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  ABSTRACT 
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The origins and effects of anxiety in learning English speaking skills 

are explored in this research report. Because the study's focus was 

on the affective aspect of young learners experiencing mental and 

physical changes, 150 students and four speaking teachers at the 

College of Electro-Mechanics, Construction and Agro-Forestry of 

Central Vietnam (CECAC) were chosen as participants in this 

research. This study was conducted using quantitative and 

qualitative data collection approaches, which were complimentary. 

The data collected from the two methods reveals that the reasons for 

posing inhibition among the students come from themselves, their 

teachers, and other sources as well. Anxiety, an affective factor, was 

noticed to interfere significantly with the outcome of students' 

performance in speaking classes. To help the students become less 

inhibited, suggestions for employing strategies were also put 

forward for students and local teachers to help reduce speaking 

anxiety. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction  

Research has long noticed foreign language anxiety as one of the important barriers which may 

cause various difficulties for language learners. As shown in previous studies, language anxiety 

ranks high among the factors that prevent language learners from speaking the target language 

fluently and accurately. In recent decades, many studies on language anxiety in a foreign 

language and second language learning have been undertaken (Scovel, Horwitz, Horwitz, & 

163 Cope, 1986; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991a, 1991b, 1991c, etc.) and in foreign language 

speaking skills in particular (Woodrow, 2006; Liu, 2006; Lu & Liu, 2011; Ozturk & Gurbuz, 

2014; Salem & Dyiar, 2014). Nevertheless, contrary to what has been happening abroad, less 

research has been conducted and acknowledged factors causing anxiety in foreign language 

learning in Vietnam. Only a few empirical studies have touched on the aspects of anxiety 

(Nguyen, 2014). The reality shows that when learners are in speaking English courses, they 
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only get support and guidance to develop their English language orally, but very little formal 

guidance is put forward to reduce their anxiety. Subsequently, learners who experience English 

speaking anxiety face difficulties as they are asked to present their ideas, even after learning the 

language for a long time. Therefore, the present research aims at investigating speaking-in-class 

anxiety with a main focus on the non-English-majored freshmen at CECAC. 

 

Literature review  

The importance of learning speaking and problems with its practice 

Speaking is often considered the most prominent aspect of the usage of a foreign language. 

Because people who know a language are frequently referred to as speakers of that language, 

Ur (2000) claimed that speaking might be considered the most crucial and extremely required 

for efficient communication of the four language skills (Brown & Yule, 1983; Ur, 1996). 

Despite that argument, Horwitz et al. (1986) once claimed that when people speak in a second 

language (L2), they tend to become more apprehensive and tense and thus more unwilling to 

participate in a conversation.  

In the process of learning a second or foreign language, Krashen (1981) described the Affective 

Filter as a mental block created by affective elements such as excessive anxiety, strong 

inhibition, low self-esteem, and low motivation. Accordingly, students who have the Affective 

Filter frequently have difficulty learning to speak the language as they do not want to engage 

in oral performance willingly. Moreover, they tend to experience language learning disabilities 

(Banks, 2008). Therefore, it is obvious that to maximize individual language use. We need to 

minimize the factors that decrease the outcome of speaking skills, Dörnyei (2005). 

Foreign language learning anxiety 

Generally, research defines language anxiety as "the feeling of apprehension, nervousness, 

tension, and worry linked with a stimulation of the autonomic nervous system" (Horwitz, 

Horwitz & Cope, 1986, p.125). Different aspects of anxiety were noticed in a definition in 

MacIntyre and Gardner (1991a). According to the two researchers, anxiety manifests as a basic 

personality feature, an emotional state, and anxiety about a specific event. Anxiety as a general 

personality trait means anxiety is a constant feature of someone's personality. People who 

experience generalized anxiety often feel anxious in various situations. Meanwhile, situational 

anxiety tends to happen in certain circumstances where people are involved. Hashimoto (2002) 

argued that L2 anxiety significantly negatively influences perceived competence. Therefore, 

anxiety has been noticed as a major factor that causes learners to avoid or reduce 

communication, which in turn hinders their learning outcomes (MacIntyre et al., 2002). 

Speaking Anxiety 

It has been noticed that, unlike in writing, where each learner can get on by themselves, without 

disturbing their classmates, at their speed, speaking skills, however, require the learners to 

engage in conversations in which they become members. Also, a certain amount of research has 
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acknowledged that compared to other language skills such as listening, writing, and reading, 

speaking or communicating in the foreign language classroom has been the most crucial source 

of anxiety (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986; Liu, 2006; Young, 1990; Phillips, 1992; Cheng, 

Horwitz, & Schallert, 1999). Speaking, in its most basic form, can be defined as a productive 

and engaging ability that involves four distinct cognitive stages: conceptualization, formulation, 

articulation, and self-monitoring (Levelt, cited in Pawlak, 2015). As this technique is 

accomplished in such a short amount of time, it appears that controlling all of the phases will 

be difficult for the speakers. Furthermore, successful completion of the stages is contingent on 

the learner's automaticity, which may provide some significant challenges, making them feel 

apprehensive when speaking spontaneously in the classroom. (Huang, 1998). To this argument, 

Yashima (2002) revealed in his study that a higher level of oral participation results from a 

combination of a low level of anxiety and a high level of perceived L2 communicative 

competence. Students who are anxious and consequently self-evaluated as less competent tend 

to speak less (Islam, Ahmad & Islam, 2022; Vo, 2021, Dörnyei, 2005). Moreover, Pabro-

Maquidato (2021) and MacItyre et al. (2002) stated that if students assume their level of 

linguistic proficiency is low, it makes individuals hesitant to communicate in the L2 and, as a 

result, discourages them from doing so. Hence, to help students become less inhibited, it is 

crucial to understand what causes speaking anxiety in foreign language-speaking classrooms 

and thus overcome those barriers of language anxiety. 

Research Questions  

This paper seeks to address the following research questions in order to address the issues: 

1. What variables contribute to the students' fear of learning to speak in class? 

2. What strategies should be used to help students overcome their fear of learning to speak? 

 

Methods  

Pedagogical Setting & Participants  

The participants of this study are two distinct groups of respondents. The first group involved 

in this study were 150 non-English major freshmen from College Electro-mechanics, 

Construction, and Agro-forestry of Central Vietnam (CECAC). These students studied different 

fields, including engineering, financing and banking, business administration, and accounting. 

Six of the 150 students taking part in the questionnaire survey were randomly selected to answer 

the questions in the interview section. The second cohort of participants comprised four teachers 

who were invited to participate in the interview. At this college, the teachers have a variety of 

experience teaching English speaking skills. Their ages range from 26 to 50, and they have 3 to 

15 years of teaching experience. 
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Design of the Study  

Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used to obtain relevant and reliable data for the 

study. These two approaches are believed to bring the greatest value when they are combined 

(Johnson & Christensen, 2008).   

Data collection and analysis  

In terms of data collection for the current study, questionnaires and interviews were employed. 

The data collected from these instruments was cross-validated to improve their quality and 

validity. (Johnson & Christensen, 2008). For the quantitative method, the author used 

questionnaire systems, which were adapted from Abedini and Chalak (2017). This helps the 

researcher gain a high level of reliability through the data collected from the questionnaire 

(Johnson & Christensen, 2008). To maximize students' beliefs about the causes of anxiety in 

learning English speaking skills at the college, the questionnaire includes both closed and open-

ended questions. Besides, the use of the qualitative method allows the researcher to collect data 

flexibly through semi-structured interviews. This helps understand the students' and teachers' 

concepts of the major causes of speaking anxiety among the students deeply. 

To serve the data analysis, Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) software version 22 

was used to examine data from the survey through the calculation of mean scores (M)" and 

standard deviation (St. D). In the interview section, the most crucial questions listed in the 

questionnaires were picked out, modified, and transformed into open-ended questions to make 

the research data more cross-validated. Based on the results of the questionnaires and analyzed 

data acquired during the interviews, major causes of speaking anxiety were identified. Then, 

ultimately, solutions would be put forward to help students overcome anxiety. 

 

Findings and discussion 

Factors Causing Students’ Speaking Anxiety in the Classroom 

Research Question 1 is aimed at exploring possible causes of anxiety for freshmen when they 

learn speaking skills in classrooms. The research results gained through combining the two 

approaches are believed to bring about the greatest research value, which is presented below. 
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Linguistic Factors  

Table 1. Linguistic Factors causing anxiety in learning English speaking skills 

No Language knowledge-related factors N M St. D 

1 I don’t have good knowledge of vocabulary to express myself. 150 3.90 1.239 

2 I am not knowledgeable enough so I could talk freely. 150 3.57 1.297 

3 English grammar rules make me overwhelmed. 150 3.52 1.274 

4 I am so embarrassed about my pronunciation and accent. 150 3.50 1.284 

5 I don't believe I have the ability or the desire to learn a new 

language. 

150 3.43 1.253 

6 I get more anxious when teachers are saying in English but I 

cannot understand. 

150 3.35 1.200 

7 When I am required to speak in English class without prior 

preparation, I become anxious. 

150 3.47 1.256 

8 The complexity of the assignment provided determines whether 

or not I will be worried in English class. 

150 3.25 1.221 

As displayed in table 1, the result demonstrates numerous factors associated with the 

assumption of a low level of language capability among the students. The research results show 

that linguistic factors are linked to the occurrence of speaking anxiety. 

Initially, a low self-perception of English competence causes anxiety when speaking in class. 

Items 1, 2, 3, and 4 show students' assumptions about their English ability. "I don't have a broad 

vocabulary with which to express myself." and "English grammar rules make me overwhelmed" 

or "I am so embarrassed about my pronunciation and accent" received M = 3.90, 3.57, 3.32, 

and 3.50, respectively. Furthermore, the belief of not having the ability or gift of being able to 

learn a new language, M = 3.43 and feeling anxious when they cannot catch up with what their 

teacher is saying also resulted in passiveness among students, M = 3.35. Similarly, there was a 

great agreement among students saying that the assignments' degree of difficulty and not having 

preparation before lessons somehow made them inhibited in engaging in oral performance with 

M = 3.47 and M = 3.325, respectively. 

Along with these statistics, the responses gained in the interviews with the students and teachers 

also reflect their similar attitudes toward causes of speaking anxiety. It is indicated that 4 out of 

the six respondents made the same answer when saying that in most cases, they felt anxious to 

speak in the classroom because their language knowledge was not good enough to 

communicate. For instance, (S3) assumed that her level of language competence was low by 

saying:  

[…]  "I think that my English ability is still weak; I need more vocabulary to speak or respond 

to the teacher's queries... so I am fairly quiet in the classroom, particularly during speaking 

periods." 
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Or another student reasoned:  

[…] "I assume I am not gifted at studying English because I spent so much time acquiring it, 

but it turned out that the learning outcome is not as good as what I have expected in this subject." 

This interview response is the same as the results of the questionnaire (item 5, table 1). 

Teacher and classroom environment-related factors 

Table 2: Teacher and classroom environment-related factors causing anxiety in English 

speaking skills 
 

No Teacher and classroom environment-related factors M N St. D 

1 I don't like to be negatively evaluated by the teacher and that 

is why I try to avoid speaking. 

150 3.32 1.105 

2 When I hear others talking English well, I lose my 

confidence. 

150 3. 27 1.189 

3 When I talk incorrectly in English, I'm concerned that other 

classmates will laugh at me.  

150 3.00 1.143 

4 I feel demotivated when my classmates are far better than me 

while learning English in class. 

150 2.91 1.161 

5 My teachers normally strictly correct my mistakes, so I do 

not feel safe talking. 

150 2.69 0.789 

6 I do not like to work in pairs and groups assigned by teachers. 150 2.48 0.932 

7 Teachers usually assign unfamiliar topics in class. 150 2.44 0.951 

8 Teachers usually organize difficult speaking tasks 150 2.36 0.887 

Regarding the results shown in table 2, teacher and classroom environment-related factors are 

closely associated with the occurrence of students' anxiety and speaking inhibition. 

Interestingly, the items displayed in this section fell into two separate groups. The first group 

included items from 1 to 5, which were considered to have a strong impact on a large number 

of the students' speaking anxiety. These factors can be named as being afraid of the teacher 

correcting mistakes, being negatively evaluated, afraid of being laughed at, feeling concerned 

that the other classmates will laugh when speaking incorrectly in English, feeling demotivated 

when seeing other classmates performing better. The "mean" of these items range from 3.32 to 

2.69. The second group of items consists of the remaining statements in the table, from items 6 

to 8. Notably, these items were not regarded as indicators of causing students in a classroom to 

become passive. In other words, students did not assume the teaching method, speaking topics 

as well as speaking activities arranged by the teacher... as inhibitors preventing them from 

speaking effectively in the English classroom. These items received a mean of 2.48, 2.44, and 

2.36, respectively. 

Regarding qualitative data gained in the interviews, when it comes to speaking practice, 

although some of the students claimed that correcting mistakes helps them improve their 

English, many of them stated that they felt anxious about it. For instance, one student expressed 

his thoughts as follows: 
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[…]  "When I respond to the teacher's question, I often feel worried about making mistakes, 

especially being corrected and evaluated negatively. Sometimes corrections make me lose face 

and feel embarrassed. " 

Besides, in the follow-up personal interview, one student described his situation: 

[…] " I'm not nervous, hesitant, or anything like that when it comes to other lessons. When it 

comes to speaking sections, on the other hand, I'm usually nervous and inhibited. It gradually 

becomes a habit for me, and I find myself reluctant to speak in front of a large group. " 

Speaking about this issue, the teacher in the interviews also reflected on the situation of students' 

passiveness. Below are noteworthy ideas from teachers' reasoning about the problem: 

"I think they need to be more relaxed and build up the confidence to talk…T3" or "they should 

be more active to present their ideas...T1" 

Strategies to reduce students' anxiety in English speaking performance 

By applying interview methodologies, research question 2 attempted to determine the roles of 

students and teachers, which can assist in reducing students' nervousness and improving their 

oral communication abilities in English-speaking classes. The interviews were performed to 

thoroughly understand the teachers' and students' perspectives on the matter. 

Teachers' strategies for reducing students' speaking inhibition 

According to the interview, teachers appeared to have developed essential skills for getting 

students to speak up. Teachers' teaching strategies and methods of inspiring students, making 

error corrections, and creating a friendly environment, as evidenced in the responses, become 

markers that can assist in lessening students' speaking anxiety. Firstly, to the students' 

expectations, four out of six students agreed that teachers could use a range of teaching 

approaches to remove barriers that restrict students from participating in classroom activities. 

For example, the expressions listed below depict the students' mindset when asked how teachers 

can help them reduce their inhibitions in the classroom. "As I have seen, there are moments 

when we cannot understand the teacher's concepts or directions, and I get nervous if the teacher 

calls my name to speak. Therefore, I believe that teachers can manage these situations by 

describing and conveying their thoughts to students through synonyms and gestures." Besides, 

in a different response, S3 stated: "As I am a college student now, I wish I could communicate 

in English confidently when the time of graduation comes. To get that, I think I need to change 

my way of learning. I hope my English teachers can renew my learning methods and give me 

more energy. Together with the students' comment, here is a worthy response coming from 

teachers: "I believe that the types of tasks that a teacher organizes in the classroom can do a lot 

to eliminate students' inhibitions and boost their motivation... T2" and "...students are eager to 

talk when they recognize that the issue is fascinating and that they have something to say, or 

when there is a clear goal to achieve. Once again, great care should be taken to ensure that the 

task is appropriate for the student's abilities... T4."  

Second, 100% of the teachers polled said that correction is a crucial factor in encouraging 
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students to speak up. One teacher said that "one of the key challenges for us as English teachers 

is error correction." I admit that I get irritated with them from time to time because of their 

"fossilized" errors. In most circumstances, though, I strive to remain calm and address my 

students' mistakes in a pleasant and encouraging manner. " Also, when it came to error fixing, 

one teacher provided the following method: "I don't correct every mistake because I want 

students to feel comfortable speaking and should always try." When they complete or pause for 

assistance, I address typical errors. " 

Another point being noticed in the interview findings is that the majority of respondents said 

their favorite trait in a teacher is "friendly and loving." A teacher must exhibit motherly affection 

for their students, according to them. In the interview, students expressed their thoughts on the 

subject as follows: […] "I hope that my teacher will be friendly and have a sense of humor. 

Also, I believe that a teacher should love their students as a mother would, so that she cares 

about our studies unconditionally… S3." Also, according to S6, "Because of being inhibited 

and anxious, we hope a teacher should be concerned about the feelings of a student." 

Students' strategies for eliminating anxiety in speaking performance 

As shown in the interview response, both teachers and students agreed that to eliminate 

speaking anxiety, and the students should apply some vital techniques. Two of the most 

suggestible ones are named as keeping practice and improving listening ability.  

According to interviewees, both teachers and students, having more oral practice and spending 

more time preparing for the speaking tasks will make students more confident when speaking 

English in the classroom. Talking about this technique, T3 claimed: "As an experienced 

English-speaking teacher, it comes to my mind that students who spend more time practicing 

and engaging more with speaking tasks have far more confidence to talk compared to those 

who feel shy to do so." In the same line, most of the interviewed students also expressed the 

same comments. For instance, S6 said: "My experience in learning to speak is that if I practice 

talking more, I feel as if it becomes easier..." and "When I have time to prepare for a speaking 

lesson, I can communicate more confidently, S5". These interview responses align with the 

questionnaire survey result when most students agree that they feel anxious when being asked 

to talk without preparation for an English-speaking class (item 7, table 1). 

Another noticeable learning strategy that both teachers and students proposed was practicing 

listening. The two groups believed research participants that listening is a vital tool that can 

help them improve their speaking capability. Following that, the students should maximize their 

time listening to English when and where they can. Besides the content of lessons in the 

textbooks, they should also listen to other sources of English via media channels and real-life 

conversations. S5 talked about this issue: "I have been trying to listen to my favorite programs, 

and it works as I find it is easier for me to cope with my speaking lessons in the classroom." 

And here is another claim shared by another interviewee: "Watching videos and movies that I 

like is the best way for me because I can entertain myself and improve my English at the same 

time." Following that, I can get more confidence in expressing myself in English better. S2". 
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Discussion  

The results of two research questions were revealed through the questionnaire and interview as 

two research instruments. The findings of the first question indicated that the reasons posing 

speaking anxiety among the students come from themselves, their teachers, and other sources 

as well. Among those factors, the students' self-perceived language competence is considered 

the first barrier that strongly impacts the students and makes them anxious to perform willingly 

in a speaking classroom. More specifically, the students in the study believe that their sources 

of vocabulary are not broad enough (M = 3.90), their grammar knowledge is poor (M = 3.52), 

and their pronunciation sounds embarrassing (M = 3.50). As the participants assumed their level 

of linguistic proficiency was low, it led to the state of being reluctant as well as reduced their 

confidence in the language. Consequently, this makes them avoid communicating in the second 

language. 

The findings above are consistent with the discussion in the literature review (see section 2.3). 

For example, MacIntyre et al. (2002) believe that a person's level of L2 proficiency has a 

profound influence on his/her willingness to talk. The result is also in the same line of research 

conducted previously by Pabro-Maquidato (2021) and Liu & Jackson (2008), concluding that 

students with low self-perceived verbal skills may be hesitant to try new experiences to speak 

the L2 in class as they are afraid of losing face when saying something wrong. In reality, if 

students have negative self-evaluation about their ability or the assumption of not being gifted 

at speaking English, they might become reluctant and inhibited to speak. To argue that no one 

is gifted at learning a foreign language, Lockley (2013) stated that learning is a matter of attitude 

rather than ability. His point was that in order to have successful learning, especially while 

learning a language, each student must approach all activities with determination, tenacity, and, 

above all, enthusiasm. They should not have the notion that they are incapable of doing 

anything. They should, however, maintain an "I can do it" attitude at all times, as this will boost 

their study's outcome. 

Besides, the finding also reveals some negative variables coming from the teacher and the 

classroom-related environment. It is noticeable that a large number of the students admitted that 

their anxiety about speaking in speaking sections was because they would not like to be 

corrected or evaluated by their English teachers. Some arising variables could be a negative 

manner and or a negative technique when giving error correction, providing feedback, and so 

forth. They all had a great impact on creating students' anxiety in the classroom. However, when 

compared to the individual set of factors, this one seems to have less impact on the students' 

oral performance. The result goes in line with previous studies (Islam, Ahmad & Islam, 2022; 

Le & Le, 2022 & Zarrinabadi, 2014), which also found that teachers could help eliminate 

students' anxiety and encourage them to start a conversation by creating an encouraging and 

supportive atmosphere. 

From what has been discussed, to help students get rid of being anxious and inhibited, the study 

demonstrates the role of both teachers and students themselves in the campaign to upgrade their 

communication abilities and manners. Firstly, talking about teachers' valuable mission, it was 
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revealed that teachers should have and show their ability to apply a variety of teaching 

techniques to motivate their students. The interview with students demonstrates that many 

admitted to failing to achieve the expected oral performance. For instance, a student claimed in 

the interview:  "I long for English teachers who can renew my learning methods and give me 

more energy." It is clear from the findings that students are stuck in their "traditional ways" of 

learning, making it impossible for them to improve their communication skills and that they 

must change. Therefore, some of the activities of interest to boost students' speaking 

competence are expected to be carried out. This finding is similar to previous research by Liao 

(2000), who said that various classroom activities assist language learners in developing their 

ability to communicate in the target language. 

More importantly, to reduce anxiety in learning to speak, students need to try their best to 

overcome it. Firstly, keeping reinforced practice is considered vital in the journey of mastering 

oral performance. In another way, to be able to speak English confidently, students must spend 

more time working on it. Most students in the study agreed as they stated that they should 

practice more and be more prepared for the speaking tasks to become confident when speaking 

English. In this way, students should be aware of their roles in learning English speaking, so 

they can consciously become more engaged and less apprehensive about using the target 

language to achieve the learning objective, as suggested by Cheng (2000). Another suggestible 

technique is practicing listening, as this is widely believed to help foster oral performance. 

Undoubtedly, listening skills have an enormous impact on the ability to speak a language. Poor 

listening skills were viewed as a major impediment to effective speaking abilities. According 

to the current study's findings, many students did not get their teachers' ideas or instruction 

because of poor listening skills. Thus, they were unsure about the answer and opted to keep 

silent. To tackle this problem, students should adopt techniques shared by many students in the 

interview, that is, to try to improve their listening skills through various interesting programs 

they chose, and it helped. This supports the language research field when (Doff, 1988) claims 

listening skills must be acquired before speaking abilities can be improved. Accordingly, if 

students want to increase their English communication skills, they have to improve their 

listening skills first. 

 

Conclusion 

Examining factors that cause anxiety when speaking in the classroom and suggesting some vital 

strategies to overcome them are the primary purposes of the present study. Overall, it reveals 

that more personal factors cause students' anxiety than teacher and classroom factors (CECAC). 

Regarding strategic methods, most of the students and teachers giving opinions in the interview 

strongly agree that both teachers and students can play their part to help motivate students' oral 

performance in the classroom. On the teacher side, they are expected to apply a variety of 

teaching techniques, create a friendly environment, and pay more attention to the ways of giving 

corrective feedback and language correction. Those techniques should be done with care and 

understanding for students. Meanwhile, both teachers and students propose vital strategies for 
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language practice learning for students to help them promote their ability to talk. As previous 

research claimed, a high level of anxiety can eventually lead individuals to have poor oral 

proficiency (see 2.3). Within a class context, anxiety has been believed to hurt the frequency of 

L2 use (Hashimoto, 2002). The more students engage in class discussions, the more chance 

they have to improve their speaking ability.  

This study is believed to shed more light on the characteristics of anxiety in oral performance 

by employing a combination of mixed methods (questionnaire survey and interviews) to 

identify the causes of anxiety within the classroom setting. Captured by the two data sources, 

this study is expected to be significant and applicable for both EFL teachers and students at 

(CECAC) and contribute significant empirical evidence to language theory. That is, eliminating 

speaking anxiety is an important component of SLA in the process of mastering English 

performance. 
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