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Summary 

This report examines the existence and extent of Foreign Language Anxiety (FLA) 

among college, university and high school students. It explains the causes and effects of 

FLA, both physical and mental, and offers solutions for teachers and tutors to help 

students overcome it. In addition, it offers steps that students can follow to help battle 

FLA themselves.  The aim of this report is to give students an opportunity to have a more 

enjoyable learning experience by reducing their fear of speaking, reading and writing in a 

foreign language.  

 

The information gathered from this report was primarily secondary research; however 

information from students at Sheridan College contributed to primary research.  

  

The recommendations are directed towards a student studying a foreign language as this 

is written from a student‟s perspective. Also, the recommendations are written to help a 

student despite the fact that the student who suffers does not have control over a teacher‟s 

teaching style or pedagogical practices. 

 

Some of the recommendations made are to set SMART (specific, measurable, attainable, 

realistic and timely) language goals in order to track improvement. The recommendations 

also look at techniques that other students use or have used in the past in overcoming 

their fears. Students are encouraged to use others‟ techniques and to tailor them to create 

a successful, personal, fear- reducing strategy.  
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1.0 Introduction 

Sweaty palms, shaking hands, dry mouth and muscle tension mean for many of us, that 

we are about to speak in public. Couple this fear of speaking in public with performing or 

speaking in another language and the success of the speaker may be dramatically 

compromised. This fear of performing in another language is known as Foreign 

Language Anxiety and it is important to be aware that between one third and one half of 

second language learners suffer (Von Worde, 2003; Randall 2007). The fear of dealing in 

a foreign language environment is most felt when a student must perform orally in some 

way but it can also occur when listening, reading or writing (Brantmeier, 2005).  Foreign 

Language Anxiety (FLA) has been the subject of many scholarly surveys and papers as 

overcoming it can lead to better and faster language acquisition as well as a much more 

pleasurable learning experience (Guess, 2007). 

 

If we could find and isolate what it is that makes us nervous, we could increase our 

learning abilities and have a more enjoyable learning experience.  Ideally, teachers can 

provide a learning environment that may reduce the fear associated with learning another 

language for their students (Guess, 1997; Von Worde, 2003). Realistically, however, 

changing a teacher‟s teaching style is not an option for students. 

 

This report aims to outline the reasons for FLA, how a teacher can offer a less fear-

inducing environment and what students may do to overcome their anxiety. The emphasis 

will be placed on what a student may do, as this report is written from a student‟s 

perspective.   
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2.0 Observations  

As an English Tutor at Sheridan College in Brampton for the work term, I was in contact 

with ESL students, as well as students enrolled in full time programs, who spoke English 

as their second language. This position allowed me to make several observations on FLA. 

The following scenario came to my attention while tutoring which caused me to question 

the effects of FLA and the possibility of overcoming it.  

 

2.1 Student A vs. Student B 

 

Student A was an intermediate student enrolled in the ESL program at Sheridan. She had 

very clear English and was very understandable. She only had a slight accent after 

studying in Canada for 5 months. Student A confided that lately she was feeling very 

intimidated to speak English. She admitted to feeling shy and her self-confidence was 

dropping. Her goal was to become completely “Canadianized” during her year here; 

however she felt that she was not even close to achieving this and was becoming 

frustrated. While I found her English to be exceptional, she was clearly unhappy with it. 

Throughout my term at the College, I had several sessions with this student and although 

I was sure she was improving, I was not able to tell how much.  

 

Student B was also an ESL student at the College; however she was only a beginner. This 

student also had the same first language as Student A. Student B had very limited 

vocabulary, yet she was not afraid to talk. Lots of hand gestures and smiles got her ideas 

across and she was loud, clear and always very happy. This student had very obvious 
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improvement throughout the semester. I was personally amazed at her progress. Her 

vocabulary seemed to double every two weeks.  

 

2.2 Examination and Query 

These two students led me to question several things: 

 Do other ESL students have the same fears as Student A? What percentage of 

students have an FLA experience? 

 Why was Student A scared and frustrated? What are the causes and effects of 

FLA? Did Student A‟s frustration and feelings of intimidation have any effect on 

her lack of, or „hard to notice‟, language acquisition? Did Student B‟s positive 

attitude contribute to her improvement and fast language acquisition?  

 How could they overcome their fears?  

 

3.0 Research  

The following sections look at the people affected by FLA, causes and effects of FLA 

and how to overcome it and gain self-confidence. 

 

3.1 Extent of Student FLA Experience 

Both primary and secondary sources were consulted to determine those who suffer from 

FLA. 

3.1.1 Primary Research 

I handed out a few questions to five of my ESL intermediate students who came in 

regularly. The following information was returned to me. Each question ranged from 0 - 

10, 10 being the highest or the most. 



4 
 

Table 1 - Results of Case Study 
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Question 1: How confident do you feel speaking English in this Conversation Circle? 

Question 2: How confident do you feel speaking English in public? ie. not in class 

Question 3: How afraid are you of making mistakes in class? 

Question 4: How naturally confident and out-going are you in other subjects and in life in 

general? 

Question 5: How confident were you as a beginning English student?  

 

Results 

Through this section of the case study we can see several things: 

 Students are not completely confident with their abilities 

 Students feel more comfortable speaking one-on-one or in small groups 

rather than in public 

 On average, they feel more confident as intermediate students than 

beginner students  

 The last question asked in the case study was whether or not they would like to improve 

their self confidence in speaking English and all replied with a resounding „Yes‟. It was 
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obvious from their responses that there was room for self-confidence improvement, 

especially in spoken English.  

(Please refer to Appendix B for the full version of the Case Study) 

 

3.1.2 Secondary Research 

 

Dr. Elaine Horwitz, a foreign language education professor at the College of Education‟s 

Department of Curriculum and Instruction at The University of Texas, has been 

researching FLA for many years. According to her, one-third of university students can 

relate to feeling fear when learning a foreign language (Randall, 2007). They may even 

have switched professions because of it (Randall, 2007). 

 

In a research study handed out by the Open University in the UK, 500 students were 

asked if they felt that language learning is different from other subjects and causes more 

stress. 277 people responded and 84% of these people felt that oral speaking caused 

language learning to be more stressful than other subjects (Hauck & Hurd, 1991). PhD 

Von Worde, professor of German with a history of studying FLA, claims that half of 

foreign language students suffer from FLA (Von Worde, 2003). 

 

It is also interesting to note that FLA occurs more commonly in mandatory language 

classes. This is because students who are not language inclined are „forced‟ to take them 

(Guess, 1997). 
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It is apparent therefore, that FLA is a common problem for many foreign language 

students. 

 

3.2 Causes and Effects of FLA 

Causes of Foreign Language Anxiety 

According to PhD Renée Von Worde (2003), there are several things that students fear in 

a foreign language environment. These include: 

 Non-comprehension 

Not being able to understand what the teacher assigns as homework or what 

native speakers are asking. 

 Speaking Activities 

Having to speak or present in front of the class or a group or even in public 

settings.  

 Instructional Practices 

This includes several different practices such as how the teacher calls on students 

in class (randomly, putting people on the spot etc.), how tests are administered 

(pop quizzes) and the strictness or intimidation of the teacher.  

 Error correction 

Being corrected in front of everyone was a cause for humiliation and therefore 

fear in students. 

 Native Speakers 

Students are often intimidated and worry about sounding „stupid‟ in front of 

someone who speaks the language well (Von Worde, 2003). 
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The article “Factors Associated with Foreign Language Anxiety” gives other variables 

that may contribute to the fear of learning another language.  These include age, previous 

academic success, history of visiting other countries, previous high school experience 

with foreign languages, anticipated average for a their language class, perceived 

scholastic ability, and belief of self-worth (Onwuegbuzie, Bailey & Daley, 1999). All of 

these factors may contribute to the level of stress a student may feel when asked to 

perform in another language. 

  

In Student A‟s case, there were other factors that may have contributed to her stress. For 

example, she may have set goals for herself that were unrealistic or she may have had 

trouble seeing concrete evidence that she was improving as an intermediate student. 

Could it be that as a beginner, improvement may be easier to recognize and track? When 

I proposed this reason to Student A she agreed that this could definitely be a cause for her 

sudden hesitation to speak. 

 

Effects of FLA 

All of these in combination or alone can cause extreme stress for a foreign language 

student. It may also mean problems with attainment, preservation and production in the 

foreign language (Von Worde, 2003). According to Professor Von Worde (2003), “If 

anxiety impairs cognitive function, students who are anxious may learn less and also may 

not be able to demonstrate what they have learned. Therefore, they may experience even 

more failure, which in turn escalates their anxiety” (p. 1). Foreign Language Anxiety is 

not only mental either. Von Worde also outlines several physical factors that occur. 
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Among these physical symptoms are a beating heart and clammy hands as well as 

hunching over to avoid being chosen to speak by the teacher (Von Worde, 2003). In 

extreme cases, the student will just not show up to class (Von Worde, 2003). 

 

3.3 Overcoming FLA and Building Self-Confidence 

The question remains how someone can overcome their fears in language learning to 

develop language skills to their full potential. The following descriptions look at ideas 

that can be implemented by several people involved with the student such as the teacher, 

a tutor and the student themselves. 

 

Teacher 

There are several things that a teacher may do to decrease anxiety felt in the classroom 

according to Von Worde (2003): 

 Pick topics to teach that are relevant to the students.  

 Try and make the learning „fun‟. 

 Try to create a sense of community where the students feel more comfortable in front 

of each other. One suggestion made was to have the students sit in a circle.  

 Avoid calling on people or putting them on the spot. 

 Reinforce the material continuously.  

 Speak slowly. 

 Use English to clarify homework assignments or give written documents. 

(These last two suggestions may not be relevant for a University class setting since the 

language usage must be more intense.) 
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 Another suggestion of my own is the creation of a “mistake happy zone”. Teachers 

can avoid correcting students during certain sections of the day (e.g. for 30 minutes 

we will talk amongst ourselves). In this way, students do not need to fear working on 

perfect grammar, but rather they can just talk without feeling judged. This allows 

students to get a feel for fluency and letting go. 

 

Tutor 

The English tutor has the option of enforcing all of these suggestions. Although there 

may not be a classroom of students to whom the tutor is teaching, the one-on-one 

environment allows a greater sense of intimacy and a safer atmosphere. It more easily 

facilitates a tailored lesson.  

 

Student 

Some suggestions for a student to decrease their foreign language anxiety include: 

 Be aware 

Knowing that you are not alone in feeling self-conscious or afraid of speaking in a 

foreign language is half the battle (Von Worde, 2003). Fear of speaking in front of 

people is normal and so is performing in another language, even if it is just with your 

friends.  

 

 Set SMART language goals. 

By setting goals that you can track, you will better be able to see your improvement. 

A „SMART goal‟ is an acronym which stands for a goal that is Specific, Measurable, 
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Attainable, Realistic and Timely. Unfortunately, setting SMART goals for learning a 

language can be tricky because language is hard to attach to numbers. It is much more 

qualitative rather than quantitative. Numbers can be attached to tests or exams that 

teachers give (you achieve a mark on these) but aside from these numbers, language 

skill is hard to quantify. For example, if you are intermediate, what percent of a 

conversation should you be able to understand and how can you track what you did 

not understand and what you did?  

The following are some ways to attach numbers to learning a language.  

1. Pick a movie in a foreign language. Watch it at the start of every month and 

record approximately what percentage you think you understand. You will 

then be able to see your improvement every month. 

2. Learn a specific number of words or idioms per week. (e.g. 10 new words a 

week, plus 1 idiom). 

3. Research online for a list or think up a personal list of activities that your level 

should be able to follow through with. Make sure the activities have a definite 

indication of success. For instance, Intermediate students should be able to 

order a pizza in the new language. If they received everything they wanted on 

the pizza, they succeeded. (For a larger list see appendix C). Completing this 

list of items may help to boost self confidence and allows you to check off a 

numbered list. 

4. Another tactic may be to „celebrate‟ your mistakes. For every new mistake 

you make, you are learning something. Record the number of mistakes you 

make in a class. The more mistakes you make, the less chance of you making 
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them again, so be proud and happier with the bigger number of mistakes. This 

may sound backward but just make sure that you are making NEW mistakes 

and not repeating the same old ones over again. 

5. Write yourself a short journal entry at the beginning of the term/study period. 

At the end of your term, reread it and see how many mistakes you can correct 

in your work. This will allow you to see how you have improved over the 

term. 

It is important to remember as a foreign language student that your goals need to 

be realistic. Complete bilingualism takes a long time; do not expect to learn the 

language perfectly within one year. Language is continuously evolving; not even 

all native speakers have a large vocabulary and know every single word in their 

language. 

 

 Be prepared  

There is not much that a student can do should the teacher have an assignment that 

involves speaking in front of the class or performing in some way. However, the 

student can prepare ahead of time and by doing so, decrease the chances of feeling 

humiliated from being corrected. Being prepared also relieves stress which allows the 

brain to concentrate, get over irrational fears, make decisions and increase self 

confidence as confirmed by MD Babu (Babu, 2007). 
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 Make a friend in the class 

By making a friend in class, the student fosters a sense of belonging. A friend can 

also act as a lifeline providing comfort. They are someone who sympathizes with 

your problems in class and they can help clarify the homework if the instructions 

were not understandable.  

 

 Maintain a positive attitude 

As I found with student B, happiness does seem to have an impact on how much you 

learn and how fast. Naturally, the happier you are, the more Native speakers will 

respond to you and want to help you learn. Richard Bayer, PhD and psychologist 

states that “Happy people are not any smarter, on average, than those who are sad, but 

happy people have the ability to use their intelligence more effectively. Some studies 

suggest that people who are feeling happy can learn better in many situations, and are 

faster and more accurate in coming up with appropriate answers to complex 

problems” (Bayer, 2004). He also states that happiness leads to better creativity, 

which can have added benefits to foreign language students asked to perform or write 

a story (Bayer, 2004). 

 

 Do some research  

In order to find some more techniques that deal with overcoming foreign language 

anxiety, research online. The following questionnaire was executed by Mirjam 

Hauck, head of the German Department in Carnegie Mellon University, and Stella 

Hurd, senior lecturer at Open University UK. The questionnaire looked at different 
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strategies students use to overcome FLA. They handed the questionnaire to 277 

people and received a response for this section from 48 students. 

 

Figure 1- Strategies for Coping with Anxiety 

(Hauck & Hurd, 1991) 

 

 

Strategy     % 

2 Actively encourage myself to take risks in language learning, such 

as guessing meanings or trying to peak, even though I might 

make some mistakes 

87.5 

1 Use positive self-talk 64.6 

3 Imagine that when I am speaking in front of others, it is just a 

friendly informal chat 

35.4 

10 Use relaxation techniques 29.1 

8 Share worries with other students 20.8 

9 Let my tutor know I am anxious 20.8 

5 Give myself a reward or treat when I do well           18.8 

6 Be aware of physical signs of stress that might affect my 

language learning 

16.7 

4 Tell myself when I speak that it will not take long 14.6 

11 Other    6.3 

7 Write down my feelings in a day or notebook 2.08 
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The researchers claimed that the missing portion of the chart represents the students 

who had not come up with a way to deal with their anxiety (Hauck & Hurd, 1991). 

By adopting some of these suggestions, hopefully a student will personally begin to 

overcome their foreign language learning fears. Students may choose to adopt one of 

these strategies and tailor it towards their needs until they find something that works 

for them. 
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4.0 Conclusions 

After examining Foreign Language Anxiety, numerous conclusions become perceptible: 

 Many people suffer from FLA 

Foreign language anxiety is a problem for a large number of foreign language students. 

Although statistics vary among scholarly sources of how many people suffer, the 

existence of FLA in foreign language students is indisputable. FLA manifests more 

commonly in people who are forced to take a language course as opposed to people who 

choose to take a language course for interest‟s sake (Guess, 2007). 

 FLA causes both mental and physical problems 

FLA is caused by many things and depends on a number of variables. These include age, 

previous experience with the language, experience learning another second language, 

teaching practices, realistic goal setting, perceived self-worth and many others (Von 

Worde, 2003; Onwuegbuzie, Bailey & Daley, 1999). FLA can cause problems with 

acquisition, retention and production of the new language (Von Worde, 2003). 

Physically, it causes sweating, hunching and a beating heart among many other things 

(Von Worde, 2003). 

 FLA can be reduced 

There are many steps that can be taken by a teacher, tutor or affected student to reduce 

the effects of FLA. Often, students do not have the option of changing the pedagogical 

practices used by their teacher. In lieu of this, there are several techniques that a student 

may try to boost their self- confidence and reduce their language anxieties. The following 

page gives recommendations for a foreign language student to overcome their anxiety.  
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5.0 Recommendations 

The following recommendations are for students looking to boost their self-confidence in 

speaking, reading and writing a language: 

 Be aware of Foreign Language Anxiety 

Be aware that you are not alone in your fears. Many other people fear aspects of 

learning a foreign language, especially speaking.  

 Set 4 or 5 SMART (specific, measurable, attainable, realistic, timely) 

language goals for yourself in your academic term. 

Attach numbers to your learning so that you can see your improvement. Make 

measurable goals and make sure that they are realistic. Do some research to see what 

level you should be at by end of your term in a different country. Do not expect to be 

bilingual on your return to your home country. 

 Be prepared  

If you are prepared for your class or presentation then you will feel more confident in 

front of people. Feeling more prepared makes you feel relaxed which allows for better 

communication and language skills (Guess, 2007). Prepare by going over your work 

or presentation at least twice reading, then at least twice out loud. Get someone to 

help proofread. 

 Make a friend in class 

Making a friend in class who can encourage you or at least sympathize with you can 

dispel the idea that you are suffering alone. Also, they can help clarify things for you 

that you may not have understood. They may be able to help you proofread. 
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 Maintain a positive attitude 

Even though it may seem hard, try and have a positive attitude. Happy people will  

learn faster and have a more pleasurable learning experience (Bayer, 2004). Smile. 

Make native speakers aware that you are happy to be corrected.  

 Do some research  

Find out how other students handle their anxiety. Many of their suggestions may 

work for you. Look online or ask around. Alter their strategies so they work for you. 
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Appendix A – Report Checklist 

 

Your report must: 

 [Y ] use a 12-point font  

 [ Y] be double-spaced and printed on only one side of the page  

 [ Y] be written in formal, standard English, with no contractions  

 [Y ] be spellchecked and proofread  

 [Y ] include pages numbered according to the conventions described in the Co-

op Student Manual  

Your report must conform to the format and conventions described in the Co-op 

Student Manual.Your report will include the following pages and sections: 

 [Y ] Title page  

 [Y ] Letter of submittal  

 [Y] Table of contents  

 [ Y] List of figures and tables, if appropriate  

 [Y ] SumI  

 [Y ] Introduction  

 [Y ] Body  

 [Y ] Conclusions  

 [Y ] Recommendations (specific, measurable, and attainable)  

 [ Y] References, if appropriate  

 [ Y] Appendix or Appendices  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.cecs.uwaterloo.ca/manual/work_reports/9_9.php
http://www.cecs.uwaterloo.ca/manual/work_reports/9_9.php
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Appendix B – Case Study 

Case Study 

On a scale of 1 to 10  

(10 being a lot) 

  

How confident do you feel speaking English in this Conversation Circle? 

  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

  

How confident do you think you would feel speaking English with just me or another 

English tutor for 30 mins? 

  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

  

How confident do you feel speaking English in public? ie. not in class 

  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

  

Do you feel judged for your speaking abilities by people in this Conversation Circle? 

  

Yes Maybe   No    Not sure. If yes, how much? 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10  

  

How afraid are you of making grammar mistakes in class? 

  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

  

Out of 10, how naturally confident and out-going are you in other subjects and life in 

general? 

  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

  

How confident were you as a beginning English speaker? 

  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10  

  

Do you feel more confident in speaking English now that you are intermediate? 

  

Yes   Maybe   No   Not sure 

  

  

Would you like to increase your confidence in speaking English? 

  

Yes    Maybe    No   Not sure 
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Appendix C – List of ‘SMART’ Activities 

List of activities for an Intermediate student to accomplish  

1. Order a pizza. If you received everything you wanted, with all your specifications 

then you are successful. 

2. Ask the bus driver a question and get the information you need to end up where 

you want to go. If you end up where you wanted to be, you are successful. 

3. Cook something from a foreign text book and if it works out and tastes good you 

know you succeeded.  

4. When at the grocery store, successfully get the following questions answered. 

 Ask, “Do you accept Air miles?” 

 Ask, “How can I pay?” 

 Inform them you brought your own bags. 

 Ask for cash back  

5. Go to a mall and ask a random store owner where to find a store that sells 

something you are looking for. If you find the store using their directions then you 

are successful. 


