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ABSTRACT

ANXIETY IN THE ESL CLASSROOM: AN
EXPLORATORY STUDY

By

Mary H. Wong

Recent research on second language learning has shown that, in
order for us to make more accurate statements about how a second lan-
guage is learned, and why some learners are better able to acquire a
second language than others, we need to know more about the learner
himself and to examine the more intrinsic and less obvious variables
of affect. Of the more important affective variables, anxiety has been
shown to exert either a positive or negative influence on learning.
Although many studies have been done to investigate the effects of
anxiety in the ordinary learning situation, few have investigated the
role and influence of anxiety in the English as a second language sit-
uatiou.

The present research has been designed for the purpose of dis-
covering the most effective method for studying anxiety in the ESL
classroom and at the same time seek to provide answers for the follow-
ing questions: (1) What is the relationship between state anxiety and
the successful acquisition of English as a second language? (2) What
is the relationship between state anxiety and the more permanent trait
anxiety? (3) Is there a relationship between state anxiety and writing
apprehension? (4) Is there a correlation between students' report of
their own anxiety states and the teachers' evaluation of their anxiety

states? (5) What are some of the more important factors contributing



Mary H. Wong
to the anxiety of the ESL learners? (6) Where in a list of anxiety-
inducing factors does the actual task of learning the English language
stand? (7) What are the effects of anxiety on their performance as
perceived by the learners themselves? (8) What strategies are commonly
employed by the ESL learners to control their anxiety? and (8) What are
the anxiety factors that are common to subjects?

Three methods were used to collect the data on anxiety from 43 D-
and E-level students at the English Language Center of Michigan State
University in the winter quarter of 1979: (1) students' assessment of
their own anxiety states, employing Spielberger et al.'s State-Trait

Anixety Inventory and Daly and Miller's scale for measuring writing

apprehension; (2) teachers' evaluation of students' anxiety states,
using a teachers' evaluation scale developed from Spielberger's State
Anxiety Scale; and (3) a series of in-depth interviews of six case
study subjects selected from the larger group.

An analysis of the data collected by the students' anxiety mea-
sures as well as the teachers' evaluation scale indicated (1) no corre-
lation between anxiety and success in the acquisition of English as a
second language; (2) a significant positive relationship between trait
anxiety and state anxiety; (3) no relationship between state anxiety
and writing apprehension; and (4) no correlation between students'
report of their own anxiety states and their teachers' evaluation of
their anxiety states.

Results of the case studies suggested that the three problems that
contributed most to subjects' anxiety were financial problems, concern

over their future career, and success in acquiring the English
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language. Other problems mentioned by subjects, and listed in an order(
of descending importance, were: food, relationship with friends, frus-
tration with methods of instruction, relationship with teachers, time
limit, adjustment to the new culture, health of family members, per-
sonal health, political conditions in their native country, schoolwork,
classwork at the ELC, fear of losing old friends, relationship with
roommates and losing identity with their native culture. In this list
of anxiety factors, the successful acquisition of English was a primary
source of anxiety only if subjects were working under a time constraint
to learn and master the language. Results also suggested that the
younger subjects were more affected by problems related to social/cul-
tural adjustments than the older subjects who were more concerned with
the well-being of their families and the political conditions in their
native country. Subjects indicated that anxiety could have a facili-
tating or debilitating effect on their learning, depending on the time
and the situation. Three kinds of strategies were observed in the
strategies subjects said they used to control their anxiety: (1) pre-
ventive strategies; (2) strategies used to solve anxiety-causing prob-
lems; and (3) strategies employed to mask their anxiety.

An evaluation of the three methods employed in this study showed
that the case study method was most useful in soliciting the informa-
tion needed. However, data collected from the use of students' anxiety
measures were useful in providing the background information for pur-
poses of comparison and interpretation of the case study data, while
the teachers' evaluation was valuable in providing a different per-

spective from which the phenomenon of anxiety could be observed.
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CHAPTER 1

REVIEW OF LITERATURE AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

Introduction

In a survey of the theses and dissertations written by graduate
students in the area of second language learning, Stephen Cooper notes
that, up to 1978, research on teaching methods, techniques and mate-
rials accounts for close to half of the research reported. Studies
classified under psycholinguistics account for only fifteen percent,
and those dealing with culture and sociolinguistics for only ten per-
cent.l Nida and Rubin have also pointed out that teachers and
researchers, in their concern with external and more observable vari-
ables such as teaching strategies and learning materials, have in gen-
eral neglected the more subtle and less obvious variables like motiva-
tion which may show us what is actually going on in the learner himself
in the process of second language learning.

New findings suggest that the general process of second language
acquisition is a creative construction process very much the same as
that of first language acquisition and that the learner is "an active
and creative participant in the acquisition process."3 These findings
have led to a clear shift from interest in research on strategies in

second language teaching and linguistic product of the learners to an
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interest in research on the learner or on the learning process. Socio-
linguists like John Schumann think that in order to make more accurate
statements about how a second language is learned, we must take a more
global look at the second language learner.4 Not only should we look
into the "what" in second language learning, as has been done in
research studies on morpheme acquisition by Dulay and Burt, Madden,
Bailey and Krashen, Hakuta, and Larsen-Freeman and auxiliary studies by
Evelyn Hatch, Cancino, Rosansky and Schumann, but we should also look
into the "why'" and "how" in second language acquisition. The "why"
includes initiating factors such as affective and cultural variables,
which, to a large degree, regulate the extent of learning, and the
"how'" includes cognitive operations that the learner performs on the
second language data.

O0f the "why" and "how," Hilgard, Brown, and Schumann feel that the
first has not received the attention it deserves. As early as 1963,
Ernest Hilgard warned that a purely cognitive theory of learning will
be rejected if a more important role is not accorded to affectivity.

In forecasting the new revolution that will take place in second lan-
guage research in the next twenty-five years, Brown predicts that the
late 1970s will usher in a new paradigm in language teaching, with
"psychology occupying a key role."6 He believes that the affective
domain is "one of the most promising and urgent areas of research. . . .
This area, maybe, more than the linguistic, might be the key to unlock
the mystery of L2 A [second language acquisition]."7

The affective domain includes '"those feelings and attitudes indi-

viduals hold toward themselves and their environment." It refers to
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"the individual emotional characteristics as opposed to their intel-
lectual and social traits."8

Schumann feels that the complexity of the second language learning
process requires the exploration of new and varied research paradigms.
He thinks that the affective domain will "provide a particularly fruit-
ful area in which differential success in second language acquisition
can be studied."9

A concern with affective variables in second language learning is
important for the following reasons:

1. Psychologists and educators now believe that attitudes and
feelings play a very important role in providing the proper motivation
for achievement and success in a learning situation. They feel that
affective variables are crucial to second language learning because of
the tremendous influence they can exert over the cognition of the
learners. As Chastain has pointed out, '"positive feelings and atti-
tudes can compensate to a certain extent lack of cognitive capabilities,
just as negative attitudes and feelings can diminish the most gifted
academic potential."lo In the second language class, the student is
treading on new and unfamiliar linguistic grounds. The resultant
feeling of insecurity renders him most vulnerable to a negative cogni-
tive set; hence, attitudes which can build up his confidence, coopera-
tion, and perserverence are especially crucial to his success in
acquiring and mastering the new language.

Chastain also notes that a positive attitude on the part of the
student is especially important for developing productive skills
(speaking and writing) in the second language.ll Productive skills,

according to Vigotsky, have their origins in a person's feelings,
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needs, and emotions.12 Any attempts to develop a proficiency in pro-
ductive skills in the second language, therefore, would be quite mean-
ingless if divorced from the students' feelings and attitudes.

2. The current trend in education is to provide for the develop-
ment of the "total" student. Educators recognize that it is important
to involve the student intellectually, physically, as well as emotion-
ally in the learning experience, especially in the venture of learning
a new language. While teachers and researchers once believed that
emotional and social development would take care of themselves when an
individual developed intellectually, today there is a growing recogni-
tion that the learner needs assistance in intellectual growth as well
as in emotional and social growth.

3. Research has shown that there are great variations among
learners in the acquisition of a second language. To explain why some
learners acquire a language quickly and thoroughly while others fail to
do so even though they are provided with the same teaching materials
and the same learning environment, researchers feel that they should
look into the affective component of learning.13 Affective variables,
according to Schumann, are initiators of second language learning and
can provide insights as to why a language is learned or not 1earned.14

4. Psychologists have shown that each learner comes to the learn-
ing situation with a set of basic needs such as the need for security,
the need for affiliation, the need for self-esteem, and the need for
self-actualization. Maslow sees these needs as hierarchical in nature
and has classified them into (1) the basic or deficiency needs and
(2) the meta or growth needs. The basic needs for security, affilia-

tion, and self-esteem must be met before consideration can be given to
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meta or growth needs such as the need for self-actualization and other
aesthetic needs.15 In the second language learning situation, the
basic security of the learner is threatened by the new and unfamiliar
learning environment and the need to speak a new language. The primary
needs of the second language learner for safety, affiliation and self-
esteem must, therefore, be satisfied before he can commit himself fully
to the satisfaction of the self-actualization need of learning a new
language. A consideration of affective variables will help us to
assess how much of the learner's basic needs should be taken care of
before we can motivate him to satisfy the higher needs of language
learning, and in doing so, help teachers to plan more effectively.

Scovel has categorized affective variables into perseverance
factors, personality characteristics and learner variables.16 Chastain
has further subdivided learner variables into intrinsic and extrinsic
variables on the assumption that students can be motivated intrinsi-
cally as well as extrinsically.17 Of the intrinsic learner variables,
anxiety has been defined by Schwatz as one of the more important vari-

ables influencing second language acquisition.18

Anxiety: Definition and Theory

In general, anxiety is conceived of by most psychologists as a
state of apprehension or a fear and foreboding brought about by a per-
ception of threat and created by the arousal of the limbic system--the
primitive subcortical region of the cerebrum responsible for affective
response.

While contemporary interest in anxiety and its effects was
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generated by the philosophical and theological views of Pascal and
Kierkegaard, it was Freud who first attempted to describe anxiety
within the context of psychological theory.19 He defined anxiety as an
unpleasant affective state distinct from other emotional states such as
anger, grief or sorrow by its "unique combination of phenomenological
and physiological qualities." It has a special "character of unplea-

"20 He

sure" which appears "to possess a particular note of its own.
made a significant contribution to the theory of anxiety by his descrip-
tion of it as a signal warning of danger or threat whether objective or
subjective, physical, or mental, and conscious or subconscious.

Basowitz et al. sees anxiety as a conscious and reportable experi-
ence of intense dread and foreboding caused by conditions which threaten

. . : 22 : '] : . "
the integrity of an organism. To Rubinstein, anxiety is "'a state of
apprehension or uneasiness concerning some uncertain event. As a sub-
jective sensation anxiety is similar to fear, but it tends to be less

"23 3 I3 .

sharply focused. May observes that anxiety is characterized by
feelings of uncertainty and helplessness brought about by the percep-
tion of a threat to "some value which the individual holds essential to
his existence as a personality" or the threat to "any pattern which the
e . . n24
individual has developed upon which he feels his safety to depend.
He distinguishes normal anxiety from neurotic anxiety. Unlike neurotic
anxiety, normal anxiety evokes a reaction that is '"not disproportionate
to the objective threat . . . and does not require neurotic defense
mechanisms for its management, but can be confronted constructively on
the level of conscious awareness or can be relieved if the objective
d n25

situation is altere

Psychologists think that anxiety is an affective response to
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external and/or internal stimuli and anxiety level varies according to
time and situation. DMechanic notes that whether anxiety is felt or not
is influenced by such factors as a person's perception of his ability
to cope with the situation, the skills and limitations imposed by group
practices and tradition, as well as the means provided by the social
environment.26 Spielberger thinks that a person's vulnerability to
anxiety is determined by the extent that social and cultural factors
present a threat to the personal security of an individual and his
attempts to establish his psychological identity.27 He also points
out that the anxiety level of individuals fluctuates over time, depend-
ing on the internal or external stimulation.28 This has led to the
distinction between state anxiety described by Gaudry and Spielberger
as a '"transitory emotional state'" of apprehension that differs in
intensity at various times and trait anxiety which describes the more
permanent and stable '"differences in anxiety proneness' found among
individuals. In the words of Spielberger,

State anxiety, like kinetic energy, refers to an empirical

process or reaction taking place at a particular moment in

time and at a given level of intensity. Trait anxiety, like

potential energy, indicates differences in the strength of

latent disposition to manifest a certain type of reaction.
Of the two, state anxiety would be more descriptive of the kind of
anxiety one is likely to find in a second language learning situation.

In an educational setting, Sullivan's definition of anxiety is

most appropriate. According to him, it is the tension generated by
the fear of disapproval in interpersonal relations. It is "an experi-
ence which signalizes threat to the success one is having with signifi-

cant adults, or to one's self-respect which is actually an elaborate
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130

structure of reflected respect from others.
Perhaps the best description of anxiety in a second language

learning situation is that given by Adler. He views anxiety as basi-

cally a person's fear of exposure of his worthlessness or inferiority.

It can also be seen as the evidence of an inner conflict between a per-

son's desire for self-assertion and the fear of defeat, the exposure of

his weakness as well as his inadequacy.31

Anxiety-Inducing Factors in the ESL Classroom

In a second language learning situation, many factors are respon-
sible for increasing the anxiety level of the learner. In addition to
the common problems that contribute to the anxiety of an ordinary
individual, the ESL (English as a second language) learner has to cope
with the traumas of culture and language shock as well as the stress of
having to master a new language.

Often times anxiety is generated in the learner by the "culture
shock" he experiences in trying to adjust to a new culture. Culture
shock has been defined by Schumann as "anxiety resulting from dis-
orientation encountered upon entering a new culture."32 As Larsen and
Smalley have pointed out, often the essential characteristics of good
mental health are lost when an individual moves into a new culture."33
A mentally healthy person, as defined by Howard and Scott, is one who
is in control of his environment, who can handle routine matters with
a minimum of energy, and who can marshall the maximum amount of energy

to handle problems and upredictable events.34

An ordinarily healthy person is equipped with a repertoire of
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problem-solving and coping mechanisms which enable him to control his
environment in a familiar setting, as Stengal and Schumann note. On
entry into a new culture, however, he is bound to experience disorien-
tation when he discovers that all the familiar psychological cues that
had helped him function in his own country cannot work in the new
country. This means that tasks which required only minimum energy in
his native culture now demands a great deal of energy.35

"New problems mean new demands on one's supply of energy,"
according to Larson and Smalley. 'New climate, the new foods, the new
people all mean that the alien must muster up every bit of available
energy and put it to use in new ways."36 More significantly, the
resultant feelings of stress and anxiety 'can induce a whole syndrome
of rejection which diverts attention and energy from the learning of
the second language."37

Such factors as personality adjustment and personal value commit-
ment to the legal and moral codes and religious values of the new tar-
get language community, often against one's personal preferences, will
lead to a great deal of pain and anxiety for the individual trying to
fit himself to the boundaries and rights of others.38 As Smalley has
shown, in the new environment, even the small and inconsequential
difference in the act of handshaking can cause an uneasiness which,
combined with other uncertainties, that is, not knowing when to speak
to strangers, can create a great deal of stress.39

"Culture shock" is often evidenced in feelings of hostility and
alienation when the learner's attempts to familiarize himself with the
new environment and to acquaint himself with the people of the new lan-

guage community are frustrated. In her own experience with '"culture
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shock” in Iran and Tunisia, Francine Schumann reported that in each
place, her 'obsession with nesting'" claimed a great deal of her time,
energy, and emotional involvement, leaving very little time and energy
for the acquisition of the new language. In situations where her
desire to make her surroundings comfortable was frustrated, her
resultant feelings of alienation and anxiety had a negative effect on
her language learning endeavor.40 The "culture shock'" that Jones
experienced in Indonesia led to her rejection of the speakers of the
target language. She felt that her inability to identify with the
people and her negative reaction to their social behavior and lifestyle
led to a noticeable deterioration in whatever Indonesian language she
had already acquired.l‘l

"culture shock" is homesickness. For the newly

A major symptom of
arrived ESL learner, symbols of home assume great importance. For
example, he may attach so much importance to the food, attire, music
and entertainment he has been accustomed to in his own native country,
he spends a great deal of time looking for the same things in the new
environment or entertaining nostalgic thoughts of the past. This
inevitably takes up time and energy needed for the learning of the new

42
language.

With the older ESL learners, aside from the stress of personal
adjustments, is the additional concern over the adjustments that their
families will have to make in the new environment. Schumann notes
that "culture shock” and stress can also manifest themselves in concern

. . ' . 43
for the education and well-being of one's children.

Guiora, Brannon, and Dull point out that in a second language

learning context, the learner must undergo the unpleasant and even
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painful process of adopting a new culture. To many this poses a chal-
lenge to the integrity of basic identifications. As the learner finds
himself stepping into a new world, he must extend his real self to take
on a new identity. This entails adapting to the demands of the new
culture. The task of fitting himself to the boundaries and social
role of the new target language community can bring a great deal of
pain and anxiety.4

Related to the conflict of having to accept a new identity is the
anxiety of deciding whether one wants to give up his old identity.
Schumann describes three different modes with which a second language
learner adapts to the culture of the second language community, each
demonstrating a different degree of integration. They are preserva-
tion, acculturation, and assimilation. In preservation, the second
language learner completely rejects the cultural patterns and values
of the target language group and seeks to preserve those of his own
native country; in acculturation, the second language learner main-
tains the lifestyle and values of his native country; and in assimila-
tion, the learner more readily gives up his own native culture and
adopts that of the target language group.45

In general it can be anticipated that the more serious student
will consider assimilation and that the degree of assimilation will be
influenced by the length of time the learner has already spent in the
country as well as his intended length of stay in the country. It has
been recognized that the more proficient one becomes in a second lan-
guage, the more he will find his place in his native community modi-
fied, and the new language community will become for him more than a

reference group. In this process of assimilation it is most likely
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that he will "experienced feelings of chagrin or regret as he loses
ties in one group, mixed with the fearful anticipation of entering
a new and somewhat strange group."46

Progress in learning a new language is often arrested at a
certain stage. This can often be traced to a partly conscious self-
imposed feeling of the need to maintain one's native language, thus
resulting in an emotional resistance to the new language.47 This
has been demonstrated in a study done by Lambert on students under-
going an intensive course in French at the French Summer School of
McGill University. These students were mainly American university
students or secondary-school language teachers. A noted phenomenon
was that as the students increased in their proficiency '"to the point
that they thought and even dreamed" in the French language, they
showed signs of reverting to the use of English even though they had
pledged to use only French during the six-week period. This is
explained by the theory of "anomie" advanced by Durkheim. '"Anomie"
refers to the feelings of social uncertainty or dissatisfaction with
or alienation from one's own cultural group. This often leads to a
rejection of one's own culture and a positive identification with the
culture of the other linguistic group, a condition which can be very
conducive to second language learning. The American students studying
at McGill University experienced "anomie' when they mastered the tar-
get language and reacted to their anxiety about the way they felt by
developing strategems to control or resist such feelings; hence they
reverted to the use of their own native language. If this condition

continues without a concommitant acceptance of the foreign culture,
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the learner may find himself resisting the learning of the new lan-
guage altogether.48

A greater anxiety is faced by the language learner who has a con-
flict of cultural allegiances and is ambivalent about his identity.
In their study of an ethnic minority group, the French Americans in
New England, Gardner and Lambert observed that those who identified
with the American culture and rejected the French culture were more
proficient in English than French, and those who identified with the
French culture attained greater proficiency in French, but those who
experienced a conflict in cultural allegiances were retarded in their
command of both languages.49

Nida cites the example of Mr. D., a missionary to the Middle East,
to demonstrate that anxiety over the question of basic identification
can work even on a subconscious level. Although Mr. D's talents and
personality gave every promise of his becoming a good language
learner, he failed to acquire the new language. Nida traced the source
of his problem to an anxiety developed in childhood. Mr. D's parents
who were immigrants to the U.S. had never mastered the English lan-
guage. In his desire to identify with the more prestigious-English-
speaking community and in his attempt to dissociate himself from his
own cultural background, Mr. D. denied that he knew his native lan-
guage. Nida thinks that his inability to learn a foreign language was
only an overt demonstration of his inner psychological apprehension
over losing his new identity.so

In the ESL classroom a great deal of anxiety can be generated
from misunderstandings arising from cross-cultural contacts because of

variations in verbal as well as non-verbal language. Stengal notes
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that in general our thought processes are accompanied by visual
images.Sl The concept of an object in one language may conjure up a
different visual image for speakers of a different language. A non-
native speaker, for example, may experience a great deal of stress when
invited by an American to eat a hot dog because it is against his
religious beliefs to eat dog meat.52

Different cultures are governed by different social and linguistic
rules and applied differently under different circumstances. In the
English language, for example, there are shared conventions regarding
the devices used to convey the intentions, feelings, and attitudes of
the speakers. The use of interjections such as 'yes," '"well," "oh';

" "you might say'"; and correction markers are

hedges like ''sorta,
governed by specific rules, and their use, with the correct stress and
intonation patterns, are understood by native speakers in predictable
ways. Non-native speakers who are unacquainted with such social rules
and are unaware of the significance of pitch and stress often break
such rules without knowing it. When this happens, native speakers who
are frequently ready to make allowance for the grammatical errors made
by non-native students are less ready to excuse them for breaking
social rules if the cultural differences are not understood.53 The
resultant negative reaction of the native speakers is bound to create
anxiety in the foreign offender who is even more apprehensive because
he does not understand what he has done to give offense.

An even more subtle component of communication is non-verbal
behavior. It is often forgotten that "just as every spoken language

is a part of its parent culture, so also is every body language

uniquely a product of its culture."54 Non-verbal behavior being
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culture specific, can cause great confusion and a sense of disorienta-
tion when it occurs in a different cultural context or setting, for
people from a similar cultural background are able to interpret cor-
rectly signals conveyed by the posture and facial expressions and
adjust accordingly, but people from a different culture unconsciously
interpret such signals in terms of their own cultural conventions or
miss them altogether.

Variations in haptics (science of touching), proxemics (personal
distance at which speakers stand away from each other), and kinesics
(science of body motions and gestures) among different cultures, as
Nine-Curt has shown, can lead to a great deal of tension between na-
tive and non-native speakers. In proxemics, for example, the personal
distance in the U.S. and many European countries is from eighteen to
thirty inches, and the intimate distance is from skin contact or six
to eighteen inches. 1In some countries such as Latin America, however,
what is intimate distance in the U.S. is personal distance for the
Latin Americans. It is not unusual, therefore, for Americans to con-
sider Latin Americans as ''too pushy," and "too sexy,'" and the Latin
Americans to feel uneasy and anxious over what they perceive to be
the "aloof, cold, uninterested, and perhaps even socially or politi-
cally prejudiced" attitude of the Americans.55

In many foreign cultures teachers are accorded the greatest
respect, and students show their deference by bowed heads or a lower-
ing of the eyes. An American teacher's attempt to hold eye contact,
for example, can prove a source of anxiety for students who interpret
it as an accusation of wrongdoing or an attempt at flirting. Others

may be anxious over what they perceive to be non-professional breaking
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down of proper teacher-student decorum.56

Smalley thinks that language study itself can send some people
into "culture shock'" because they have a mental block against prac-
ticing something they do not understand. Anxiety increases with the
realization that they are caught in a vicious circle--they resist
learning the new language, but they are unable to function in the new
country without learning the new language. They resort to relying on
translating conversations into their own native languages and in the
process of doing so, miss whole portions of meaning. These portions
they have missed are ever-present sources of anxiety as they miss much
of what is going on around them.

Closely related to "culture shock" is language shock which is a
common source of anxiety for the ESL learner. Curran holds that one
who is learning to speak a second language, especially if he is an
adult accustomed to the basic security of the sounds and expressions
in his own native language, is bound to experience a high degree of
personal threat and anxiety in his attempts to speak the new language.
His anxiety mounts with the inability to deal with the feelings of
inadequacy and insecurity, for not only does the learner have to give
up his security and comfort in the sounds of his own native language
but he must adapt to the demands of the whole grammar-pronunciation
structure of the new language.58

Just as "culture shock" is caused by a mismatch between psycho-
logical cues and desired results, language shock is caused by a mis-
match between words used and meaning intended. In using the new lan-
guage, a learner may be unable to find the correct words to express

his ideas. The ordinary person understands the frustrations of
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searching for the correct words to express his real feelings in his
native language. With the ESL learner such feelings of frustrations
are compounded by apprehensions of how accurately the words he is using
reflect his ideas and feelings. According to Jones, the frustrations
and dissatisfaction in being unable to express an idea in one's native
language is amplified in the second language learning situation.59

Stengel maintains that in general there is an initial resistance
on the part of the second language learners against objects they are
compelled to denote by new names. This reaction is found to be
strongest when objects nearest to their feelings are involved. Of
even more interest is the observed resistance against the use of
foreign idioms in that it represents a regression in the direction of
the primary process which created the idioms in the first place. 1In
a different sense, there is the phenomenon of a sense of shame, tinged
by a feeling of guilt, experienced by some learners when they are
finally able to express themselves correctly in the new language.
Stengal attributes this to their anxious expectation of the effect and
impression this new achievement would create.6o

A learner's general reluctance to use the new language, Smalley
explains, is due to the fact that language is the most "important com-
munication medium in any human society" and an "area where the largest
number of the cues to interpersonal relationships lie."61 In trying
to use the new language, the learner finds himself stripped of his
primary means of interacting with other people. His apprehension
increases as he is subjected to constant mistakes and feels himself
forced onto the level of a child again. The use of the new language,

according to Curran, 'involves the learner in a temporary psychological
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return to the state of a small child with its concommitant sense of

weakness, anxiety, inadequacy and dependency."62

This is especially
disturbing for individuals who have already achieved a high level of
education in their own native language. They experience the deep
frustrations of being unable to display their education and intelli-
gence-—the symbols of their status and security in their own country.
In their contacts with intelligent people, especially in an educa-
tional setting, they are frustrated by their inability to respond
intelligently because their limited vocabulary in the new language
does not permit them to do so. As Stengel has asserted,
Hardly anyone is free from a sense of shame when he starts
using a new language. This can be explained by the feeling
of insufficiency. Acquiring a new language in adult life is
an anachronism and many people cannot easily tolerate the
infantile situation: their narcissism is deeply hurt by the
necessity for exposing a serious deficiency in a function
which serves as an important source of narcissistic grati-
fication.63
The greatest threat in using a new language is the fear of
appearing comic. The risk of losing face or making a fool of oneself
engenders a great deal of stress and fear. Stengel thinks that using
a new language may give the learner the feeling of wearing a fancy
6
dress. This feeling can inhibit the learning of the target language.
In reporting her experience with language shock, Jones describes
her embarrassment and resentment at the way the Indonesians laughed
at the awkward and non-fluent Indonesian spoken by her and her friends.
So great was her anxiety she was unable to use even simple sentences

after such incidents. She thinks her fear of appearing comic and her

frustration and dissatisfaction in being unable to express an idea in
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Indonesian inhibited her use of the language.65

A conflict between the aims and goals of the school and the
teachers for the learners and the learner's personal goals in second
language learning, as well as a variation in learning strategies
across cultures can contribute a great deal to the learner's anxiety.
Strevens observes that many school language programs hold unrealistic
aims for learner's terminal achievements--aims which are beyond the
ability of the average learner (e.g., the teaching of literature to
the students who have not as yet mastered the language enough to
comprehend and appreciate it). Such unrealistic aims serve only to
create in students anxiety regarding their own abilities to learn.

Moreover, the goals of the teacher may not always be the goals of
the students. For example, some of the common goals of the teacher
are "to cover a certain amount of material, to do a creditable pro-
fessional job or to try out a new approach" but some of the more prob-
able goals of ESL students are '"to learn something worthwhile in
English, to gain recognition, or to fulfill requirements."67

Saville-Troike shows that learning strategies vary with people of
different countries. In the U.S., for example, learning involves a
great deal of verbal interaction, and students are encouraged to be
independent and original and to learn by the process of trial-and-
error. Speed is considered an important component in the learning pro-
cess. In many cultures, however, students learn primarily by rote
memory or by observation. Unless they are sure of themselves, stu-
dents are not encouraged to guess or to express their opinions, for
failure is considered humiliating.68

In citing the example of the Middle Eastern students, Parker shows
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that having come from a paternalistic society, generally authoritarian
in nature, they are imitative rather than creative and thus find it
difficult to adapt to the educational system in the U.S.--a system
that requires independent research and original thinking.69 It is
inevitable, therefore, for students accustomed to different kinds of
learning strategies in their own countries to experience dislocation
and anxiety in the new learning environment and be unable to function
as effectively as they did in their own culture.

In her report of her personal experience in language learning in
Tunisia and Iran, Francine Schumann has shown how cross-cultural
adjustments in the language classroom can affect a language student.
In Tunisia, for example, the teacher expected students to memorize
dialogues perfectly--a requirement which Schumann felt was unnecessary
and a waste of time that could be utilized for other language learning
activities. This led to anxiety and embarrassment on the part of the
learner, for her performance was judged according to the teacher's
expectations. Non-acceptance of such a teaching method led to rejec-
tion and withdrawal symptoms such as passivity in class, cutting up
during class, or leaving class early, walking out on examinations, or
skipping class altogether.70

It is also to be noted that methods of instruction in the ESL
classroom are often largely dependent on drilling and mimicry, tech-
niques which further emphasizes the infantile impression of the
learner. Moreover, the learners often find themselves unable to
articulate the vowels they are expected to make because they can't
move their tongues in the right way. This can be an especially humili-

ating and threatening experience for people highly educated in their



21

own native language, if the teacher does not perceive their difficulty
and exerts undue pressure for them to produce the correct sounds.

Gardner shows that anxiety can also result from the over-zealous
attempt of the teacher to develop communicative competence in the
learner before he is ready for it nor can welcome it. He also notes
the unfair expectation of many teachers for foreign students to
achieve near-native mastery of the language in the shortest time
available.7l

It has been demonstrated that many factors are present in the
personal life and in the instructional situation to contribute to the
anxiety of a second language teacher. Schumann sums up the problem
of anxiety in the ESL classroom by pointing out that inhibitions must
be reduced in order for the learner to acquire the second language,
but "culture shock" and other factors serve to increase the anxiety
level of the learner, thus leading to inhibition and reduction of ego
permeability. The learner then finds himself caught in a circular
trap. At some point, therefore, the circle must be broken, and how
this is to be done has become the major issue in second language educa-

tion.

Research on Anxiety and Learning

In recent years, especially, there has been a proliferation of
research on anxiety in learning situations. Reports often indicated
72
varying results. For example, results of studies done by Montague,
73 74 . 75
Farber and Spence; Spence, Farber and McFann; and Nicholson

showed that low-anxiety subjects performed better than high-anxiety



22
subjects in learning tasks, but findings of studies by Taylor;76
Spence and Farber;77 and Spence and Taylor78 indicated that high-
anxiety subjects were superior to low-anxiety subjects in their per-
formance. Studies done by Kalish et al.79 and Feshback and Loeb80
in conditions where ego-involvement was low found that anxiety was
unrelated to performance.

The discrepancy can be explained by such intervening variables as
complexity of task, the subjects' level of intelligence, and the
degree of familiarity subjects have with the learning task. Studies
by Taylor, for example, have shown that in simple tasks (i.e., those
of conditioning variety), high-anxiety subjects tend to improve in
their performance, but in complex or difficult learning tasks, anxiety
leads to a decrement in performance.81 Gaudry and Spielberger explain
the difference by relating the effects of anxiety to the relative
streugth of the csorrect and competing tendencies evoked by the learn-
ing task. In simple tasks, the correct response is stronger than the
competing or task irrelevant responses; hence high anxiety will serve
as a drive to facilitate performance. In complex or difficult tasks,
however, the competing or task irrelevant tendencies are stronger and
serve to interfere with the performance of the task, thus leading to
decrement in 1earning.82 They also believe that repeated practices
are likely to strengthen task-relevant responses; hence high anxiety
can facilitate learning at a later stage in learning, although in the
initial stages of learning it can be deterimental to performance.8

Another intervening variable believed to be responsible for the
differential effects of anxiety on learning is the intelligence level

of learners. Studies by Denny,84 Katahr85 and Spielberger86 show that
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anxiety facilitates learning at upper levels of intelligence; that is,
at lower levels of intelligence low-anxiety subjects perform better
than high-anxiety subjects.

In an investigation of the effects of anxiety and intelligence on
paired-associate learning, for example, Gaudry and Spielberger
reported the following findings: (1) at the initial stage of learning,
high anxiety facilitated learning for high IQ subjects but had a
debilitating effect on low IQ subjects; (2) at later stages of learn-
ing, high anxiety had a facilitating effect on the performance of both
high- and low-IQ subjects; and (3) at both stages of learning high-IQ
subjects performed better than low-IQ subjects. Spielberger interprets
the findings to show that students with high intelligence level can
achieve good grades independent of anxiety level. According to
Spence's theory of emotionally based drive, for the high-IQ learners,
anxiety actually provides the increased motivation needed to stimulate
greater effort in their academic work.87

Researchers have also shown that the effects of anxiety on an
individual is often determined by his perception of the anxiety situa-
tion. In assessing the effects of anxiety on performance, Verma and
Nijhawan think that what is more important than the task or anxiety
itself is the cognitive appraisal of the situation by high anxiety
persons. Anxiety will have a debilitating effect on learning only if
the high anxiety subject perceives the situation as threatening.8

Howard and Scott observe two modes of behavior in an individual's
response to threat or anxiety: (1) the assertive response and (2) the
divergent response. In the first, the person perceives of anxiety as

a challenge and meets the problem squarely. He then mobilizes all the
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resources available and selects those that are most appropriate for
coping with the problem. Energies will then be channelled toward a
proper completion of a task. In the second, the person diverts his
energies and resources away from the anxiety confronting him and
psychologically withdraws from the field or reacts with aggression
towards frustrating objects rather than focus on the solution of the
problem.89

Rosenweig sees the assertive response as a need persistent
response. It is goal-oriented behavior directed towards the gratifi-
cation of a need. He views the divergent response as an ego-defensive
behavior in which case the individual is primarily concerned wtih
maintaining his self-esteem. In his concern to defend his ego, the
individual ceases or reduces his attack on the task at hand. One form
of ego-defensive behavior is for the individual to avoid tackling the
task so that even if he fails, he can protect himself by claiming that
his failure was due to the fact that he did not really try.go

This is consistent with Atkinson's description of the kinds of
drive found in an individual. One is energized by the achievement
motive, as is indicated by a disposition to approach success. The
second is indicated by an avoidant tendency which represents the indi-
vidual's attempt to avoid failure or the shame and humiliation con-
nected with failure.91

Considering anxiety in the light of the above responses, it can
be assumed that anxiety will not necessarily result in decrement in
performance. According to Taylor's perception of fear or anxiety as a

. . . 2 .
motivation or drlve,9 stress may actually be beneficial to performance
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as it has been demonstrated by individuals who work more effectively
under stress.

In assessing the effects of these two kinds of responses to
anxiety in relation to performance, Atkinson asserts:

. . . the stronger the achievement motive relative to the
motive to avoid failure, the higher the subjective proba-
bility of success, given stated odds. The stronger the
motive to avoid failure relative to the achievement

motive, the higher the subjective probability of failure,
given stated odds or any other objective basis for inferring
the strength of expectancy.

In learning and performance situations, Sarason et al. view the
two types of responses as task-relevant and task-irrelevant responses.
Task-relevant responses refer to responses directed toward the comple-
tion of a task, while task-irrelevant responses refer to divergent
responses such as self-centered feelings of inadequacy and avoidant
behaviors which will exert disruptive influences on the performance
of a task. Improvement or decrement in performance is therefore
dependent on the strength of the task-relevant or task-irrelevant
responses.

Atkinson and Litwin explain the theory by showing that when a
person's desire to achieve success is stronger than his motive to
avoid failure, the resultant conflict is always positive, no matter
what the level of difficulty in the task. In contrast to this, when
the motive to avoid failure is stronger, then the resultant approach-
avoidance conflict is avoidant motivation for all levels of difficulty.
This means that a person so motivated will find all achievement tasks

unattractive, particularly areas of intermediate difficulty. He will

perform the task only when constrained by social pressures; otherwise
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he will avoid the task or perform only poorly. This leads to a decre-
ment in performance because of the conflict engendered by competing
avoidant tendencies.95

Sarason et al. observe that task-relevant responses are indicated
by an increase in effort and concentration and procedural strategies
which serve to enhance or facilitate learning and reduce anxiety.
Task-irrelevant responses are evident in thoughts concerning the con-
sequences of failure and strategies to protect one from loss of self-
esteem and will have an interfering or debilitating effect on learning
and performance.9

In sum, investigation of the relationship between anxiety and
learning in educational settings have shown that, while the findings
of a few studies have indicated that high anxiety facilitates perfor-
mance, most of them showed results that consistently pointed to a
negative relationship between anxiety and various measures of learning
and academic achievement. It is also apparent that variations in
learning environment, the nature of the learning task, the levels of
intelligence found in subjects investigated and their response to
anxiety situations can have an appreciable influence on the relation-
ship between anxiety and school performance.

In the area of second language learning, few studies have been
undertaken to investigate the relationship between anxiety and success
in second language acquisition. Of the few studies done, anxiety has
been examined as one of a cluster of affective variables rather than
as a single factor influencing second language acquisition.

In 1976 a study involving 63 students in a French immersion pro-

gram and 68 students in the English program with French as a second
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language was conducted by Swain and Burnaby in an attempt to examine
the relationship between specific personality traits such as quickness
in grasping new concepts and perfectionist tendencies and second lan-
guage scores. Findings of the study showed that anxiety has a high
negative correlation with the scores that students received in the
BEP Test de Lecture--a French reading test given to the French immer-
sion students only. This has been interpreted to show that the high-
anxiety students are less likely to perform well in a test of reading
in the second language. It was also noted that no significant corre-
lation was obtained with any other proficiency measures used in the
study.97

In another study done by Tucker et al. with three groups of grade
seven students, findings indicated a correlation between anxiety as
one of a cluster of variables in a factor analysis and one measure of
French proficiency.98

Backman, in a study designed to examine the attitudinal and moti-
vational variables influencing the acquisition of English by 21 Vene-
zuelan students at Boston University, employed two methods: controlled
interview and measurement of the variables by means of a bilingual
adaptation of the attitude scales developed by Gardner et al. Of the
eight scales used to measure such attitudes as interest in foreign
languages and need achievement, one was used to measure anxiety in the
English class. Results of the study showed that the two lowest
acheivers received the highest and lowest scores on the anxiety mea-
sure she used.99

In another study done with foreign language students, Chastain

observed the debilitating effect of anxiety on students of the French
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audio-lingual program in that results of his study showed a signifi-
cant negative correlation between test anxiety and final course grades.
With the German and Spanish students in the traditional program, how-
ever, he found a positive correlation between their test and anxiety
scores, that is, anxiety appears to be a significant predictor of suc-
cess in their case. Chastain concludes that ''perhaps some concern
about a test is a plus while too much anxiety can produce negative
results."lOO

The most recent study was undertaken by Kleinmann to determine
the relationship between the syntactic structures in English avoided
by foreign students and the syntactic structures of the students'
native languages, on the assumption that students are likely to avoid
English structures that differ most markedly from those of their
native languages. A corollary purpose of the study was to determine
the relationship between the avoidance behavior of the subjects and
their anxiety scores as measured by an adaptation of the facilitating
and debilitating anxiety scales developed by Alpert and Haber. It was
assumed that those who were high on facilitating anxiety would employ
English structures normally avoided by their native language group.
Findings showed that subjects high on debilitating anxiety avoided
certain structures in English while subjects high on facilitating

; . . 101
anxiety tended to use the structures avoided by their classmates.
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Importance of Research on Anxiety
in the ESL Classroom

In recent years there has been a proliferation of research on
anxiety and its effects on learning. A review of the literature has
shown that few studies have investigated the effects of anxiety in the
second language learning situation and even fewer have looked into the
problem of anxiety in the ESL classroom. I feel that research on
anxiety in the ESL classroom is important for the following reasons:

1. Psychologists and educators are increasingly more aware that
anxiety can be a central problem in the educational and classroom
experiences of learners. Sinclair points out that ''the area of
research concerned with the influence of anxiety on human learning and
performance has significance for both educational practice and psycho-
logical theory."lo2 Anxiety can exert its influence by erecting
psychological barriers (i.e., barriers which inhibit confidence, lead
to feelings of insecurity, and serve to block learning). As Curran
has observed, anxiety to a certain extent, has a positive effect in
encouraging commitment and involvement, but beyond a certain point, it
has a debilitating effect on learning in that it creates a defensive

kind of learning--a form of '

'purely internalized learning with minimal
internalization." 1In other words, the learner gives the appearance of
having learned by achieving an acceptable grade, but, when the course
; . . . 103

is completed, the newly learned material is quickly forgotten.
Anxiety can reduce an individual's capacity to learn, thus pre-

venting him from achieving his full potentials. An anxious person is

less motivated to achieve because his apprehension of the negative
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consequences outweighs his projections of gain from the learning
experience. Maslow holds that anxiety, especially when it is extreme,
kills curiosity<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>