Building a Sense of Community 

Several researchers have advised that language instructors work to build a 

sense of community, camaraderie, and friendship among students to help 

them feel more secure and less afraid of being ridiculed (Ariza, 2002; 

Phillips, 1999; Price, 1991; Worde, 2003; Young, 1990).  

• Plan icebreakers and activities for students to get to 

know each other 

Ariza, 2002 

• Incorporate non-competitive conversation circles Ariza, 2002 
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• Arrange desks in a circle to help develop a feeling of 

community 

Worde, 2003 

• Encourage students to be proactive in creating this 

atmosphere by forming study groups and 

participating in language clubs outside of class 

Worde, 2003 
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Part Two:  
Strategies for Reducing Anxiety 
            

 

In addition to utilizing the general guidelines for creating a low anxiety 

classroom environment, it may be necessary for language teachers to take 

a more direct approach toward alleviating students’ anxieties.  This can 

involve discussing students’ anxieties with them and incorporating specific 

strategies and activities that have been shown to reduce language anxiety 

in the classroom.  It may also be beneficial to administer the Foreign 

Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (see Tool Kit) to students in order to 

determine their anxiety levels and what specific classroom procedures 

seem to cause the most uneasiness.  

 

Addressing Anxiety Directly 

 Begin the first day of class by acknowledging students’ fears, 

explaining that language learning anxiety is very common, and 

allowing students to share their own feelings and worries (Phillips, 

1999; Worde, 2003). 

 Have students make a list of their fears on the board or write them 

anonymously on slips of paper for the teacher to display in some 

format for the rest of the class.  Students will be able to see that 

many of their classmates share the same feelings which can help 
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them feel more at ease, as they will realize they are not alone in 

their anxieties (Foss & Reitzel, 1988; Vogely, 1999; Young, 1991). 

Addressing False Beliefs 

It is important for teachers to help students develop realistic expectations 

of themselves and the language learning process (Price, 1991; Gregersen & 

Horwitz, 2002).  Because students’ beliefs and misconceptions about how 

languages are learned can cause unrealistic expectations that lead to 

anxiety, the following ideas are recommended:  

 Have a discussion with students about the language learning 

process and bring to light their erroneous and irrational beliefs. 

Explain that such beliefs can have negative effects on their learning 

(Horwitz, 1988; Phillips, 1999; Foss and Reitzel, 1988). 

 Use a questionnaire about common second language 

misconceptions, such as the Beliefs About Language Learning 

Inventory (see Tool Kit), and explain to students that many 

variables besides natural aptitude are related to success in language 

learning, including attitude, motivation, willingness to take risks, 

and anxiety level (Phillips, 1999). 

 Discuss the amount of time and effort it takes to develop proper 

pronunciation and fluency (Horwitz, 1988). 
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 Explain that there are other variables beyond language learning 

aptitude that make for a successful learner, such as motivation, 

attitude, anxiety, and willingness to take risks (Vogely, 1999).  

 Encourage students to make mistakes and explain that they are a 

normal and necessary part of the language learning process 

(Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002; Noormohamadi, 2009; Price, 1991; 

Young, 1990). 

 Help student realize the benefits of failure and how to learn from 

their mistakes (Nishitani & Matsuda, 2011). 

 

Cooperative Learning 

Cooperative learning is one strategy that can be successful in reducing 

students’ anxiety.  It involves forming small groups of students of varying 

background and ability levels, who work together to complete various 

language tasks.  One study examined its use with a group of university 

students using the activity “Numbered Heads Together” (Suwantarathip & 

Wichadee, 2010).  Students worked together in groups of four, with each 

student assigned a number.  The teacher called on a number to respond to 

a question after the group worked together to find the answer.  Students 

reported that they felt less anxious when they had group members to help 

them.  Students tend to feel safer with activities such as these because it is 

less threatening to share a group response than an individual response 
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(Phillips, 1999).  This approach created a sense of community in the 

classroom and students were more relaxed (Suwantarathip & Wichadee, 

2010).   

 

More Cooperative Learning Activities 
(Kagan & Kagan, 2009) 

RoundRobin Students work in small groups and take turns 
responding orally to a question or prompt. 
 

Timed Pair Share Students orally share a response with a partner 
for a set number of minutes while their partner 
listens.  When the time is up the partners switch 
roles. 
 

Inside-Outside 

Circle 

Half of the class forms the inner circle facing 
outward, and half of the class forms the outer 
circle facing inward so students are standing face-
to-face in pairs. Students on the inside circle will 
each have a different question or vocabulary term 
to discuss with their partner.  After discussion, 
students in the outside circle rotate to the next 
student. Switch roles after rotations are complete. 
 

Find Someone Who Students have a paper with various items they 
must fill out by mixing around the room and 
finding classmates who can help them answer the 
questions or who have certain characteristics. 
(See Appendix for example) 
 

Pairs Compare Pairs of students work together to come up with 
responses to a question or prompt.  Then they 
team up with another pair to compare answers.  
 

Find-the-Fiction In small groups, students each write two correct 
statements and one incorrect statement.  Each 
student shares their statements with the rest of 
the group and the others try to identify the 
erroneous statement.  
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Creative Drama 

Creative drama is a strategy that can help students develop more 

confidence speaking the target language.  Erika Piazzoli (2011) 

experimented with process drama for adult learners in her third-year 

Italian language class.  This type of drama involves setting the scene, 

giving students different roles to play, and engaging in improvisation.  In 

interviews with student participants, many stated that they felt more 

comfortable taking risks and practicing the target language because they 

were taking on a different persona that was not themselves.  Students felt 

that this activity created a safe and collaborative atmosphere where they 

did not feel they were being judged by their classmates.   

Other creative drama activities such as role playing, improvisation, 

skits, and other theater games are also recommended, as these can help 

lower the affective filter and encourage spontaneous communication 

(Reyes & Vallone, 2008).  However, these types of activities can produce 

more anxiety for some students, so it is important for teachers to know 

their students and respect their individual differences (Young, 1992). 

 

Relaxation, Music, and Laughter 

Language instructors can also teach students how to use affective 

strategies to lower their anxiety (Oxford, 1990).  Students can use the 
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techniques of progressive relaxation, deep breathing, and meditation (see 

Tool Kit for step-by-step guide) to bring themselves to a calmer state, and 

the instructor may even wish to incorporate these into the beginning of the 

class period.  The use of soothing music and humor to encourage 

relaxation and put students in a positive mood is also recommended.  

Teachers can utilize funny videos, jokes, humorous dialogues, role-plays, 

games and other fun activities to stimulate laughter in their classrooms 

and make students feel more at ease. 

 

Self-Encouragement 

Teaching students to encourage themselves is another affective strategy 

that can help to reduce anxiety levels (Oxford, 1990).  Self-deprecating 

thoughts tend to accompany anxiety and can have negative effects on 

language learning, so it is important that students be taught to make 

regular positive statements about themselves as language learners and the 

progress they are making.  Model positive statements that your students 

can say to themselves, such as: 

 I am understanding a lot more of what is said in the target 

language. 

 It’s okay if I make mistakes because they help me learn. 

 The more I practice speaking, the better my pronunciation 

becomes. 
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 I took a risk today and tried using a new phrase. 

 I had a successful conversation today in the target language. 

You may want to spend five to ten minutes of a few class periods having 

students write down positive statements such as these about their progress 

or about their performance in class that day.  

 Students should also be encouraged to reward themselves when 

they do good work or achieve a personal goal (Oxford, 1990).  Many 

students expect rewards and encouragement to only come from others 

without considering that encouragement from the self can be very 

powerful.  Setting goals and rewarding oneself when they are achieved can 

be an effective way of improving attitude, confidence, and motivation in 

regards to the language learning process.  Furthermore, students should 

be made aware that successful language learning entails some amount of 

risk-taking, along with the possibility of making errors and looking foolish.  

Self-encouragement is needed to accept the risk of these uncomfortable 

moments and push forward.  

 

Keeping a Journal 

Teachers can recommend that students keep a journal of their language 

learning experience (Foss & Reitzel, 1988; Horwitz et al., 1986; Oxford, 

1990; Young, 1991).  The use of a journal can provide students with an 

outlet for their feelings, fears, and perceptions of the learning process, as 
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well as a place to record learning strategies that they have found effective 

or ineffective.  Teachers may provide students with periodic opportunities 

to share journal entries with the class if they feel comfortable doing so, in 

order to receive support and suggestions from peers.  Journal writing can 

help students reflect on their experiences and anxieties to overcome 

feelings of inadequacy and develop more positive attitudes about their 

progress (Foss & Reitzel, 1988).  
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Additional Considerations for ELLs 
            

 

The recommendations provided in this handbook thus far are applicable to 

both foreign and second language learning contexts, but there are some 

additional suggestions for English language learners (ELLs) that should be 

taken into account by teachers who work with this group of students.  

 

Culture Shock 

Teachers need to understand the affective factors that can impact learning 

and be sensitive to the linguistic, cultural, and social challenges these 

students face.  Teachers should be especially understanding of newly 

arrived immigrants who will likely be experiencing feelings of culture 

shock and need additional time to adjust to their new environment and 

become comfortable participating in class. 

Students going through culture shock may feel very overwhelmed 

by their new surroundings and frustrated as they try to understand a new 

language and culture.  Many immigrants have left behind family and 

friends in their home countries, and some have experienced serious 

trauma due to war, oppression, political unrest, and/or loss of loved ones. 

Students may appear irritable, angry, or depressed and may exhibit 

aggressive or defiant behavior (Haynes, 2005).  The best thing that 
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teachers can do for these students is provide them with time, patience, 

support and understanding.  

Some tips for reducing the anxiety of shy newcomers include: 

 Provide a schedule of the day or the class period so students know 

what’s to come. 

 Allow students to whisper an answer to a friend or to the teacher if 

they are afraid to speak. 

 Develop a signal with the student that alerts them that they are 

going to be called on soon.  Then ask a few other students a similar 

question first so they know what to expect and how to respond. 

 Provide them with a word bank and sentence starters to help them 

respond to questions.  

 

Incorporating the Home Language 

Incorporating students’ home languages into the classroom can help 

reduce anxiety by making students feel that their language, culture, and 

identity is valued.  Some ways of utilizing the home language include: 

 Allow students to discuss a topic or piece of text in their native 

language in pairs or groups with students who share that language. 

 Allow students to brainstorm, organize, and/or outline ideas for an 

assignment in their home language. 
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 When posting labels, vocabulary, word walls, classroom rules, 

student objectives, daily schedules, etc. around the room include 

them in both English and the home language. (See Tool Kit for 

examples) 

 Include books in the home language in your classroom library. 

 

Social Interaction with Native English Speakers 

This advice applies specifically to middle and high school mainstream 

teachers who have classes that include a mixture of mainstream students 

and ELLs.  One significant difference between ELLs and students learning 

a foreign language is that ELLs are surrounded by and must interact with 

others who speak the target language, English, as their native language. 

Because social interactions seem to be the primary cause of anxiety for 

ELLs when they are in their mainstream classes (Pappamihiel, 2002), 

mainstream teachers should help to foster positive relationships between 

the ELLs and the native English speakers in the classroom.  This could be 

done by assigning student mentors, study buddies, and/or mixed groups 

of Native speakers and ELLs during team learning tasks.  Native English 

speakers should be encouraged to take on a supportive role of the ELLs in 

the class, and ridicule of these students due to language errors or 

pronunciation should not be tolerated.  
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Conclusion 
            

 

If we want our students to succeed and reach high levels of achievement in 

their language learning, it is important that we recognize and understand 

the negative effects that emotional factors like anxiety can have on 

performance, the primary causes of these anxieties, and what we can do as 

teachers to make our students feel more at ease in their learning 

environment.  Although there is a significant amount of academic material 

that must be covered during the school year, it is important that educators 

take the time during class to address students’ social and emotional needs 

as well.  Our students can achieve more if we work to create supportive 

atmospheres in our classrooms and help reduce anxiety levels that are 

hindering student performance and enjoyment of language learning.  
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Tool Kit 
            

 

Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) – page 33 

Language teachers may wish to administer the FLCAS to students in 

order to determine their anxiety levels and what specific classroom 

procedures seem to cause the most uneasiness.  Administering the survey 

can help start a class discussion about the causes of anxiety and help 

students see that they are not alone in their fears.  For those teaching 

English as a second language, it may be necessary to modify the wording 

of some survey items and also to have the items translated to students’ 

home languages.  

 

Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) – page 35 

Because students’ beliefs and misconceptions about how languages are 

learned can cause unrealistic expectations that lead to anxiety, it is 

important for teachers to address such false beliefs directly.  This can be 

done by administering a BALLI survey to students in order to bring to 

light any erroneous and/or irrational beliefs that they may have. 

Teachers should discuss their misconceptions and help students to 

develop more realistic expectations of the language learning process.  For 

those teaching English as a second language, it may be necessary to 

modify the wording of some survey items and also to have the items 

translated to students’ home languages. 

 

“Find Someone Who” Cooperative Learning Activity – page 37 

An example of the “Find Someone Who” cooperative learning activity is 

provided here for added clarity.  Cooperative learning activities can help 
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reduce anxiety levels by having students work together in pairs and 

small groups.  For this activity, students should move around the room 

asking questions to find a student that matches the characteristic in each 

box.  That student should write their name in the box, and no names can 

be repeated.  

 

Progressive Relaxation, Deep Breathing, and Meditation 

Exercises – page 38-42 

Teaching students how to use affective strategies can help to lower their 

anxieties.  Students can use the techniques of progressive relaxation, deep 

breathing, and meditation to bring themselves to a calmer state and 

reduce stress.  Guides for conducting progressive relaxation, deep 

breathing, and meditation exercises with students are included here and 

can be incorporated into class periods.  

 

Using the Home Language in the Classroom – page 43 

Some examples of how other teachers have incorporated students’ home 

languages into the classroom are included here.  Doing so can help 

reduce anxiety by making students feel that their language, culture, and 

identity is valued. 
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Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale 
(Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986) 

 
Mark each statement with SA (strongly agree), A (agree), N 
(neither agree nor disagree), D (disagree), or SD (strongly 
disagree).  
 
1. I never feel quite sure of myself when I am speaking in my foreign 
language class. 

 
2. I don't worry about making mistakes in language class. 
 
3. I tremble when I know that I'm going to be called on in language class. 
 
4. It frightens me when I don't understand what the teacher is saying in 
the foreign language. 

 
5. It wouldn't bother me at all to take more foreign language classes. 
 
6. During language class, I find myself thinking about things that have 
nothing to do with the course. 

 
7. I keep thinking that the other students are better at languages than I 
am. 

 
8. I am usually at ease during tests in my language class. 
 
9. I start to panic when I have to speak without preparation in language 
class. 

 
10. I worry about the consequences of failing my foreign language class. 
 
11. I don't understand why some people get so upset over foreign language 
classes. 
 
12. In language class, I can get so nervous I forget things I know. 
 
13. It embarrasses me to volunteer answers in my language class. 
 
14. I would not be nervous speaking the foreign language with native 
speakers. 
 
15. I get upset when I don't understand what the teacher is correcting. 
 
16. Even if I am well prepared for language class, I feel anxious about it. 
 
17. I often feel like not going to my language class. 
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18. I feel confident when I speak in foreign language class. 
 
19. I am afraid that my language teacher is ready to correct every mistake I 
make. 
 
20. I can feel my heart pounding when I'm going to be called on in 
language class. 
 
21. The more I study for a language test, the more confused I get. 
 
22. I don’t feel pressure to prepare very well for language class. 
 
23. I always feel that the other students speak the foreign language better 
than I do. 
 
24. I feel very self‐conscious about speaking the foreign language in front 
of other students. 
 
25. Language class moves so quickly I worry about getting left behind. 
 
26. I feel more tense and nervous in my language class than in my other 
classes. 
 
27. I get nervous and confused when I am speaking in my language class. 
 
28. When I'm on my way to language class, I feel very sure and relaxed. 
 
29. I get nervous when I don't understand every word the language teacher 
says. 
 
30. I feel overwhelmed by the number of rules you have to learn to speak a 
foreign language. 
 
31. I am afraid that the other students will laugh at me when I speak the 
foreign language. 
 
32. I would probably feel comfortable around native speakers of the 
foreign language. 
 
33. I get nervous when the language teacher asks questions which I haven't 
prepared in advance.  
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Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory 
(Horwitz, 1988) 

Mark each statement with SA (strongly agree), A (agree), N 
(neither agree nor disagree), D (disagree), or SD (strongly 
disagree). For questions marked with an asterisk (*), circle the 
best choice. 

 
1 It is easier for children than adults to learn a foreign language. 

2. Some people are born with a special ability which helps them learn a 
foreign language. 

3. Some languages are easier to learn than others. 

4. *The language I am trying to learn is: 

 1) Very difficult 2) Difficult 3) Medium difficulty 

 3) Easy 4) Very easy 

5. The language I am trying to learn is structured in the same way as 
English. 

6. I believe that I will ultimately learn to speak this language very well. 

7. It is important to speak a foreign language with an excellent accent. 

8. It is necessary to know the foreign culture in order to speak the foreign 
language. 

9. You should not say anything in the foreign language until you can say it 
correctly. 

10. It is easier for someone who already speaks a foreign language to learn 
another one. 

11. It is better to learn a foreign language in the foreign country. 

12. If I heard someone speaking the language I am trying to learn, I would 
go up to them so that I could practice speaking the language.  

13. It is okay to guess if you do not know a word in the foreign language. 

14. *If someone spent one hour a day learning a language, how long would 
it take him/her to become fluent? 

 1) Less than a year 2) 1-2 years 3) 3-5 years 

 4) 5-10 years  5) You can’t learn a language in 1 hour a day 

15. I have foreign language aptitude.  
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16. Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning many new 
vocabulary words. 

17. It is important to repeat and practice often. 

18. I feel self-conscious speaking the foreign language in front of other 
people. 

19. If you are allowed to make mistakes in the beginning, it will be hard to 
get rid of them later on. 

20. Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning many 
grammar rules. 

21. It is important to practice in the language laboratory.  

22. Women are better than met at learning foreign languages. 

23. If I speak this language very well, I will have many opportunities to use 
it. 

24. It is easier to speak than understand a foreign language. 

25. Learning a foreign language is different from learning other school 
subjects. 

26. Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of translating from 
English. 

27. If I learn to speak this language very well it will help me get a good job. 

28. It is easier to read and write this language than to speak and 
understand it. 

29. People are good at math and science are not good at learning foreign 
languages. 

30. Americans think that it is important to speak a foreign language. 

31. I would like to learn this language so that I can get to know its speakers 
better. 

32. People who speak more than one language well are very intelligent. 

33. Americans are good at learning foreign languages. 

34. Everyone can learn to speak a foreign language. 
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“Find Someone Who” Information Gap Activity 

Find Someone Who… 

has a pet cat. has a pet dog. 

has an older brother. likes to swim. 

has a younger sister. likes to play basketball.  

likes to read books.  walks to school.  

is younger than you. is older than you. 
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Progressive Relaxation 
San Francisco Unified School District Health Programs Department 

http://www.healthiersf.org/resources/pubs/stressRed/ 
StressReductionActivities.pdf 

 
Purpose: 
Students learn deep muscle relaxation as an easy stress reduction activity 
 
Materials: 
No materials needed (Tip: Show students diagrams/illustrations/model of 
human muscles to help them identify/visualize muscle groups in 
preparation for the exercise) 
 
Content: 
Teacher/facilitator introduces the concept that relaxation is a good way to 
reduce stress and anxiety. Tell students that they are going to do an 
activity that will help them relax by tightening and releasing different 
muscle groups in their bodies. Students may sit or lay down on their backs 
(depending on space). 
 
Demonstrate/model each step for students in preparation for their 
participation. Then read and model the following instructions to your 
students twice for each direction: 
 

1. Raise your eyebrows and wrinkle your forehead. Try to touch your 
hairline with your eyebrows. Hold for 5 seconds…and relax. 

2. Make a frown. Hold for 5 seconds…and relax. 
3. Close your eyes as tightly as you can. Draw the corners of your 

mouth back with your lips closed. Hold for 5 seconds…and relax. 
4. Open your eyes and your mouth as wide as you can. Hold for 5 

seconds…and relax. Feel the warmth and calmness in your face. 
5. Stretch your arms out in front of you. Close your fist tightly. Hold 

for 5 seconds…and relax. Feel the warmth and calmness in your 
hands. 

6. Stretch your arms out to the side. Pretend you are pushing against 
an invisible wall with your hands. Hold for 5 seconds…and relax. 

7. Bend your elbows and make a muscle in your upper arm. Hold for 5 
seconds…and relax. Feel the tension leave your arms. 

8. Lift your shoulders. Try to make your shoulders touch your ears. 
Hold for 5 seconds…and relax. 

9. Arch your back away from the back of your chair (or off the floor). 
Hold for 5 seconds…and relax. 

10. Round your back. Try to push it against the back of your chair (or 
the floor). Hold for 5 seconds…and relax. Feel the tension leaving 
your back. 

11. Tighten your stomach muscles. Hold for 5 seconds…and relax. 
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12. Tighten your hip and buttock muscles. Hold for 5 seconds…and 
relax. 

13. Tighten your thigh muscles by pressing your legs together as close 
as you can. Hold for 5 seconds…and relax. 

14. Bend your ankles toward your body as far as you can. Hold for 5 
seconds…and relax. 

15. Curl your toes under as far as you can. Hold for 5 seconds…and 
relax. Feel the tension leave your legs. 

16. Tighten all the muscles in your whole body. Hold for ten 
seconds…and relax. Let your entire body be heavy and clam. Sit 
quietly (or lie quietly) and enjoy this feeling of relaxation for a 
couple of minutes. 

 
Extension: 
Practice this activity with the class at other times to help students acquire 
competency with the technique. It may also be useful to calm and focus 
students in transitions (e.g. after recess) using just a few of the directions. 
Encourage students to practice this activity on their own to reduce stress. 
Have students share this activity with a family member and/or take turns 
leading directions for the class periodically throughout the school year. 
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Deep Breathing 
San Francisco Unified School District Health Programs Department 

http://www.healthiersf.org/resources/pubs/stressRed/ 
StressReductionActivities.pdf 

Purpose: 
Students practice deep breathing techniques as part of stress/anxiety 
reduction. 
 
Materials: 
No materials needed 
 
Content: 
Teacher/facilitator introduces and demonstrates the concept of deep 
breathing as a stress and anxiety reduction strategy that can be used in the 
present moment as well as an excellent skill to master to more effectively 
cope with future stressors. Teacher/facilitator has all students stand with 
comfortable space between each other or seated in a chair. 
 
Provide students with the following directions: 
 

1. Stand straight up with feet shoulder-width apart 
2. Arms and hands are relaxed downward 
3. Body is relaxed 
4. Eyes closed 
5. Focus on lower abdomen (belly) and imagine a small balloon in that 

space 
6. Breath in slowly and deeply through nostrils, imagining the balloon 

inflating (getting bigger/larger/growing) slowly, hold a few 
seconds 

7. Slowly exhale through the mouth, imagining the balloon gently 
deflating (getting smaller, shrinking); blow out of the mouth as if 
blowing out a candle 

8. Tip: Place a hand over the lower abdomen to feel it go up and 
down, and make sure you’re not breathing with the chest 

9. Repeat at least 10 times 
 
Ask students how different their bodies feel after the exercise. (Are they 
more relaxed/calm? Do they feel lighter? Great? Tired?) 
 
Extension: 
Practice several times with the class until they achieve a comfortable 
competence with deep breathing. Encourage students to practice on their 
own as well (e.g. while they are waiting in line for something, sitting on the 
bus to school, at bedtime, etc.). Have students teach the deep breathing 
technique to a friend or family member. Once students develop this habit, 
they will automatically go into deep breathing mode and relaxation. 
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Meditation 
San Francisco Unified School District Health Programs Department 

http://www.healthiersf.org/resources/pubs/stressRed/ 
StressReductionActivities.pdf 

Purpose: 
Introduce students to meditation as an effective, widely practiced activity 
that can reduce stress and anxiety. 
 
Glossary: 
Meditate – to think calm thoughts in order to relax or have a spiritual 
activity. 
Meditation – the word was adopted in late nineteenth century to refer to 
various spiritual practices from Hinduism, Buddhism, and other Eastern 
religions (may show students Asian continent on a map or globe to 
identify where Eastern religions/practices originated) and is usually 
defined as one of the following: 

• A state that is experienced when the mind is free of all thoughts; 
when the mind is quiet 

• Focusing the mind on a single object (such as one’s breath or a 
mantra/chant) 

• An “opening up” to the divine or to a “higher power” 
• Focused thought on a topic (such as thinking about kindness) 

 
Materials: 
Seated exercise in a chair or on the floor. 
 
Content: 
Introduce students to the activity by talking about the widespread practice 
of meditation throughout the world. Check in with students by show of 
hands how many have done meditation before (e.g. in martial arts 
practice, at a temple, in a church). Explain to students that through this 
activity they will calm their body, mind and spirit. OPTIONAL: Have 
students take their heart rate before the activity begins and then after the 
meditation exercise. 
 
 
Instructions: 
 
      Warm up (Optional: take heart rate and note it) 

1. Begin by sitting comfortably, balanced, and relaxed (if seated in a 
chair, feet on the ground). Breathe easy and from the 
abdomen/”belly breathing” (not chest breathing). 

2. Practice a few deep breaths with the group. 
3. Rotate the head in easy, slow circles; change direction and rotate in 

slow, easy circles. 
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4. Look up; tilt your head way back. Look down; put your chin on your 
chest. 

5. Drop your arms and hands to the side and shake them gently and 
easily. 

6. Raise your feet off the floor and gently and easily shake the knees. 
7. Straighten your spine while meditating. 
Practice (repeat two times) 
8. This is done SILENTLY. 
9. When teacher says, “Close your eyes”, close your eyes. [Once 

your eyes are closed, simply relax your mind and do not make an 
effort to think about anything; slowly your mind will clear and 
relax.] When teacher says, “Open your eyes”, open your eyes. 

10. Now, sit straight up, relaxed, and balanced. 
11. “Close your eyes” (two minutes elapse) 
12. “Open your eyes” 
13. Check in with students: how was that? (Students may give thumbs 

up or thumbs down.) Now everyone practice it again. 
14. Repeat exercise: “Close your eyes”…two minutes elapse… 

“Open your eyes” (Optional: take heart rate and compare to 
heart rate before meditation) 

15. Check in with students 
 
Extension: 
Teacher may follow-up by having students practice meditation at other 
times during class. Encourage students to practice meditation on their 
own to develop the habit of using meditation for stress reduction and 
overall health. Have students teach this method to a friend or family 
member. 
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Examples of Incorporating the Home Language 
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Discussion 

Purpose of Project 

The purpose of this curriculum project was to design a handbook for middle school, high 

school, and adult foreign or second language teachers on how to reduce language learning 

anxiety in the classroom.  The completed handbook has met the project’s goal by providing 

educators with pertinent information on how to reduce anxiety among foreign and second 

language students at the middle school age and older.  This includes information on the causes of 

anxiety so teachers can develop a positive classroom atmosphere, the effects of anxiety so 

teachers will understand the importance of the problem, and strategies for directly addressing and 

alleviating anxieties among students.  Primarily, this handbook was intended to be a resource for 

creating a low-anxiety classroom environment, and it is the researcher’s hope that this has been 

accomplished through the information presented.  It provides language teachers with both 

general guidelines and specific strategies for reducing students’ anxiety levels in the classroom 

so they will be more comfortable engaging in the communicative tasks that are essential to their 

oral language development 

It was also the researcher’s hope to consolidate the wealth of information available on the 

topic of language learning anxiety into a manageable set of guidelines for teachers. This goal was 

also accomplished, as the final product contains approximately 40 pages.  The information is 

presented in table and list format with bulleted key points so as to reduce the amount of text and 

sift out nonessential information.  The result is a concise manual that will allow teachers to 

quickly develop a solid understanding of anxiety in relation to language learning and a clear idea 

of how to reduce this anxiety in their classrooms. 
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Limitations 

This handbook is intended to address the common fears and anxieties often found among 

language learners. However, teachers may find that implementation of the guidelines and 

strategies within this handbook are not always enough for all students.  Some amount of anxiety 

may still persist, and in some cases, anxiety may be more severe and require the attention of a 

specialist such as a counselor or psychologist.  Furthermore, this handbook does not provide an 

exhaustive list of all anxiety-reduction strategies, and there may be other useful strategies not 

included here.  

In addition, when working with newcomers to the country who speak little to no English, 

certain strategies described in the handbook may not be useful.  For example, it would be 

difficult to have a group discussion about common fears or misconceptions about language 

learning that would be beneficial to students with little conversational ability in the language of 

the discussion.  Such discussions would be especially difficult if there are newcomer students 

representing more than one first language.  Due to such circumstances, it is necessary to point 

out that all strategies presented in this handbook may not be applicable or viable to all situations.  

As mentioned in the introduction to the handbook, it is necessary for teachers to determine which 

strategies are most appropriate for their particular teaching context and will best meet the needs 

of their students.  

Implications 

 The negative implications of language learning anxiety on language learning outcomes 

are clear.  Students who experience anxiety have difficulty concentrating and remembering 

information (Horwitz et al., 1986); experience feelings of stress, fear, and self-consciousness 
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about language class (Wong, 2009); tend to shy away from social interactions and 

communicative activities in the target language (Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002); and may find it 

difficult to give their full attention to learning tasks due to preoccupation with their worries and 

feelings of anxiety (Eysenck, 1979).  Due to these effects, anxiety has been shown to interfere 

with acquisition, production, and retention of the target language and to impair performance on 

assessments of listening comprehension and speaking ability (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991b; 

Atasheneh & Izadi, 2012; Woodrow, 2006; Zhang, 2013).  

Based on this information, it is apparent that high levels of language learning anxiety 

have negative implications for student performance in the language classroom.  Even more 

serious are the implications this has for ELLs who must use English in their content area classes 

in addition to their language classes.  In addition to the negative implications anxiety has on 

performance, it may also cause students to dislike the language learning process and lose the 

motivation to continue putting in their best efforts.  If we want students to succeed in their 

language learning, it is important that teachers strive to make the process more enjoyable for 

those students who struggle with anxiety. 

Plans for Dissemination 

 The last step of the project was to begin making plans for the distribution of the 

handbook.  Due to the wide target audience of the handbook, there are many possible options of 

schools that could utilize it.  Jamestown Community College and Fredonia State University are 

both nearby colleges that could potentially use the handbook within their foreign language 

departments.  Many teachers working in other departments at Fredonia State University could 

also utilize this handbook due to the increasing number of international students at the school 

who are still learning English.  Middle school and high school foreign language teachers at 
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nearby districts including Falconer, Frewsburg, Southwestern, Jamestown, Fredonia, and 

Dunkirk are also targets for distribution of the handbook.  English as a New Language (ENL) 

teachers at the middle school and high school level would benefit from the handbook as well, 

who would primarily be found in the local school districts of Jamestown and Dunkirk.  This year 

New York State began using the term ENL rather than ESL (English as a Second Language). 

After obtaining contact information from the school district websites, the researcher plans to 

contact these foreign and second language teachers via email and send the handbook 

electronically to those interested.  

Conclusion 

If we want our students to succeed and reach high levels of achievement in their language 

learning, it is important that we recognize and understand the negative effects that emotional 

factors like anxiety can have on performance, the primary causes of these anxieties, and what we 

can do as teachers to make our students feel more at ease in their learning environment. 

Although there is a significant amount of academic material that must be covered during the 

school year, it is important that educators take the time during class to address students’ social 

and emotional needs as well.  Simple qualities in a teacher like kindness, patience, and sympathy 

can go a long way in improving our students’ experiences in the classroom and making learning 

more enjoyable.  Our students can achieve more if we work to create supportive atmospheres in 

our classrooms where students are not afraid to engage in the communicative tasks that are 

necessary to improve their oral proficiency in the target language. Educators can help students be 

more successful by utilizing the guidelines and strategies presented here to help reduce anxiety 

levels that are hindering student performance and enjoyment of language learning. 
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