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ABSTRACT: 

Foreign language anxiety has been an area of particular interest to language researchers, but 

as of yet no answer has been found on how to reduce the amount of anxiety experienced in 

the language learning classroom in regard to the effect it has on language ego and 

performance. In the beginning of the 1970s, descriptive studies were concentrated mostly on   

the meaning of FLA and were making an effort to analyse its environment, signs, causes and 

consequences. Early correlational studies formed rather unpredictable results in defining the 

relationship between FLA and success in a foreign language. To date, speaking, reading, 

writing, and listening anxiety have been analysed using questionnaires and interviews to 

create a whole body of research for journals and books. These all have demonstrated 

correlations with language achievement. However, these findings need re-examination as 

they do not have a definite answer on how to reduce language anxiety for thick and thin 

boundary learners to help them improve on their performance within the classroom 

environment. 

 

The main objective of this study is to consider and identify the role of foreign language 

anxiety and its effects on language ego in second language acquisition. Its second objective is 

to uncover and explain how this relates to recent research on identity and second language 

teaching and learning. It analyses in great depth the literature on the relationship between L1 

and L2 identities, the difficulties of speaking in the target language with an L2 identity, the 

limitations, and boundaries of language in relation to foreign language anxiety, and how 

anxiety affects overall student performance.  

 

 

Key words: Ego Boundaries, Ego Permeability, Foreign Language Anxiety, L1 and L2 

Identities and Performance. 
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CHAPTER 1                            INTRODUCTION 

 

1.0 Background  

Foreign Language Anxiety has several definitions. Researchers such as Clement (1980) have 

defined it as a complex construct that looks at self-esteem, confidence, and feelings whilst 

others such as Young (1992) define it as a complicated psychological phenomenon peculiar 

to language learning. The feeling of anxiety may come from any foreign language-learning 

situation, whether it is related to speaking and writing or reading and listening. Foreign 

language anxiety is a phenomenon that psychologists such as Horwitz define as a “specific 

anxiety reaction” (Horwitz et al, 1986, p.125). Some individuals are more inclined to having 

language anxiety than others and may feel uneasy in a wide variety of situations. Usually, this 

type of anxiety is specifically connected with speaking a foreign language, but it can also 

have an effect on other aspects of language learning. There are two types of language anxiety 

debilitating (prevents the learner from achieving) and facilitating (allows the learner to 

achieve) this thesis concentrates on the debilitating side but facilitating is briefly mentioned. 

The learner might not experience any difficulties speaking in their native language but, when 

asked to speak in their target language, the feeling of anxiousness prevents the learner from 

being able to speak to the best of their ability. This is not necessarily the same in all cases, as 

people can have language anxiety when speaking their native language.  

Language learning is a “logical problem of language acquisition” (Baker & McCarthy, 1981; 

Pinker, 1979, 1989) (the gap between obtainable experience and gained competence) it has 

for decades baffled and intrigued linguists, researchers, language teachers and practitioners 

everywhere in the world. Foreign language anxiety has been expressed as the reaction or 

emotion of general anxieties (how anxious the learner is generally) and has simply been 

associated with social (friends) or learning (classroom) situations whilst acquiring a target 

language. Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope (1986) characterised language anxiety as either a 

distinctive experience while learning the target language or a collaboration of other general 

types of anxiety. For example, certain shy students might have a fear of public speaking or 

conversational activities in general in the target language; and test anxious students might 

experience the anxiety whilst being evaluated on any of the four skills in the target language. 

Horwitz et Al’s theory of Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety consequently (FLCA) 

consisted of three elements: communicative apprehension, fear of negative evaluation, and 
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test anxiety. MacIntyre (1995) describes language anxiety as a social anxiety, which a learner 

might have developed through specific social situations, such as speaking in front of a group 

of people or giving a presentation to a class. Equally, Pappamihiel (2002) justifies language 

anxiety as social anxiety and links this anxiety to learners’ communication with other 

language speakers in class.  

 

Anxiety has been a crucial challenge for foreign language learners across the board, which 

has raised concerns about the language learning process in general. Krashen (1982) explains 

that anxiety associated with a foreign language can act like a barrier that prevents information 

from reaching the area in a learner’s brain specifically designed for language acquisition. 

Several other studies have shown that language learners who experience anxiety in their 

foreign language learning find certain aspects (speaking, writing) of the learning not to be 

enjoyable, which can negatively affect the learners’ performance and achievement 

(Maclntyre, 1999; Riasati, 2011).  

Language learning is a cognitive concept that involves training, storage, and retrieval 

processes. Foreign Language Anxiety can impede with each of these processes by creating a 

divided attention situation (MacIntyre, 1995). Eysenck (Eysenck, 1979) clarified the adverse 

effects of anxiety in Foreign Language Learning, saying that nervous people separate their 

attention between task-related cognition and self-related or emotion-related cognition, 

thereby making cognitive performance less efficient on all three stages of cognitive 

processing:  input, processing (mental planning) and output (MacIntyre, 1991). Various 

consequences of foreign language anxiety may appear at any phase of learning. At the input 

stage, learners might profess to be sick, disappear into the last rows, or skip the classes to 

ease their anxiety. During the processing stage, some of the learners tend to feel hopeless, 

postpone, or stay away from studying, which in the output stage results in drawing blanks or 

memory lapses. Learners’ identities are seen in terms of their mutually constitutive or 

dialectical relationship to the social world rather than as collections of certain affective 

orientations, personality types and cognitive styles. Identity is understood as being 

constructed and negotiated within a given discourse community. But H.D. Brown mentions 

that “Oneself-identity is inextricably bound up with one’s language, for it is in the 

communicative process…that such identities are confirmed, shaped, and reshaped.”  (Brown, 

2007, p.69) 
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In language learning, more than in most other areas of the curriculum, our self-concept can 

often be truly endangered. When trying to learn a second language, the self is especially 

vulnerable because it is deprived of its normal, familiar vehicle of expression. In fact, 

language shock may occur when learners “fear that their words in the target language do not 

reflect their ideas adequately, perhaps making them appear ridiculous or infantile” (Arnold 

and Brown 1999:21- 22). When students are learning a foreign language, speaking in the 

language involves taking risks. In any situation, the learner may be judged by what is being 

said. Since speaking in a foreign language is limited and expressing oneself fluently is 

challenging, learners then see the self that they present as a limited version of their real self. 

If the classroom atmosphere is not supportive, it will be that much more difficult for students 

to take the necessary risks involved in attempting to communicate. Teachers often 

underestimate the discomfort students experience when required to display their ability to 

speak in the language in front of their peers. The more a learner’s self-consciousness will be 

affected, the more inadequate they will feel when teachers are insisting that learners must be 

perfectionists in the target language.  

Children are considered to be naturally gifted linguists, who learn foreign languages within 

no time, but when the critical period ends and the puberty period starts, they begin to develop 

psychological and emotional interference, shyness, hesitation, anxiety, and ego-related 

problems, so they become slower in their second language learning process. Alexander 

Guiora was the first researcher to implement the psychological notion of ego to the area of 

foreign language learning and therefore inventing the term “language ego”, a concept 

characterising the state in which the learner acts “and feels like a different person when 

speaking a second language and often indeed acts very differently as well” (Guiora & Acton 

1979, p.199). to Spielmann and Radnofsky (2001) later backed Guiora’s findings. Peirce 

(1995) also reinforced this viewpoint by examining the multiple foreign language identities 

an individual portrays when challenged with others from a dissimilar culture group. Identities 

and language ego being different in the sense that language ego is the second identity when a 

person does not feel fully capable of expressing themselves and has doubts such as fear of 

negative evaluation or being corrected, whereas the second identity is when its fully created 

and a learner feels comfortable. Another opinion on language ego was offered by Brown 

(1991), who described it as the measure of how thoroughly self-concept and language is 

interwoven. The more developed speakers are in the first, the better their chances are to 

develop a well-established and robust second language ego. The foreign language learning 
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process can be a stressful process, so an “advanced” language ego (more developed) helps 

learners to overcome inhibition and anxiety, except when learners are exposed to overt 

criticism and committing errors (Philips 1991). Brown notes that problems associated with 

language ego, such as adapting to the second identity, can be damaging to language learning 

as follows: “Their egos are affected not only in how they understand themselves, but also on 

how they reach out beyond themselves, how they relate to others socially, and how they use 

the communicative process to bring on affective equilibrium” (Brown, H. D., 1994, p. 70) 

meaning speaking in the target language often will result in being able to express themselves 

in a more coherent way with practise. 

 

According to MacIntyre, anxiety, which is current among learners of foreign languages, 

adversely affects their acquisition and further execution in a foreign language. It is important 

to note, however, that learners are different and come from varying backgrounds (this will 

become a prominent factor in the case studies later on), therefore, the indications may vary in 

their manifestation or difficulty. Some learners may entirely overlook what they have learnt 

and be unable to perform in any way (oral or written), while some learners need only a small 

reminder, help or incentive to be able to perform with unnoticeable signs of language anxiety. 

When a person learns a foreign language, it is vital that they improve upon their oral skills, 

because one of the main goals of learning and acquiring a new language is to speak the 

language with natives (a person whose first language is the learners target language) and to 

generally be understood by others. Nevertheless, certain learners feel afraid, anxious, and 

stressed when having to use the language in a spoken way. Among the affective elements that 

interfere with the learner’s oral production in second language acquisition, the following can 

be mentioned as some of the most prominent: anxiety, levels of motivation, peer group 

pressure, interaction, personal and emotional factors, self-confidence, risk-taking, and 

language ego.  

Descartes and later Freud (1962) followed by Lecky (1945), Raimy (1948) and Rogers (1947) 

proposed views on how humans see themselves over time based on encounters with reality. 

These views gradually grew connecting the results of human activities with how people learn 

to see themselves and their relations to others. Being in constant touch with reality, people 

create self-images or self-concepts based on analysing how nice, bad, appropriate, 

inappropriate, etc. they might have been or might have seemed to others. This helps to 

conclude that personality (portrayal) is a more stable, enveloping category of the “sustained 
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self” (cognitive dimension), while identity (representations and feelings) has a more unstable, 

changing and situation-oriented nature. The process of self-evaluation is inherent in humans, 

and it serves as the basis for developing certain conceptual models (beliefs, hierarchies) and 

corresponding behavioural patterns. Thus, the essence of identity is revealed through 

dynamic, changing, appropriately chosen images the personality generates to respond to the 

conflicting needs for belonging or individuation, relatedness to or separation (Landis, 1970) 

from the outer plane. Personality and identity relate to each other because personality is 

needed to form an identity. In sum, both dimensions belong to the entity of being (Heidegger, 

1971) or self, the cumulative term widely used in psychoanalytic community in the last 

twenty years (Brinich & Shelley, 2002). 

Freud (1923) was the first to share his notion of the terms ID, ego, and super-ego to explain 

elements of the human psyche. He applied the term ego to describe the human mind, 

particularly in its conscious state. The term consciousness derives from Latin conscientia 

which primarily means “moral conscience.” It is the human state of being aware of who one 

is and what one does. On the other hand, the unconsciousness is placed in the ID, literally 

meaning the lack of such awareness; it is considered as a modification of the human mind 

when a person does not know what they are doing. Language ego refers to the identity a 

person develops when learning a second language and is shaped, reshaped, and confirmed 

through how well a learner communicates. However, from the point of view of analytic 

practice, the unconscious signifies the underlying form of being conscious. While the 

conscious part is actively involved in every moment of life, the unconscious part acts as sort 

of reflective and absorptive mirror of human perceptions and emotions. Both the conscious 

and unconscious are needed for language learning and language ego development, as the 

conscious part is aware of its surroundings in the classroom and takes in the information - 

whereas the unconscious stores the feelings/anxiety that come with creating a second identity. 

As Freud (1962) explains, “the state of consciousness is very transitory; an idea that is 

conscious now is no longer so a moment later, although it can become so under certain 

conditions that are easily brought about. …. unconscious coincides with “latent and capable 

of becoming conscious” (p.4).  

The dominant factor pushing SLA seems to be the linguistic input that learners receive. 

Learners can become more evolved the longer they are engrossed in the target language, and 

the more time they spend reading spontaneously, which is why it is easier for children to 

acquire a second language as they are immersed in it for longer than adults.  
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Krashen’s (1977) input hypothesis, e.g., makes it clear that there is a distinction between 

language acquisition and language learning (acquisition–learning distinction), arguing that 

language acquisition is known as a subconscious process where the brain stores information 

without realising; whereas learning is a conscious process that usually takes place in the 

language learning classroom. This hypothesis states that the acquisition process in L2 (the 

second/target language) is the same as L1 (native language). The learning process is 

consciously learning and inputting the language that is being learned. Nevertheless, this goes 

as far as to state that input is all that is required for language acquisition. It also suggests that 

self-confidence, anxiety, and ego interfere with language input - which then prevents adults 

from learning the language but allows children to express themselves fully in L1 and L2 

when fully immersed from an early age. 

The most fundamental theory at the core of modern linguistics is the “acquisition-learning 

hypothesis.” Learners become more advanced in a language the longer they are immersed in 

it, and the more time they spend doing free voluntary reading. The so-called “input 

hypothesis” by Stephen Krashen shows the difference between language acquisition and 

language learning (acquisition–learning distinction), highlighting that acquisition is a 

subconscious process, whereas learning is a conscious one. This hypothesis concludes that, 

the acquisition process in a second language should be the same as in native acquisition. 

However, this hypothesis seems to go as far as to state that input is all that is required for 

acquisition. Subsequent work, such as the “interaction hypothesis” and the “comprehensible 

output hypothesis” have consequently suggested that opportunities for output and for 

interaction may also be necessary for learners to reach more advanced levels. Language 

acquisition is a natural, intuitive, and subconscious process, meaning that the learner is not 

aware of the learning process as it is happening. When new knowledge is acquired, the 

learner generally does not realise that he or she possesses this knowledge.  

In the field of applied linguistics, researchers explore the ways in which self-identification is 

composed by language, usually in the form of language ego, ego permeability (how flexible 

an ego can be e.g., where the thick and thin boundaries lie/if they are mixed) and its relation 

to language anxiety. The learner of the target language has to form their link to L2 interactive 

situations, continuously contrasting them with those of L1 and their own culture on one hand, 

and discussing the theories affixed to the target language and culture on the other. The 

impression of the new self that looks at how the learner feels linked to the new language and 

cultural background may be the vital element of such practices. Given that the majority of 
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psychoanalytic and language learning concepts connect the formation of ego to the 

development of the first language, it is well worth mentioning the role of ego development in 

foreign language acquisition.  

Psychological aspects such as self-confidence and anxiety affect the way a learner speaks in a 

foreign language. Most learners have difficulty progressing and advancing in the spoken 

element of language learning tend to have a higher level of worry, fear and anxiety and a low 

level of confidence which tends to be caused by learning the language itself. Identity 

development can take place in three overall areas, namely cognition, personality, and 

background. In second identity development, there are learners that have predominantly thick 

ego boundaries and others that have predominantly thin ego boundaries, both of which affect 

aspects of cognition, personality and background when learning a foreign language. 

However, it is possible to have a mix of both. Thick and thin ego boundaries describe the way 

in which a learner acquires a language e.g., a thick boundary learner finds it easier to learn 

from structure and rules whilst a thin boundary learner prefers freer practice and less 

structure. As I will show in this thesis, both thin and thick boundaries contribute to language 

anxiety in second language identity development.  

In effect, problems with the language ego are therefore one of the main psychological 

interferences that hinder and cause difficulties in adults learning a second language. This is 

because language ego refers to the very personal nature of New Language Learning and is 

associated with the fear of making mistakes. These mistakes, in turn, work as internal and 

external threats to one’s ego. Ego boundaries, according to M. E. Ehrman,  

are the degree to which individuals tend to compartmentalise their experience, which effects 

receptivity to outside influences such as new languages and cultures. Learners, like others, try 

to build a set of defences to protect the ego. In classrooms, students’ learning preferences 

depend on how thick or thin their ego boundaries are; students with thin ego enjoy content-

based learning where the focus is on what is being said more than how it is said. Many of 

them prefer non-linear approaches to learning and enjoy unexpected learning events. Students 

with thick ego boundaries, on the other hand, prefer a clearly structured curriculum and 

display some discomfort with role-playing and similar suspense’s of [their] everyday identity” 

(Ehrman, M. E. 1999, p. 69). 
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From this it is clear that the thickness of one’s ego boundaries determines how they will 

interact with certain aspects of the lesson. For example, a learner presenting with thick ego 

boundaries will have greater success in the more structured parts of the lesson e.g., grammar 

as this is understanding the rules of language which a thicker learner finds easier to 

understand than a thin learner. From a thin boundary perspective, the ‘theoretical’ 

(grammar/sentence building) side to language learning as I previously mentioned is difficult 

but the practise in terms of role playing is how they absorb their information as there is an 

element of freedom to role playing where learners can build and create the scenarios 

themselves. However, it is not as clear cut as one learner having thicker or thinner boundaries 

some learners can have a mix but will present higher on either the thinner or thicker side. The 

boundaries are important as this is how learners protect their ego and excel in certain aspects 

that cater to their learning preferences. 

Weaker language egos e.g., those that find it harder to advance in the target language, 

struggle to communicate or find the language learning process in general difficult, thus might 

be the cause of failure in L2 learning and acquisition (Guiora et al. 1972). Guiora was mainly 

looking at the relationship between permeability and flexibility, language ego and 

pronunciation in the foreign language. He primarily wanted to create a sense of new identity 

or self-representation, which is needed during the acquisition of oral performance in English. 

Forming a second identity is important in language learning as identity stems from our 

thoughts and thoughts are usually conveyed through language. Some advanced learners 

struggle as they are usually translating from their native language into their target language 

instead of thinking in the target language, when this happens your native identity becomes 

enhanced, and no second identity is formed. This would suggest that not having a second 

identity means resorting to their native language to help guide the learner through the second 

language when it is necessary to think independently in the target language as more mistakes 

can occur due to literal translations. In order to acquire “native like” pronunciation, it is 

necessary to break down the boundaries of identity related to the native language and to get a 

more empathic ability to understand and accept English as a new language. In Michael 

Byram’s Routledge Encyclopaedia of Language Teaching and Learning it is mentioned that 

the “traditional mode of thinking in language teaching, the native is generally an absolute 

model whom the foreigner is encouraged to follow” (Byram, 2000, p.42) It seems clear that 

during the early stages of development, ego boundaries are flexible enough for learners to 

grasp near perfect native pronunciation. Yet ego boundaries usually lose their permeability 
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with age (Guiora et al. 1972; Hartmann 1991; Guiora 1994). It is therefore widely believed 

that it is only possible to reach the desired level of pronunciation at a younger age. According 

to Guiora, the older the learner, the harder it becomes for them to disassociate themselves 

with their native accent (Guiora et al. 1975). Guiora and others state that:  

“With pronunciation viewed as the core of language ego, and as the most critical contribution 

of language ego to self-representation, we see that the early flexibility of ego boundaries is 

reflected in the ease of assimilating native-like pronunciation by young children; the later 

reduced flexibility is reflected in the reduction of this ability in adults (Guiora, 1975, p.46).”  

However, it is practically impossible to believe that the older learners are, the harder it is for 

them to lose their native accent or develop a natural FL accent, as there are many people in 

the world with native like accents who started their language journey at a later age. It is also 

very unlikely that the assumption could withstand further scrutiny because, if true, it would 

be near to impossible for actors to learn a new accent for any of their roles. 

Guiora and others focused their energies on boosting language ego permeability to enhance 

L2 pronunciation. This, on the one hand, is an innovative idea because building on creating a 

balanced permeability will allow learners’ confidence to grow and improve their oral 

performance as well as other aspects of language learning e.g., listening, reading, and writing. 

On the other hand, however, it is not going to completely stop the anxiety one experiences 

when learning a foreign language. Learners that struggle to adapt and feel comfortable with 

their second identity will also find the development of a second accent difficult. Even if the 

learner tries to boost language ego permeability, the learner will still be reluctant and 

doubtful of their abilities. Accents only play a minor role in language development, but the 

more comfortable learners are with adaptation, the easier it will be to take on the new accent, 

therefore the focus should be on intonation, fluency, and pronunciation. Overcoming 

language ego problems whilst speaking is only a small part that contributes to the bigger 

problem of FLA, as other factors such as fear of negative evaluation and error correction also 

play a role.  

In the following chapters, I will give an extensive literature review on what foreign language 

anxiety is, the relevance of problems with the formation of language ego and its overall effect 

on performance. From the literature review I will then argue that the formation of language 

ego has a major negative impact on performance and that ego boundaries play a significant 

role in determining the extent of language anxiety. When considering the 

causes/consequences of FLA it is important to highlight that the majority of the evidence 
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comes from higher education with an age range of 18+ from a variety of countries as most of 

the research discusses English as a foreign language. However, there are parts in the 

secondary research where children are looked at to compare the differences in experiences 

with language learning and the reasons as to why adults tend to have language anxiety more 

than children. This research does not look at those who learn languages purely for leisure as it 

is only within an educational setting, therefore the results may be different. The literature 

review of this thesis does not consider family background, motivation for learning, the 

number of languages a learner speaks or language relationship e.g., German being close to 

English. Further to this, the classroom environment is often a major source of both general 

and language anxiety, in particular, test anxiety or fear of negative evaluation can be 

experienced which emphasises that the learning environment seems to be a contributing 

factor. This study will add to the existing research on foreign language anxiety by looking at 

it from a UK higher education perspective and analysing both the learners and lecturers’ 

perspective on FLA in the classroom setting. I will then present a number of case studies 

where I will teach two first year beginner’s German classes and observe a final year advanced 

German class at Aberystwyth University, UK to see how language anxiety presents itself 

within the classroom e.g., observing how students respond to being asked direct questions in 

the target language and if the response is to freeze/not speak language anxiety is present and 

what can be done to reduce it e.g., asking questions directed to the classroom or putting 

students into pairs to develop an answer. The focus is solely on a UK HE setting as there is 

truly little research from a UK institutions perspective looking at German, French, Spanish 

and Italian as the second languages. I will then compare my findings with the questionnaires 

to draw conclusions and create solutions that will help reduce language anxiety within the 

classroom. In the findings it will become clear how important this study is due to the lack of 

knowledge surrounding the subject of foreign language anxiety in higher education for both 

the learner and lecturers.  

The next chapter gives a comprehensive literature review on what foreign language anxiety 

is, the relevance of language ego and its overall effect on performance. 
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CHAPTER 2            LITERATURE REVIEW AND DISCUSSION: 

2.1 Introduction: 

After the mid-20th century, researchers began realising that affective factors are as relevant in 

learning as cognitive factors. The early 1970s descriptive studies were focused mostly on the 

definition of Foreign Language Anxiety and examined its nature, symptoms, causes and 

consequences (e.g., Kleinmann, 1977; Eysenck, 1979). Early correlational studies produced 

rather inconsistent results in determining the relationship between FLA and achievement in a 

foreign language – some studies found negative relationships between anxiety and 

achievement; others such as Alpert and Haber (1960) found positive relationships such as 

being under pressure and having anxiety helped learners to perceiver and made them more 

motivated, while others found no relationship at all.  

The need to understand Foreign Language Anxiety (FLA) as a crucial factor in Foreign 

Language Acquisition (FLAc) became clearer in the 1970s and 80s. In the beginning of the 

1980s, Krashen highlighted the significance of comprehending anxiety when he declared that, 

as part of the learner’s affective filter, anxiety might interfere with the process of learning and 

acquiring a language (Krashen, 1982). The discussion of anxiety in foreign language learning 

started more than three decades ago, in the 1970s, during a time known for the increase of 

research concentrating on the learner, specifically numerous speaker characteristics (common 

traits of language anxiety in regard to speaking) which could be linked to differential success 

at language learning (Horwitz, 1990) It was then that anxiety, amongst other individual 

difference variables, such as language aptitude, motivation and personality, began to be 

analysed as a potential factor affecting the achievement of the secondary language learning 

process. As MacIntyre (MacIntyre, 1999) suggests, until rather recently, works on anxiety 

were dispersed and difficult to interpret, often giving more questions than answers, due to the 

fact that the outcomes were not consistent – which was perhaps due to the complex nature of 

the language learning process, or the inconsistency of measuring instruments. 

This has since led to numerous discussions around whether language anxiety is a cause or 

consequence in second language acquisition. When taking into account language ego, ego 

boundaries and second language identities as well as determining the relationship between 

FLA and performance the source of language anxiety is then directed at external 

(environment e.g., classroom) and internal factors (cognitive, personality) which to this day 

has drawn no sound conclusion. 
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In the following, I will be analysing and commenting on numerous works but I will mainly be 

following the works of Guiora, Horwitz, Ehrman, Cope, Gardner and Hartmann as they share 

key concepts that are vital to my case studies that follow, and I will be contradicting some 

aspects of Guioras work in regard to pronunciation and acquisition of language as a child and 

adult. I will be using the literature mentioned to outline the relationship between L1 and L2 

identities and try to answer if L1 influences the acquisition of L2. By this I mean some 

learners find it difficult to form the L2 without relying on their knowledge from the L1. I will 

also look at the difficulties of speaking in the target language with an L2 identity, the 

limitations and boundaries of language ego resulting in foreign language anxiety, and I will 

be using case studies to illustrate the effects foreign language anxiety and language ego can 

have on student performance.  

 

2.2 Definition and Causes and Effects of Foreign Language Anxiety: 

In order to be able to understand foreign language anxiety on a broader scope, a few aspects 

of anxiety in general should be discussed to show more specifically how foreign language 

anxiety overlaps with the types of anxiety that will be discussed in detail below. It is 

important to mention these forms of anxiety because teachers/learners need to be more aware 

of what could happen and/or if the learner is already suffering from other forms of anxiety. 

From a psychological aspect, anxiety has been categorised into three parts: state anxiety, 

situation-specific anxiety, and trait anxiety (Spielberger, 1983).  

State anxiety is described as the emotional state of the learner. Spielberger (1972) clarifies 

state anxiety to be “the emotional reaction or pattern of response that occurs in an individual 

who perceives a particular situation as personally dangerous or threatening, irrespective of 

the presence or absence of objective danger” (p.489). State anxiety can also be determined as 

a sensation of nervousness that changes over time and fluctuates in rigor (Young, 1998). A 

good example which demonstrates state anxiety is the anxiety one experiences when sitting a 

test. This feeling, however, can change over time, which indicates it is not a constant state of 

anxiousness over the duration of the test and leading up to the test. State anxiety affects the 

emotions, cognition, and behaviour of a person. This is important to remember, as it has a 

significant impact on the language learning process in the sense of where and how the 

information is stored and how to retrieve the new information due to the fact that cognition is 

affected.  
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Situation-specific anxiety occurs at a particular point of time as a result of a specific situation 

(Spielberger, 1983). Maclntyre and Gardner (1991) declare that situation-specific anxiety is a 

unique anxiety form that occurs consistently over time within a given situation. It is directly 

associated with specific situations in which one situation varies from another, but it is steady 

over time. Language anxiety and competitive running anxiety are examples of situation-

specific anxieties. Linguistic researchers trust that learning a foreign language is connected to 

situation-specific anxiety rather than trait anxiety because trait anxiety is a stable trait where 

all circumstances provoke the feeling of anxiousness, whilst a situation-specific anxiety is 

linked to certain circumstances (Oxford and Ehrman, 1992). Similarly, Maclntyre and 

Gardner (1991) argue that a situation-specific standpoint is the best research method for 

foreign language anxiety because language learners experience anxiety in various aspects of 

the situation in a language class. The majority of studies focuses on debilitating anxiety, 

which impairs learners and influences their performance in a negative way (Brown, 2007; 

Maclntyre, 1999; Kim, 2000, Horwitz et al, 1986; Jones, 2004; Oxford, 1999). The effects 

could be obvious, such as reducing class participation or implicit, such as fear, frustration, 

and worry (Oxford, 1999) 

Trait anxiety happens when the learner is in a constant state of anxiousness (Scovel, 1978). 

This tends to be a general personality trait, which cannot be changed throughout various 

situations. Sieber, O'Neil & Tobias (1977) argue that trait anxiety implies “stable personality 

differences in anxiety proneness” (p. 99). This facet of anxiety stays constant over time 

because it is a characteristic of one’s personality. From the point of view of Eysenck (1979), 

trait anxiety damages cognitive functioning and interrupts the memory. These two factors go 

hand in hand throughout the language acquisition process, as you need to rely on the memory 

to remember what has been taught. Without cognitive functioning, it would also be 

impossible to learn, as the thought process would be interrupted.  

As the three main types of general anxiety have been summarised above the next sections 

will discuss foreign language anxiety and how it overlaps with general anxieties. 
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There are several definitions of Foreign Language Anxiety offered by various researchers. 

Horwitz et al. (1986) define language anxiety to be “a distinct complex of self-perceptions, 

beliefs, feelings, and behaviours related to classroom language learning arising from the 

uniqueness of the language learning process” (p. 128). This is different from general anxiety, 

as it only occurs when speaking or learning another language, even though it seems to be 

related. Gardner and MacIntyre view foreign language anxiety as “a stable personality trait 

referring to the propensity for an individual to react in a nervous manner when speaking in 

the second language” (Gardner and MacIntyre, 1993, p. 5). The anxious learner is also less 

willing to speak in class, or to engage target language speakers in informal interaction. This 

issue has typically been investigated through questionnaire-based studies, for example using 

the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (Horwitz et al., 1986). Foreign language 

anxiety only exists when the learners of a second or foreign language feel tension, 

apprehension, nervousness and worry in some specific situations which is why it is difficult 

to tell the difference between situation-specific anxiety and language anxiety. In Horwitz’s et 

al., foreign language anxiety is described to have three key elements: test anxiety, 

communication apprehension and fear of negative evaluation which is a common cause of 

language anxiety when looking at language ego which will be discussed later on. Horwitz et 

al. portray communication apprehension as “a type of shyness characterized as fear of, or 

anxiety about communicating with people” (p. 127). It relates to the individual’s anxious 

level in communicating with others. It is predicted by those who think to have difficulties in 

communicating with other learners and are likely to find it difficult to control the situation. 

These types of anxieties can occur whilst learning other subjects, but it is relevant to show 

how each situation can induce anxiety from a language learning perspective. Test anxiety, on 

the other hand, is defined as “the type of performance anxiety resulting from a fear of failure 

in an academic evaluation setting” (p. 127). This refers to the anxiety one experiences in the 

language learning classroom, normally during the examination period. It is a stress-inducing 

situation where students are expected to pass or fail. Fear of negative evaluation is the 

“apprehension about others’ evaluations, avoidance of evaluative situations” (p. 128). It is 

distinct from test anxiety, due to the fact that fear of negative evaluation might present itself 

in any social situation rather than only in an academic setting.  

Test anxiety (as a general anxiety) is usually subdivided into four categories which explain 

the internal effects it has on learners: (Cherry, 2019) 
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• Physiological Arousal – often termed emotionality. Some signs include headaches, 

stomach aches, nausea, excessive sweating, shortness of breath, quickened heartbeat, and 

dry mouth. Test anxiety can also lead to panic attacks, in which the learner may have a 

sudden intense fear, difficulty breathing, and extreme discomfort. 

• Worry and dread – maladaptive cognitions. This includes expectations of doom and 

gloom, fear of failure, feelings of inadequacy, self-condemnation, frustration and 

comparing oneself unfavourably to others. 

• Cognitive/Behavioural – poor concentration, drawing a blank or freezing, confusion, and 

poor organization, this happens regardless of how much work was prepared. This 

inability to concentrate leads to a diminished performance on tests. Squirming during or 

pure avoidance of the test.  

• Emotional – having low confidence, sadness, frustration, and a feeling of inadequacy.  

 

When a learner is unaware of what they are doing, they become frustrated and anxious. This 

is a subconscious reaction to what is happening around them, which can, in turn, lead to fear 

of failing and inadequacy.  

 

In addition, Maclntyre (1999) defines Foreign Language Anxiety as a feeling of stress, 

nervousness, emotional reaction, and worry that is specifically linked to second language 

learning. MacIntyre (1995) indicates that FLA is a deep-rooted obstacle to learning of all 

types. In Zdena Kralova and Gabriela Petrova’s article on Causes and Consequences of 

Foreign Language Anxiety, they state that “the phenomenon of FLA cannot be defined in a 

linear way, it should be better understood as a complex psychological phenomenon 

influenced by many varied factors. As every human is individual and distinct in their 

character, … factors influence each learner in a different way and intensity.” (2017, p117) 

therefore the debate whether anxiety is a cause, or a consequence of poor language command 

still continues today. 

There is, however, another form of language anxiety called “Fear of Negative Evaluation,” 

which comes from Horwitz et al in relation to FLA and it is a psychological concept which 

reflects the apprehension involved with receiving negative feedback or being judged in a 

negative way. Some learners who have FLA experience this type of anxiety when they must 

answer a question, give a presentation, or draft an essay in their target language. This fear is 
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caused by others being allowed to judge a person based upon an ability they feel is flawed 

because of their lack of knowledge on the target language. Once a perceived threat is noticed, 

it typically generates anxiety severe enough that it interferes with one’s actual performance. 

The consequence of this pattern is the development of a negative feedback loop that increases 

the probability of concerns being realized. This is typically more common in learners that 

already suffer from social anxiety, but this does not mean that other people cannot experience 

this type of anxiety. This also works in two ways, as the learner anticipates the evaluation that 

is made by others and then wants to compare it with how they feel about themselves. If the 

learner already has a negative image of themselves and their capabilities, this then influences 

their performance, as receiving negative feedback further “knocks” their confidence. 

Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, & Daley (Onwuegbuzie, 1999) verified that extremely anxious 

learners have a pessimistic view of both their academic expertise and their self-worth. The 

biggest cause of stress is the evaluator (lecturer/teacher in most cases), due to formality 

strictness and learning styles. Ohata (Ohata, 2005) indicated that teachers’ perceptions play a 

key role in students’ FLA, as the teacher is the person in the classroom who can regulate the 

atmosphere, look for the indications that anxiety is present and help the learner defeat it.  

 

One final area of research in relation to FLA has been on the effects of corrective feedback in 

assisting learners. This has been shown to vary depending on the technique used to make the 

correction, and the overall focus of the classroom, whether on formal accuracy or on 

communication of meaningful content. There is also a considerable interest in supplementing 

published research with approaches that engage language teachers in action, i.e., research on 

learner language in their own classrooms. As teachers become aware of the features of 

learner language produced by their students, they can refine their pedagogical intervention to 

maximise interlanguage development. As expressed by Brain Tomlinson “the positive 

atmosphere she creates might inspire and motivate her students to invest the time, energy and 

attitude required for language acquisition,” (Tomlinson, 2013, p.51) suggesting that a positive 

classroom atmosphere is the best way to enhance language development and reduce FLA.  

 

 

 

It seems that the criteria according to which Ehrman considers a learner to “do well” is the 

level of communication skills and the amount of experienced anxiety. The direction worth 

following when researching the relationship between ego boundaries and foreign language 
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learning is also indicated by Ehrman (1993), who postulates that success of learners revealing 

a different extent of flexibility in ego boundaries is related to the complexity level of the 

learning task and the amount of structure present in the foreign language course. Therefore, 

when certain learners are given negative feedback, they take it personally and see it as if they 

are unable to do something rather than looking at it as something to improve on.  

 

Overall, the literature on foreign language anxiety can generally be recognised as five major 

(language ego and imitations of ego boundaries, classroom environment, performance, L1 

and L2 identities and fear of negative evaluation and error correction) causes stemming from 

three main sources: the learner, the educator, and instructional practice. These causes are 

interpersonal (social) and personal anxiety, classroom procedures, employing teacher-centred 

methods, teachers’ beliefs about language teaching, and language examination (Young, 

1991). More recently, Luo (2012) believes the main sources that lead to experiencing foreign 

language anxiety are the classroom atmosphere, attributes of learners, the target language, 

and the process of foreign language learning itself. The learner’s anxiety can also be related 

to problems with language ego and to having thicker ego boundaries connected to 

interpersonal (social) anxiety.  

There are numerous studies which suggest that language anxiety has a negative relationship 

with learning success (see review by MacIntyre, 2002). However, some researchers have 

queried whether anxiety actually causes reduced success and suggested that it is equally 

likely that poor achievers/communicators will be anxious, a debate which is difficult to 

resolve through questionnaire-based studies as it requires a more thorough and personal 

approach as each learner is different. It is important to know where the anxiety is stemming 

from to know how to prevent it from happening for example, if the anxiety causes mediocre 

performance, then learners need to find a technique to help them keep calm this will usually 

be experienced during a written or speaking exam. However, if the anxiety comes from poor 

achievement learners need to know that mistakes happen and that is how they learn and to 

accept it rather than letting it hinder their future performances.  

Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope, (1986), on the other hand, state that anxiety weakens all aspects of 

foreign language learning, and Horwitz (2001) confirms that most learners suffer from 

foreign language anxiety through the various stages of the learning process and that the extent 

of the anxiety depends on how nervous and stressed a learner feels. Horwitz and Young 

(1991) stated that the amount of language learners who feel anxious in their language classes 
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is disturbing, and language educators also stress that their students experience foreign 

language anxiety in language classes, which negatively influences their achievement and 

performance. Gardner and MacIntyre (1993) further stressed that students that suffer from 

language anxiety regard the whole second language learning experience as disturbing - which 

results in the students not participating, as they do not want to make mistakes in front of their 

peers. Due to the fact that anxiety causes crucial problems for foreign language learners that 

can weaken their performance and achievement, more research and exploration needs to take 

place to resolve this issue (Elaldi, 2016). Reducing anxiety is achievable by taking into 

account a learners thick and thin ego boundary to see what methods work best for them in 

order to get the best out of their language learning which will be discussed later on. 

The effects of language anxiety can be classified into four main effects. First, academically, 

the level of foreign language anxiety experienced by learners lead to poor academic 

achievement. Studies have reported that a negative relationship can be established between 

foreign language anxiety and academic achievement as well (Horwitz, 2001). Another 

academic effect is student drop out. In relation to this, Bailey, Onwnegbuzie, and Daley 

(2003) show that highly anxious students are more likely to drop out of their courses than 

students with low anxiety levels. Secondly, socially, high - level anxious students are not 

interested in communicating with others (Price, 1991). Horwitz et al. (2010) claim that 

language anxiety leads students to be unwilling to communicate even in English. Thirdly, 

cognitively, foreign language anxiety can be an affective filter that denies information from 

reaching a learner’s cognitive processing system (Krashen, 1982; Maclntyre and Gardner, 

1989). Fourthly, affectively, since anxiety is one of the affective factors in language 

acquisition, it may negatively influence other affective factors such as motivation and 

attitude. Liu and Huang (2011) further state that anxiety is negatively associated with 

students’ motivation of learning English as a foreign language. Moreover, students who 

experience anxiety in learning a foreign language could become miserable, worried, forgetful, 

sweaty, and display many other such symptoms.  

 

Foreign language anxiety is a major element which affects performances and acquisition of 

FL learners. FLA occurs more in output language abilities such as writing and speaking than 

in input abilities (Chiu et al., 2010). In the study of Chiu et al. (2010), a high percentage of 

students reported that it was easy for them to become anxious when they (learners of English 
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as a second language) spoke in English (p.109). Accordingly, students who evaluated high on 

anxiety in the study of Horwitz et al., remarked that they are afraid to speak in the FL (1986). 

Though the results of the study of MacIntyre and Gardner (1991) presented that speaking is 

the most anxiety-provoking activity in second language acquisition, half of their students 

reflected on the use of speaking skills as a confidence-building experience (p.303). Thus, it 

can be implied from this study that, when there is no anxiety provoking situation, speaking a 

FL can increase students’ self-confidence.  

The level of self-confidence, in turn, is a key factor provoking anxiety because, when 

students experience high self-confidence, they are not afraid of making mistakes or having 

other students laugh at them. Besides, it was found in the study of Park and Lee (2005) that 

low self-confidence or high anxiety levels affect students’ oral performances negatively. 

Zheng (2008) stated that when students are supposed to complete an oral task, their anxiety 

level can increase. Giving oral presentations and performing in front of other students was 

reported to be one of the most anxiety provoking situations (Ohata, 2005; Woodrow, 2006). 

Ohata (2005) and Ay (2010) also mentioned the effect of “unpreparedness” on students’ 

speaking anxiety. In this situation, a student reported that s/he feels weird, and prefers to keep 

his/her silence during the whole class and wishes not to be asked any questions (Ohata, 

2005). Dewaele, Petrides, and Furnham (2008) indicate that a learner’s viewpoint is an 

important cause of foreign language anxiety. Additional researchers such as Bailey et al. 

(1999) and Yamini and Tahriri (2006) and Young (1992) have clarified that a learner’s level 

of self-esteem adversely corresponds with foreign language anxiety. Individuals with low 

self-esteem will be concerned about the way other people think of them, which vastly raises 

their level of anxiety.  

The next section looks at second language acquisition and error making. Second language 

acquisition is essential to discuss as this is an investigation into foreign language anxiety and 

touching upon the types of errors learners can make, helps both the learner and lecturer 

understand the problems they experience in foreign language learning. 

 

2.3 SLA and Error Making 

Second Language Acquisition research has unveiled several universal influences that help 

shape the nature, pace, route, and finish line in the path towards learning a second language. 

Among these, the important and well-studied sources of universal influence are age, native 
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language, environment, and cognition. These universal influences mutually interact and exert 

an impact on the internal processor system (how the brain processes language) and the learner 

language it generates whenever learners speak or sign, interact, write, negotiate, and express 

themselves in the L2.  

There are a variety of theories on how learners are able to develop language skills. Before 

looking into these skills, however, it is important to understand a few basics about linguistics. 

Linguistics is the study of language and can be sub-divided into five main subcategories: 

phonology (the study of sound and meaning), morphology (the study of words and their 

structure), syntax (the study of rules and processes that create sentences), semantics (the 

study of meaning) and pragmatics (the study of context and meaning). All of the above 

subcategories also relate to other fields, such as sociolinguistics (the study of how society 

effects language use) and psycholinguistics (the study of mental aspects of language and 

speech).  

Overgeneralisations: in linguistics, overgeneralisation errors occur when the learner uses a 

grammatical rule in places where that rule is not applied. Richard et al, (2002) mentioned that 

they are caused “by extension of target language rules to inappropriate context.” (P.185). 

These kinds of errors have been committed while dealing with regular and irregular verbs, as 

well as the application of plural forms. E.g. (“Tooth == Tooths” rather than “teeth”) and (“he 

goes == he goed” rather than “went”). 

Intralingual error is an error that puts the target language into focus and as a result is an 

takes place due to a particular misuse of a particular rule of the target language. it is, in fact, 

quite the opposite of an interlingual error as the target language in this perspective is thought 

of as an error cause. Furthermore, J. Richard, et al. (2002) consider it as one which results 

from “faulty or partial” learning of the target language. (p.267)  

Interlingual error is produced by the obtrusion of the native language L1 also known as 

interference, linguistic interference, and cross linguistic influence. The learner tends to use 

their linguistic understanding of their native language on some linguistic aspects in the L2, 

however, it often causes the learner to make errors. The example, provided by J. Richard et 

al. (2002) is the incorrect French sentence “Elle regarde les” (“She sees them”), produced 

according to the word order of English, instead of the correct French sentence “Elle les 

regarde” (Literally, “She them sees”).  
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Simplifications: Learners attempt to be linguistically creative and produce their own 

sentences/utterances, they may actually be successful in doing it, but it is not necessary the 

case. Corder (as cited in Mahmoud 2014, p.276) mentioned that learners do not have the 

complex system that they seek to simplify. This kind of error is committed through both 

omission and addition of some linguistic elements at the level of either spelling or grammar. 

A. Mahmoud (2014) provides examples based on research conducted on written English of 

Arabic-speaking second year university students: 

1. Spelling: omission of silent letters: 

o no (= know) * dout (= doubt) * weit (weight) 

2. Grammar: 

o Omission: 

▪ We wait ^ the bus all the time. 

▪ He was ^ clever and has ^ understanding father. 

o Addition: 

▪ Students are do their researches every semester. 

▪ Both the boys and the girls they can study together. 

Induced errors: otherwise called “transfer of training,” errors affected by deceptive teaching 

examples. Teachers sometimes give an explanation for a particular grammar rule without 

underlining the exemptions or the proposed message they would want to express. J. Richard 

et al. (2002) provides an example that occurs at the level of teaching prepositions and 

particularly “at” where the teacher may hold up a box and say, “I am looking at the box”, the 

students may understand that “at” means “under”, they may later utter “the cat is at the 

table” instead of the cat is under the table. 

Errors of avoidance: these errors occur when the learner fails to apply certain target 

language rules just because they are thought to be too difficult. A good example of this would 

be using “denn” rather than “weil” for because in German as “weil” changes the word order 

in the second clause meaning the verb goes to the end of the sentence. When learners are then 

asked to create sentences using “weil” they struggle and as a result errors occur due to the 

lack of use. 
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Errors of overproduction: in the beginning stages of language learning development, 

learners are presumed to have not yet developed and combined linguistic understanding 

which can allow them to use their limited knowledge of rules in the target language to create 

infinite structures; beginners overproduce, in such a way that they regularly replicate a 

specific structure. 

Developmental errors: these kinds of errors are similar to overgeneralisations, (this can be 

categorised into natural and developmental learning stage errors). Developmental errors are 

results of normal pattern of development, such as (“come = comed”) and (“break = 

breaked”), these errors indicate that the learner has begun expanding their linguistic 

understanding and is unable to replicate the rules they have been subjected to in the target 

language learning. 

Added to this, Corder (1971) mentions “covert errors” which is a form of the L2 that is 

grammatically sound but idiomatically or the way in which it has been intended to be 

expressed by the learner has no meaning to a native speaker and therefore is seen as an error. 

It is also important to touch upon the teaching method and materials used within the class 

may also not be unsuitable or faulty which can lead to mistakes that are not associated with 

innate language leaning.  

 

Knowing the distinct types of errors made in language learning and the reasoning behind 

them will help students to further develop their understanding of the language and therefore 

boost their confidence in learning. Once the mistake is understood, the interference can be 

corrected and therefore learners will be more successful in their learning and less anxious. 

Over correction or on the spot correction, however, tend to have the opposite effect on 

learners and they will have more language anxiety as they will be ‘embarrassed’ or ‘scared’ 

to make a mistake.  

 

This next section looks at foreign language acquisition in adults and children and its 

contributions to language anxiety. Looking at both children and adults helps to see if there is 

an interference from the L1 in the development of the L2 and how language anxiety effects 

language ego development in children and adults of L1 and L2. 

2.4 Foreign Language Acquisition in Adults and Children and its Contribution to 

Language Anxiety 
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According to Krashen, both adults and children can subconsciously acquire language. This 

process is similar to how children learn their native language. Acquisition, in this sense, 

requires meaningful interaction in the target language, during which the learner is focused on 

meaning rather than on form. Language learning, on the other hand, is a conscious process 

that can take place, for the most part, in the classroom itself. According to Krashen (1988), an 

adult learner is a formal thinker who can use formal operations such as conscious grammar, 

meta-awareness, and general abstract rules of language. New knowledge or language forms 

are represented consciously in the learner's mind, frequently in the form of language “rules” 

and “grammar,” and the process often involves some form of error correction. Language 

learning involves formal instruction and, according to Krashen, is less effective than 

acquisition. Learning in this respect is conception or conceptualisation: instead of learning 

the actual language, students learn an abstract or a “theory,” as it were, about a language. I 

will return to this distinction further below in my case studies section to show how different 

group methods can be used to learn and acquire a language according to specific learner types 

to facilitate acquisition.  

 

Although Sila (2010) has asserted that young children and adolescents may experience 

language anxiety similar to how adult learners experience it, it is still believed that there are 

different cognitive styles that a child, adolescent, and adult learners use. There is a difference 

from children to adolescents to adults in how they learn because children can be open minded 

but have a negative attitude towards learning. Adolescents can be less open minded and have 

mixed feelings about learning, whereas adults can be more narrow-minded, but are more 

positive about the overall learning experience. Therefore, it can be said that motivation and 

self-confidence are important to enhance the second language-learning environment. Children 

are always believed to learn better through examples, while adults learn better through rules. 

Faizah Abd Majid, Siti Hawa Othman and Khairezan Rahmat (2007) mention that adult 

learners are different to other learners in that they have many roles that would enable them to 

shape more positive societal values, behaviour and thinking. It is believed that the more years 

a student spends learning a foreign language, the less language anxiety they will experience, 

since they are more familiar with the language-learning situation. This is not always the case, 

however, as for some learners it can have the opposite effect: they feel by now they should be 

more competent in their linguistic abilities and feel like a failure for not progressing or being 

at a certain language level. A later study by Rezazadeh & Travokoli (2009) has suggested that 
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there is no meaningful relationship between test anxiety and the length of years spent 

studying the language. This is due to the fact that more experience a learner has does not 

mean that the learner has the necessary tools for overcoming language anxiety. Language 

anxiety can develop in the start, middle or end of one’s learning journey - or it might not be a 

problem at all. Some adults complain that they are demotivated when people show negative 

attitude towards their language performance. For Horwitz (2000), foreign language anxiety is 

a prevailing experience among language learners around the world, and the potential of 

anxiety to interfere with learning and performance is one of the most accepted phenomena in 

psychology and education. On the contrary, children sometimes seem as if they have some 

extraordinary linguistic power for possessing the secrets of language learning. It cannot be 

denied that they learn more effectively than adult learners, as they are not afraid of 

committing linguistic mistakes. They also do not monitor themselves as thoroughly as adult 

learners do; they are not analysing their grammar constantly, and they do have fewer 

problems with native language interference. According to Ehrman (1999), this explains why 

language ego is an enormous challenge for young adolescents and adults who have grown 

securely and comfortably in their own identity and those possessing inhibitions that function 

as a defensive wall of protection around the ego. But mostly – and more significantly, 

children are not too worried about their egos in the process. According to (Berzonsky, 1990), 

younger 

children are less informed of language forms and less sensitive to making mistakes when 

speaking the second language because they are thus less frightened. 

 

Adult learners are individuals who are able to develop their own knowledge and experiences 

in learning a second language. Lieb (1991) describes adults as autonomous and self-directed 

learners; adults have accumulated a foundation of life experiences and knowledge; adults are 

goal-oriented; adults are relevancy-oriented; adults are practical, and adults need to be shown 

respect. According to Faizah Abd Majid et al. (2007), adult learners are those who “enter or 

re-enter” schooling and have other special traits which distinguish them from other learners. 

Interestingly, however, Onwuegbuzie et al. (1999) in their studies have ascertained that older 

students possess higher levels of anxiety than younger students, and that older adults have the 

tendency to be more reluctant to pronounce, translate, or write words in the target language, if 

they are uncertain about something - they feel what they say will not sound or look as good as 

it does in the L1. This is also one of the common causes of language anxiety in younger 

learners even though they tend to experience less in general. Lieberman (1984) has 
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previously affirmed that older students usually encounter more difficulty in the language 

structure and pronunciation.  

 

On the other hand, some adult learners are more motivated and have more confidence in their 

success, they are able to solve their problems in learning in order to be more independent and 

are able to control feelings of nervousness better. Adult learners usually have coping 

mechanisms that help them see mistakes as a way of learning rather than as a sign that they 

are being unsuccessful. This helps them to reduce their anxiety. In cross-sectional studies, 

older learners made fewer first-language influenced mistakes than younger students did 

(Cronnell, 1985; Fashola et al., 1996; Figueredo, 2006, pp. 887-888) - which shows that older 

learners have spent a longer time adjusting and separating themselves between the two 

identities and do not allow themselves to make mistakes. On the other hand, younger students 

are more likely to speak without thinking, so this could be an influence on them making more 

mistakes than the older learners, and that younger learners tend not to be so focused on 

making mistakes. 

 

Cognitive development is a vital part of the language acquisition process, and it can only be 

achieved through experimentation and continuous observation. There have been previous 

studies that suggest that adults are more proficient than children, but that is not always the 

case. Children learn a language more efficiently because they are not ruled by their ego or 

their second identity - they are still learning about their first language, so there is not as much 

interference from L1 in their L2. They are confident, bold, frank enough, and not afraid of 

interacting with others. Nevertheless, an adult second language learner feels hesitant, stressed 

and sometimes afraid of the people they are learning a language with - which can result in 

moments of failure or create barriers that make them slower and unable to perform to a higher 

standard in the second language. In relation to this, language ego is one of the main elements 

that interfere with adults’ oral production and grammatical syntax in second language 

learning, and personal and emotional factors are outcomes of that ego problem.  

 

Brown defines self-confidence as “The belief that a learner has that he is capable of doing a 

task, which is a factor in the success of attaining the task” (Brown, 2001, p. 62). In this 

manner, age is one of the strongest predictors of successful second language learning, while 

children are considered the most proficient learners of L2s. Children are not afraid of taking 

risks; and this quality often lacks in adult learners due to their language ego. Adults want to 
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be able to speak fluently, accurately and without committing too many grammatical mistakes. 

Therefore, they prefer to remain quiet in the presence of others if they do not feel confident. 

Furthermore, adult learners are also described as more mature, and have a more positive 

attitude towards language learning.  

 

This next section looks at L1 and L2 identities. This is important to understanding how L1 

interference influences the way some L2 learners develop their identity. It also highlights the 

significance of FLA in L2 development. 

 

2.5 The Development of L1 and L2 Identities 

The concept of “contrastive rhetoric” (Kaplan, 1996) assumes that languages are different, 

not only in phonology, morphology, and grammar, but also in genres and rhetorical and 

syntactic features. Therefore, while learning a new language, a student’s L2 or FL identity in 

the new language and culture may be developing or his or her L1 identity may be 

reconstructed or may be changing because a learner may need to adapt the logic of 

thought/cultural-thought patterns or rhetorical structures of his or her native language to that 

of the target language (to learn to think in the target language).  Identities are created, 

deconstructed, and recreated throughout the process of language learning. The culture, the 

environment, and the specific societies that their target language is associated with influence 

and structure a learner’s new identity. Not having the freedom of expression in the target 

language can lead to insecurities and anxiousness. However, this also has an influence on 

their native language, as they start to think about the way language, culture and identity 

works through the eyes of the target language. This is where learners forget things in their 

own language and become worried that they are losing their identity. For example, as learners 

were usually brought up in a different cultural background to their target language, learners 

do not notice or take into account how language influences and how much language is 

influenced and created by culture, e.g., by slang or colloquialisms.  

 

According to Peirce’s (1995) theory of language learners, social identity comes either from 

negotiating identities in a learning context, or from the complex social world. In other words, 

the learner’s social identity is formed by the languages they are learning and the social or 

cultural influences of the contexts they are surrounded by. Another theory of Dynamic 
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Systems of SLA (Cook, 2000; Hansen & Chen, 2002) can illustrate this further. According to 

this theory, language learning experiences engage a number of language specific subsystems 

that dynamically interact. This view presumes a learner’s complicated involvement into 

integrated systems from different languages. Development of linguistic competence is here 

seen as a changeable interactive activity rather than a mechanistic building up of L2 sounds, 

vocabulary, grammar, and syntactic rules. Moreover, as De Bot, Lowie, & Verspoor (2005) 

stated, the language system of an individual is also “considered as a dynamic system in its 

own right, which changes over time due to a complex interaction of a wide range of factors” 

(p.16). In this respect, the phenomena related to the complicated interaction between L1 and 

L2 viewed through the prism of the learner’s individuality may significantly account not only 

for the development of L2 acquisition, but for the dynamics of how the learner sees 

themselves in that interaction. That is to say, the self- representation of the learner in a new 

language and its space depends on a number of correlated factors, amalgamating 

psychological, cultural, social, ideological domains as well as highly contextual, discursive 

practices. How the learner represents themselves is based on how they identify themselves in 

the L2 linguistic environment.  

 

Some people are excellent at communicating in their own language and can communicate 

boldly in it, others do not have the confidence to communicate with people or have difficulty 

noticing social cues. This confidence in their own language makes them highly resilient in 

their native language. This is why native speakers often ignore comments on how to 

communicate in their own language when these comments come from both non-native and 

native speakers. Learners know their own language and care little for feedback from others. 

However, this confidence, stubbornness, and resilience disappear when learning another 

language. It is common for people to become defensive and sensitive as they try to 

communicate with limited tools. This experience only becomes worse as one gets older. 

Foreign language learners show their emotions toward learning L2 or FL during the process; 

they share their experiences, and how these experiences affect their L1 identities and the 

development of their L2 or FL identities. Language learners’ self-confidence (or language 

self/language identity) is therefore closely related to the language anxiety experienced during 

the process of learning in the target language, be it in communities or academic settings. Self-

confidence may lower learners’ levels of language anxiety and enhance language 

achievement or performance. While learning the target language, this unique experience or 

emotion (e.g., feeling like a different person, feeling like having an L2 or FL self, or feeling 
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limited) implies that language anxiety is associated with language learners’ development of 

L2 or FL selves or identities as well as the emotion of feeling incompetent, limited, or broken 

in the target language, when compared to their L1 competence. Language learners might 

develop L2 or FL identities or a combination of L1 and L2/FL identities through learning the 

target language in academic settings or target language communities. However, language 

learners’ language anxiety about not being able to function well in the target language makes 

them feel incompetent (a sense of low self-confidence) regardless the setting. Due to the 

difficulties in the target language and being unable to communicate in their native languages 

to a target language group, they do not feel like themselves anymore (i.e., the feeling of the 

loss of L1 identity). For example, when they speak their native languages, they feel like 

themselves. In comparison to L2 or FL contexts, they know who they are and what they want 

to say in their native languages. This problem implies that in the process of the development 

of L2 or FL identities or the reconstruction of L1 identities, language learners might feel 

limited or do not feel like themselves, and language anxiety arises. They might have 

experienced language anxiety while learning the target language, or due to not being able to 

express their feelings, thoughts, or function well in the target language, they may start to 

experience it as a result. 

One of the big differences between second language acquisition in adults and second 

language acquisition in children is that children are used to not using phrases that are more 

complex in their native language and are still yet to form their egos, whereas adults have 

spent a long time adapting themselves in their own language and creating their own identities. 

The thought of having to create a new identity can be stress inducing, especially when the 

learner finds it difficult to express themselves in the target language. First language 

acquisition is genetically triggered at the most critical stage of the child's cognitive 

development and typically acquired during pre-puberty, when L1 and other crucial life-skills 

are acquired or learned. Language is also a syntactic system, which means that children are 

not even aware of developing its complex and rule-governed process. Speaking skills are not 

developed until they are around three or four years of age, when they start to create and say 

sentences that are more grammatically correct. This is not, however, always the case - as 

every child is different.  

Children rarely resist L1 acquisition unless there is a reason such as being non-verbal. 

However, it is different for a secondary language in the case of some learners, as language 
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learning does not come naturally to adult L2 learners. Given even minimal 'input' during 

critical pre-pubescent development, all learners acquire the L1 of the society or social group 

they are born into as a natural and essential part of their lives. The critical period of native 

language acquisition is from about two years old to the onset of puberty. In this period, a 

learner is more likely to acquire language than at any other time (Lenneberg, Eric, 1967). In 

short, L1 acquisition is an essential, biologically driven process. It is part of every 

individual's evolutionary history and development in the most critical stage of that 

individual's acquisition of essential life-skills. L2 learning, on the other hand, is not 

genetically triggered in any way - unless the child grows up to be bilingual (in which case, it 

is not really L2 learning).  

The syntax of L2 is not acquired unconsciously, or at least not in the way L1 syntax is 

acquired unless the person is fully immersed in the language e.g., moved to the country of 

their second language. Few L2 learners develop the same degree of rule-governed insight into 

and use of the L2 they demonstrate with L1. L2 is not learned as part of the learner's general 

cognitive development, and it is not an essential life-skill in the same way that L1 is again 

unless they move to the country of the language they speak, in which case its essential for 

work, education etc. There is often great conscious or unconscious resistance to L2 learning 

and many highly intelligent individuals with impressive learning skills often have great 

problems learning an L2. Many L2 learners “fossilise” at some stage. (Fossilisation refers to 

the process in which incorrect language becomes a habit and cannot be easily corrected 

Selinker (1972)) Even if they use the L2 regularly, and are constantly exposed to input in it, 

they fail to develop full grammatical or “generative” competence. L2 learning is not a 

biologically driven process, and it is not an essential aspect of an individual's general 

development, especially when the L2 is simply another subject on an already overloaded 

school curriculum or something that has to be undertaken by people with busy lives and 

heavy workloads. 

The following section looks at relevance and limitations of language ego and ego boundaries 

which is the biggest portion of this thesis as there’s a lot to discuss and its vital for the 

development of the case studies. 

 

2.6 Relevance and Limitations of Language Ego and Ego Boundaries 
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Coined by Alexander Guiora in 1981 to describe the extent to which learners cope with their 

inhibitions in L2 learning and how certain strategies can reduce these inhibitions (Guoira, 

1981, 1984), the term language ego was used later by Erhman (1996), who explored the range 

of the personal ability to accept new information in foreign language learning classrooms. 

Quantitative as it was, her research assessed the influence of individual characteristics of 

learner’s personality on the language learning where the terms “ego boundaries” and 

“tolerance of ambiguity” constituted the two critical variables. Although the process of 

language learning is profoundly influenced by learners’ individual differences, there is still 

some difficulty in completely systematising, categorising and therefore measuring the 

differences. Ego boundaries, a term stemming from ego psychology, meaning the way an 

individual’s receptivity is influenced by external factors such as culture and language. This 

can be analysed from two perspectives: as a personality variable and as a cognitive style. As 

such, they can determine individual successes and failures in second language learning. The 

term “language ego” is among the least employed in second language acquisition theory and 

practice. There are some possible reasons for that: on the one hand, the term calls for an 

evident psychoanalytical dimension of its understanding which apparently narrows its 

practicability in language learning. On the other hand, it stems from two complex domains, 

namely psychology of personality and language acquisition. Each of those represents a wide 

range of views, which are often quite contradictory. Even though it is the least employed term 

in second language acquisition it is still valuable as it plays a significant role in the 

development of a second language identity.  

 

Benveniste (1979) gave her own classification for language ego in which she recognised that, 

when a learner understands that they are part of the acquisition process, there follows 

“subjectivity” (considers more the internal factors e.g., feelings than external e.g., 

background) as a form of language that gives the learner consciousness and reality. In 

addition, Brown (2001) claims that language ego processes are happening when learners 

develop a new way of thinking, feeling, and acting; in other words, a second identity related 

to the acquisition of English (in his/her discussion) as a second language. Brown explains that 

people have a system of strategies when they acquire their first language, but when they face 

the challenge of learning a second language such as English, some egos are suddenly affected 

and they feel defenceless in a stressful and new situation, for example, interacting with a 

fellow learner on a face-to-face level or with a native speaker. 
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The importance of the learner's self-image (how the learner sees themselves) is further 

emphasised by Horwitz et al (1990)., who suggest that “the language learner's self-esteem is 

vulnerable in the awareness that the range of communication choices and authenticity is 

restricted” (p.128). Thus, learners’ attempts to express themselves orally with minimal 

linguistic skills can lead to frustration and anxiousness about their ability to represent 

themselves in an authentic manner. This is where language ego starts to present itself as the 

learners are struggling with the creation of the second identity as they cannot explain what 

they mean. 

Price's (1991) students also verified the “frustration” of not being able to express themselves 

in what they considered an appropriate fashion, admitting they sometimes felt “stupid” and 

“like a babbling baby.” Not surprisingly, the oral skill is the one in which the language ego 

appears most vulnerable. Horwitz et al. suggest that foreign language classroom anxiety may 

“represent serious impediments in development of second language fluency as well as to 

performance” (p.127). From here it is possible to make a connection between language ego 

and FLA as someone struggling with their identity is more likely to experience FLA, but this 

also works in reverse as someone who has signs of FLA struggles to commit themselves fully 

to the progression of the L2 identity.  

The influence of personality on foreign language acquisition is best seen in the example of 

pronunciation. A strong defender of this claim is Guiora (e.g., Guiora, BeitHallahmi, 

Brannon, Dull, & Scovel, 1972), who explains that personality or, as he calls it, “language 

ego,” constitutes the basis for the process of language learning, particularly when 

pronunciation is concerned. Liu and Jackson (2008) emphasise that being afraid of making 

errors, teachers’ correction of learners’ errors, and speaking in front of their teachers or peers 

are vital sources of foreign language anxiety.  

While the term “ego” refers to the classification of cognitive and affective operations that 

form a learner’s supposed sense of self, the thickness of ego boundaries relates to the 

tendency to keep several aspects of one’s experience apart, or, in other words, the degree to 

which individuals compartmentalise their experience. A general description of a learner with 

thick boundaries would be: “some people are solid, well-organized; they keep everything in 

its place. They are well defended. They seem armoured. We sometimes think of them as 

“thick-skinned” (Hartmann, 1991, p. 3). Whereas, on the other end of the spectrum, learners 

who have thin ego boundaries may struggle, they are characterised as “especially sensitive, 
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open, or vulnerable. In their minds, things are relatively fluid. They experience thoughts and 

feelings – often many different feelings – at the same time” (Hartmann, 1991, p. 3).  

 

Psychologist Ernest Hartmann consequently coined the term “ego boundary” to describe yet 

another personality trait allowing us to understand individual development (Hartmann 1991). 

According to Hartmann, “one’s identity, the inner, not entirely conscious, sense of self 

involves a number of important boundaries” (1991, p.40). Ego boundary is not a 

homogeneous term, therefore, but contrariwise, a complex dimension encompassing various, 

often bipolar, categories such as openness/reserve, autonomy/dependence, or 

defensiveness/defencelessness. In other words, this “mental map” (Hartmann, 1991, p.20) 

describes the way people build relationships with others and view the world.  

 

On the one hand, however, it means that the thinner their boundary the more likely they are to 

have foreign language anxiety from a grammatical or structured context which in turn affects 

other aspects of language learning e.g., writing, reading. Learners with thin boundaries adjust 

quickly to situations, are cognitively and emotionally adaptable, insightful, inventive, 

receptive to different stimuli, as well as being less organised than thick boundary learners. 

Thicker learners are more likely to experience language anxiety when having to change 

between their identities as the learner cannot practise what they want to say beforehand and 

its more ‘feeling based’ learning. Peirce (1995) noted that flexibility of the self and, in effect, 

incentive to learn a foreign language depends significantly on the student’s circumstances and 

situation. Whilst learning a language, those with thinner ego boundaries frequently outshine 

their classmates with thick boundaries, as these learners seem to have higher foreign language 

talent, depend on instinct, are less analytical in their tactic to learning and display a higher 

level of apprehension (Ehrman 1993). Inversely, having thick boundaries might contribute to 

problems with adjusting to new linguistic or cultural data (Ehrman and Oxford 1995).  

 

Ehrman (1993) further claims that the extent of thickness of ego boundaries determines 

several learner capacities, such as the capacity to take in new information, to store data 

contradictory with our expectations and previous experience without rejecting or changing 

any, to maintain interest in incomplete information, and, finally, to restructure the 

intellectual, emotional, and social schemata already existing in long-term memory when 

confronted with novel data. A person who has low ambiguity tolerance stays away from 

ambiguous stimuli; but a person who has high ambiguity tolerance finds ambiguous stimuli 
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enjoyable (Furnham, 1994). Learners that have ambiguity tolerance have a better chance of 

learning when they are presented with risks, interactions, and experiences: they show a 

number of similarities with thin ego boundary learners. On the other hand, ambiguity-

intolerant learners understand content better in more strict, more specific, and more organised 

situations (Reid, 1995) - which is similar to thick ego boundary learners. Therefore, tolerance 

ambiguity can be deemed as a feature clearly associated with someone’s personality or 

someone’s cognitive style (Ely, 1989; Ehrman, 1993, 1994). Ambiguity tolerance is therefore 

a part of foreign language acquisition that entails a skill to combat ambiguous innovative 

stimuli with no aggravation and without asking for support (Ellis, 1994).  

 

Ely (1995) demonstrates only three conditions in which ambiguity tolerance influences 

language learning adversely: learning linguistic components, practising language learning 

abilities, and embracing those abilities as continuous tactics. For a successful language 

learning experience, a learner should be responsive to new situations and interpret his/her 

reality by means of many different angles. Otherwise, s/he may have some difficulty in 

mastering a foreign language (Ehrman, 1996). In other words, if a learner is unwilling to 

acknowledge that a lexical item in the target language may have more than one explicit 

meaning or that it is not necessary to be familiar with the meaning of every single word, so as 

to understand a text, his/her foreign language development will be seriously hindered (Ely, 

1995). In this regard, ambiguity-tolerant learners are likely to be happy with learning a new 

language in spite of its uncertainties and they are more likely to be thin ego boundary 

learners. Most studies indicate no significant difference of anxiety level with respect to 

gender and age, despite the fact that in terms of ego boundaries and age, there is a significant 

difference - as language anxiety increases with age while ego boundaries become thinner. 

Being able to understand the FL mind means being able to predict, analyse and interpret 

human motivations and behaviour, and it presupposes an understanding of the reasons people 

have to undertake or abandon certain actions, or to find certain tasks easy and amusing, 

whereas others may find them difficult and boring.  

Linked to terms such as identity or self, the concept of language ego has been widely applied 

and analysed in various fields: traditional psychoanalytic schools, educational studies, and 

social psychology (Ehrman, 1998). The concept has been applied as a blanket term to 

characterise human socialisation and individuality. As noted by Berzonsky (1990) identity 

development has three dimensions: the environmental dimension, personality dimension, and 
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cognitive dimension. The combination of these variables determines the approach taken by 

people towards external events (Berzonsky, 1990). The environmental dimension can have a 

negative impact on the learner and thus cause language anxiety; this is usually in situations 

where a learner feels judged/not capable of producing decent work in front of fellow peers. 

However, anxiety can also present itself if a learner feels that their capabilities are stronger 

than their classmates and they do not want to be seen as different from their peers, so they 

hide/repress their new identity. The personality dimension could have a negative influence on 

language learning, if it is in students’ nature to be anxious in stressful situations e.g., an 

exam. The cognitive dimension can also be a negative influence, especially if the learner has 

thinner ego boundaries, as these learners encompass the tendency to focus on many things at 

a time. This may be considered disadvantageous in the case of pronunciation acquisition, 

since it may not only result in the feeling of being overwhelmed by the massive amount of 

language input. 

 

Although usually foreign language (FL) learners aim for communicativeness and fluency, 

there are many who try to reach the highest levels in all aspects, native-like pronunciation 

being one of them. Among these learners are future FL teachers and translators studying at 

the tertiary level, majoring in particular FLs. The goal of a practical phonetics course is to 

help learners reach the highest level in pronunciation. When learning FL pronunciation – the 

most emotionally loaded language aspect – affective and personality factors seem to be the 

most powerful predictors of success (Celce-Murcia, Brinton, & Goodwin, 2000; Guiora, 

1972).  

Price's (1991) report of interviews with ten highly anxious ex-foreign language students 

likewise indicates that all of the learners felt speaking the language in class had been the 

greatest cause of anxiety. They feared “being laughed at,” “making a fool of themselves” and 

“being ridiculed.” This mostly occurs when learners have thicker ego boundaries, as they are 

more likely to experience situation specific anxiety as in this case it is not something that the 

learners can prepare beforehand, and they are having to speak without knowing what is going 

to be asked of them in front of their peers therefore if a mistake is made they fear that their 

peers may ridicule them. 

 

Language identities might be constantly developing while learning new languages. However, 

it is possible to suggest that a learner’s native identity (L1 self) may be broken or limited, 
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while functioning in the target language in the target language context. In Eva Hoffman’s 

Lost in Translation, for example, the goal of her writing journals in her L2, English, is to 

develop a new thinking model for her daily life in that language (Watkins-Hoffman, 2001, p. 

32). Adult L2 learners have experienced changes of their identities by learning the L2 and 

representing their changing selves in the text (i.e., language names, syntactic play) they 

create. For them, learning a new language is for self-improvement, so through and in the 

process of learning a new language, they identify themselves as multi-competent - instead of 

as having an L2 deficiency. Therefore, this changes their self-conceptualisations. Because 

they are learning a new language for self-improvement, language anxiety may be avoided or 

reduced. By investing oneself in learning a new language and taking time to consider how 

their identities have changed in the process of learning the new language, learners are not just 

creating a new identity, they are creating a new world, as it opens their life to a whole new 

culture in which it can be difficult to be immersed.  

When approached from the learning style perspective, it has been argued that thick or thin 

ego boundary structures determine the preferences, qualities, cognitive flexibility, and 

rigidity of learners (Ehrman, 1999). Ehrman (1999), for example, argued that second 

language learning, which in many cases is considered the source of stress and ambiguity, is 

thus a threat to the positive self-concept of the learner. On a similar note, Ehrman (1999) held 

the view that one’s ego boundaries influence second language learning due to the type of 

learning styles thick (rules/structure) and thin (content based/changing it up) ego learners 

have. Ehrman (1993) also noted that the importance of ego boundaries is directly proportional 

to lack of structure and the complexity of the learning task meaning the harder and more 

structured a task is the more it would be catered to thick ego boundary learners. Ehrman 

(1993) further hinted that when confronted with new language, learner’s ego boundaries were 

related to four learning abilities: the ability to absorb new information (input/basics); the 

ability to reorganise the existing emotional social and intellectual schemata (contents); the 

ability to sustain critical inquiry and interest in incomplete information (language functions); 

and the ability to store contradictory information without rejecting or censoring any 

(acquisition).  

Ehrman and Oxford (1995) examined the connection between one more distinct difference, 

specifically language learners’ favouritism of the utilisation of some strategies as calculated 

by the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) (Oxford 1989) and their ego 
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boundaries, as calculated by the Hartmann Boundary Questionnaire (HBQ) (Hartmann 1991). 

They concentrated on the utilisation of compensation, metacognitive, memory and affective 

strategies and contrasted it to the total number of points learners scored on the HBQ 

subscales. Compensation and affective tactics related positively with a vast number of points 

on the thin end of the boundary continuum. On the other hand, metacognitive and memory 

strategies related positively with a considerable number of points on the other, thick end.  

This finding suggested that learners with thin boundaries can compensate due to their 

flexibility, ability to adapt with ease to new circumstances, that they are emotional, creative 

and find it easy to deal with confusing and contradictory data. When faced with failure or 

obstacle, such learners try to identify the appropriate strategy to solve the problem rather than 

give up. Ehrman and Oxford (1995) also noted that the ability of learners with thin ego 

boundaries to use feelings and emotions effectively was a positive prognostic for success. 

However, this is not always the case due to the fact that some thin learners rely heavily on 

non-linear approaches to learning and have difficulties segmenting data which in some cases 

is difficult to incorporate into aspects of language teaching. 

Although Ehrman refers to the general thickness of ego boundaries (the Sumbound score on 

HBQ), she adds a crucial disclaimer, that is, that these learners are indeed better, but only 

when they “have means to impose cognitive structure on [their] experience” (Ehrman, 1999, 

p. 70). Since this ability is connected to one of the specific categories of ego boundaries 

(boundaries related to the preference for neat and organised environment), one may forward 

the claim that next to examining the general thickness of ego boundaries, it is necessary to 

look more carefully at how particular types of boundaries may relate to the process and 

success in L2 acquisition, which is what the following chapters will aim to do.  

The table below shows an adapted version of the learning preferences of learners with thick 

and thin boundaries (established by Ehrman, 1993, 1996, 1999; Hartmann, 1991; Leaver et al. 

2005). 

 

 

Thin Ego Boundary Learners Thick Ego Boundaries Learners 

Are less analytic in their approach to learning. Usually hard-working perfectionists. 
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Prefer learning through exposure and experience. Like order, clear rules, specific objectives. 

Rely on intuition. Try to compartmentalise and organise their 

language learning process. 

Like diversity of materials and tasks requiring 

imagination. 

Favour an analytical approach. 

Do not like and have difficulties with segmenting 

data. 

Do not like roleplays, simulations, where 

spontaneous reaction and changing identity is 

needed. 

Favour non-linear approaches to learning. Prefer well-planned, clearly structured courses and 

classes. 

Prefer content-based learning curricula.  Dislike unexpected events in the teaching/learning 

process. 

Prefer to get all the information at once.  

like to see the bigger picture. 

Like drills. 

Treat form and structure as a secondary approach.  

Table 1 As seen above there is a table containing the thick and thin ego boundaries of 

learners. The table is necessary for the understanding of the differences between the two 

learner types and is best laid out side by side. 

 

If, for example, you have a learner representing thick ego boundaries, they might structure 

their learning by firstly using grammar and vocabulary to build up their sentences. To do this, 

they would concentrate more on completing exercises such as gap fills or jumbled sentence 

patterns. Thick boundary learners strive for perfection and feel insecure if they are not fully 

prepared for a particular lesson. Therefore, they usually spend a lot of time on preparing 

beforehand, so if they are asked to participate, they usually have already thought in detail 

about the answer. However, if they are asked a question they are not prepared for, 

nervousness and anxiousness take effect and learners are unable to answer, this becomes 

apparent in my case studies from my observations.  
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Sometimes, it is easier for learners to create a second identity based on their first language - 

this, however, depends on the language and the learner type and problems such as L1 

interference will occur the more advanced they become. Ego problems can make learners 

develop a sense of fragility and defensiveness against learning second languages. From the 

point of view of Dornyei (2005), self-identity of monolingual individuals is inextricably 

bound up with their language. He states that, for these individuals, language ego encompasses 

interaction of ego development and their native language. Illustrating further, Dornyei (2005) 

noted that a child’s ego is growing, flexible and dynamic through puberty. For this reason, an 

attempt to acquire a second language during puberty may not pose a substantial “inhibition or 

threat” to one’s ego. This makes adaptation at this age relatively easy, as long as confounding 

sociocultural factors do not interfere or pose a hindrance. However, during puberty the 

changes a child undergoes affect their cognitive ability, emotions, and physical self. It also 

creates a defensive mechanism with language ego that protects against identity loss of native 

languages. As a consequence, a context is created in which a native speaker must demonstrate 

the willingness to make a mistake in a trial-and-error attempt of speaking and understanding a 

second language. This then will allow the learner to slowly overcome/acknowledge that 

errors are part of the learning process. For adults, leaping to a second or new identity is an 

enormous task. It can only be possible when they build the necessary language ego strength 

to overcome these barriers. As indicated by Spielmann and Radnofsky (2001), successful 

adult language learners are those who can effectively bridge this gap. For these individuals, 

seeds of success may have been sown early in life. For example, a child raised in a bilingual 

setting may have learned their first language and second language in childhood. For this 

child, acquiring a third language during adulthood might be easier than for someone who has 

to learn a new language from scratch.  

 

Constantly striving for perfection comes at a cost, due to the fact that a learner rarely takes 

any breaks and when asked to do so, they feel uncomfortable. Thick boundary learners tend 

to need rules, organisation, and definite goals to achieve success. On the other hand, thin 

boundary learners have a completely different outlook on language learning. A 

comprehensive study on the role of feelings and personality in language learning by Leaver, 

Ehrman and Shekhtman (2005) provides a plethora of examples from classroom contexts in 

which thin-boundary learners typically feel comfortable. One of such is a lesson, especially at 
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elementary level, rich in new input (for instance a reading task or a film), with plenty of 

unstructured and unknown vocabulary and grammar, during which students with most 

permeable ego boundaries will guess, interpret, but hardly ever feel insecure. Nonetheless, 

high level of boundary permeability appears to be a double-edged sword, as there are also 

instances when it makes students feel overwhelmed with the material, unable to separate 

useful knowledge from irrelevant data and too tolerant of ambiguities. This learner type 

enjoys language learning that is unstructured, freer with exercises and requires a lot of 

imagination to create a perfect scenario/sentence in the target language. Going abroad and 

being fully immersed in the culture and having to speak in the target language is no problem 

at all for this learner type and does not pose a threat to their self-esteem, in comparison to a 

thick boundary learner. Thin boundary learners learn more through experience and exposure 

rather than having an exercise to complete. Instead of having information given to the learner 

bit by bit, they prefer having it all at once, so they can see the bigger picture and create more 

from it. When it comes to thick boundary language learners, Leaver, Ehrman and Shekhtman 

(2005) are convinced that this type of learning style requires lucid explanations of grammar 

and unambiguous word translations, preferably from a bilingual dictionary. At the same time, 

however, it may reduce one’s empathy and hinder adaptation to new learning situations.  

 

Another important point in the comparison between thick- and thin-boundary students is their 

resistance to stress. It was found by Hartmann (1991) that good organisational skills, rigidity, 

reliability, and perseverance are among the qualities which help thick-boundary people keep 

composure in case of an unexpected stressful situation, but also cope with prolonged stress, 

e.g., before difficult examinations. Another thing observed by the same researcher (1991) is 

that in case of long-term stress, boundaries, irrespective of their original level of 

permeability, may thicken with time and become less flexible. A thick-boundary person is 

thus better equipped to deal with stress than a thin-boundary learner (Hartmann 1991). 

 

Thick boundary individuals tend to have a lower rate of anxiety, this is due to them being 

able to use metacognitive and memory strategies more often and effectively. However, they 

do not feel comfortable in certain situations which ask them to switch their identity, e.g., in a 

speaking exam. The biggest challenge they face is taking in new ambiguous information. 

Ambiguous stimuli may be perceived by them only superficially, without any attempt to 

associate them with earlier knowledge. However, once new ambiguous linguistic data are 

finally taken in successfully and accepted cognitively and emotionally, their organisation 
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among prior cognitive constructs, demanding restructuring of earlier schemata, does not 

usually constitute a problem (Ehrman, 1999).  

 

Thin boundary people tend to use defence mechanisms less than thick boundary learners, 

making them, therefore, more sensitive to other peoples’ opinions - which can be a main 

cause for anxiety in certain situations. However, thin ego boundary people may be considered 

to be in an advantageous position when taking into account their thin interpersonal and group 

boundaries. Their ability to change identities with ease and to get involved with others, for 

example, treating teachers or native speakers as models with whom they can easily identify, 

and their lack of firm group distinction and capability to see themselves as members of 

various groups not only allows them to acculturate more successfully in natural settings than 

individuals with thick ego boundaries, but can also positively influence their pronunciation 

learning in formal contexts. As observations on competence-based and identity-based anxiety 

in the FL classroom (Stroud & Wee, 2006) seem to imply learners with thin identity 

boundaries may be in a disadvantageous position if they strongly identify themselves not with 

the target language community but with their own classmates. Despite having the potential 

for speaking with pronunciation lacking L1 features, their worries about appearing different 

to the rest of the group by being better than others, and about their friends rejecting them due 

to being praised by teachers, they might consciously resign from achieving higher levels in 

pronunciation than most of their classmates. This phenomenon can be observed particularly 

in the case of adolescents, when the need for identifying with and being accepted by their 

peers is very strong.  

However, there are a few features that may debilitate FL progress of these learners. Firstly, 

wanting to learn everything at once, they may become overloaded after some time. Secondly, 

their learning of FLs may be more difficult if they prove to be too tolerant of ambiguity. If 

this is the case at the intake level, they can be overwhelmed with new material and 

information. Their too high “ambiguity tolerance proper” (Ehrman, 1999: 75) can result in 

problems with separating relevant data from oceans of information being taken in. Finally, 

difficulties can appear during the process of accommodation, when trying to organise the 

knowledge to accommodate the new information and reconstruct one’s prior cognitions. 

Overall, despite the declared preference of thin ego boundary individuals for learning by 

osmosis, in a nonlinear manner, and to focus on content rather than form, they may find 

scaffolding (breaking up the learning into chunks and providing a tool for each chunk e.g., 
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when doing a reading task the teacher may preview the text with the students to break down 

the vocabulary or read by sections and then discuss) offered by teachers during the FL course 

particularly helpful. I will return to this method in section 4 below.  

 

A thought to add is, even though Guiora and his associates concentrated their efforts on 

increasing language ego permeability to improve L2 pronunciation, their attempts resulted in 

only qualified success. Their major goal was to decrease inhibitions while speaking, thus the 

members of their research groups were given small amounts of alcohol or Valium. By doing 

so, the researchers were able to prove that strong inhibitions (significantly correlating with 

ego boundaries) are responsible for the flaws in pronunciation and that it is possible, even 

though temporarily, to improve pronunciation through relaxing one’s ego boundaries (Guiora 

et al. 1972; 1980). Comparable experiments with similar results, but this time with the use of 

hypnosis, were done by Schumann et al. (1978). Hudson and Bruckman (2002), who 

investigated the influence of online environment on language learning with respect to the 

language ego model. They found that students who had a chance to learn and practise a 

foreign language via internet performed better than students in a traditional (old) classroom 

setting. The opportunity to give delayed responses here proved to be a significant language 

ego boundaries relaxing factor.  

 

The following section looks at the role of language anxiety in performance. This is where the 

project all starts to connect and how all aspects of FLA are connected to hinder performance.  

 

2.7 The Role of Language Anxiety in Performance 

Horwitz et al. suggest that foreign language classroom anxiety may “represent serious 

impediments in development of second language fluency as well as to performance” (p,127). 

Over a third of the students in Horwitz et al study were anxious enough about their foreign 

language class to volunteer to attend special sessions aimed at reducing anxiety through 

group support. The authors found, further, that students were highly concerned about the oral 

component of the class - as evidenced by their answers to many of the questions on the 

Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (Horwitz). A considerable percentage of their 

respondents agreed with statements such as “I start to panic when I have to speak without 

preparations in language class” and “I feel very self-conscious about speaking the foreign 

language in front of other students.” 
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There is a negative relationship between language anxiety and L2 achievement and 

performance. This may be due to the fact that a person has lower self-esteem and only sees 

faults in their abilities. When learners then produce something or start speaking in the target 

language, they start to experience anxiety – which in turn diminishes their confidence and 

leads to poor oral fluency and accuracy. Students’ self-perceptions of their academic and 

foreign language competence (high or low self-confidence) significantly affect their foreign 

language achievement. 

 

Foreign Language Anxiety is one of the most adversely prominent affective variables, which 

stops learners from gainfully learning a secondary language. It can make language learners 

nervous and afraid, which may cause poor aural and/or oral performance. Self-confidence 

involves judgements and evaluations about one’s own value and worth. Self-confidence can 

be adversely influenced when the language learner thinks of oneself as inadequate and 

limited in the target language. Anxiety, whether it is facilitating or debilitating anxiety, 

impacts on students’ avoidance behaviour in using linguistic structures do not present in their 

native languages. In Kleinmann’s (1977) study, which employed contrastive analysis, he 

concluded that foreign language students experiencing facilitating anxiety did not avoid but 

chose to use linguistic structures that are not in their native languages. Therefore, the choice 

to use the linguistic structures outside of native languages might be associated with students’ 

affective factors: the types of language anxiety (i.e., facilitating, or debilitating anxiety) and 

self-confidence.  

 

Self-confidence is a key factor in language performance and plays an important part in the 

reduction of foreign language classroom anxiety or reading anxiety. Wylie (Baumeister and 

et al.,2003 cited from Wylie 1979) also suggested a positive correlation between self-

confidence and students’ academic performance. Therefore, the more confidence a student 

has the better they perform. Students’ experience of studying abroad or traveling to target 

language countries might positively influence their self-confidence in language learning. It is 

not unheard of for students’ overseas experiences to boost their self-confidence in speaking 

English (low language anxiety), and therefore, lead to better classroom performance. Kaypak 

and Ortactepe (2014) or Borghetti and Beaven (2015) mentioned above, since in both cases 

learners appear more confident in their communicative skills in English after their stay 

abroad. However, these same studies also point out that students still express a commitment 

to native speaker norms (Kaypak & Ortactepe, ¸ 2014) and a preference for native speakers as 
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a better model and agent for correcting them (Borghetti & Beaven, 2015). Self-confidence is 

further strongly associated with proficiency in the second language and acculturation. Self-

confidence also might have an effect on students’ writing and speaking in a foreign language.  

 

Low self-confidence, on the other hand, is one of the primary factors causing learners anxiety 

in speaking and writing in another language. For example, a female student might think that 

through an extensive reading task, she will become less anxious in her reading in Spanish 

(L2), and that confidence is the most significant factor in her reduction of L2 reading anxiety. 

Pleasure and ease, however, and enjoyment in reading in L2 may also lower the level of 

anxiety and increased motivation and language achievement (Ro, 2013).  

 

Learning a second language in a classroom setting can be a reason for learners to feel anxious 

and this can reduce the potential for excellent oral, aural, writing and reading achievement. 

To further highlight this, MacIntyre & Gardner (1991, p. 86) claim that the classroom setting 

is stressful and anxiety provoking and can thus be seen as a reason for not being proficient 

enough in students’ language learning. Learners' perceptions are moulded both by interaction 

with fellow learners and with the environmental structure, and it becomes important to 

understand that mental constructs are composed of both interpersonal and socio-cultural 

features. When we view the constructs from such perspectives, the dominant factor that 

emerges with the potential to describe the learners' difficulties is inhibition rather than 

anxiety: anxiety simply explains the subjective feeling of apprehension associated with the 

arousal of the autonomic nervous system, and it is inhibition, there, that has taken the central 

role in the present study. ln the field of SLA research, inhibition is considered to be “the 

extent with which individuals build defences to protect their ego” (Ellis,1994, p. 518). “L2 

learners will find themselves meeting with an identity conflict as they seek to acquire a new 

language and new cultural norms (Brown, 2007).”  

 

Language anxiety is linked to feelings of being limited or incapable of performing in the 

target language. It is possible to suggest that this anxiousness or experience of feeling limited 

or not being able to express thoughts and feelings in the target language is associated with 

feelings of the loss of native identities, as the development of the target language progresses. 

It could also be a possibility that figuring out foreign language identities while learning the 

target language in a target language context provokes anxiety-inducing situations. Horwitz et 

al. (1986) claim that the concept of language anxiety could be a unique emotion or experience 
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only associated with learning a target language. Having confidence in learning abilities is 

therefore key to reducing excessive amounts of anxiousness. Rubio (2007), low self-

confidence may lead to some psychological conditions such as sense of insecurity, fear, 

anxiety, and antisocial behaviours. This may be the case in foreign language learning too. At 

least, due to low self-confidence, the student will not be able to make a good start in foreign 

language learning, because low self-confidence affects students’ learning motivation (Bong, 

2008; Pajares and Miller, 1994). When speaking or writing in a new language, many learners 

feel like different people or having become different people in certain ways. Once learners 

feel accepted into their new community, it is generally easier for them to speak with fluency 

and accuracy, as they no longer feel like they will be judged for what they say or how they 

say it. This can often be seen when a student at a university goes on their year abroad because 

they want to be recognised for their linguistic ability and not seen as an outsider. They want 

to prove that they can speak the language and that the native does not have to talk to them in 

their own language.  

 

Many learners experience anxiety when they feel that they are unable to “be themselves” 

when speaking a new language, and more advanced learners may actually be more sensitive 

to differences between their true identity and the version of themselves they can 

communicate in the new language (Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope 1986). 

 

Learners can receive excellent feedback during social interactions by using their target 

language, so they will know if they can express themselves fully in a new language. Most first 

language users have no difficulties in communicating in comparison with second language 

learners (Brown 1991). The situation changes in the case of foreign language learning, 

especially at beginner level, when the learner lacks the means necessary to communicate 

openly. Horwitz and Young noted: “Complex and non- spontaneous operations are required to 

communicate at all, any performance in the L2 is likely to challenge an individual’s self-

concept as a competent communicator. Adult language learners’ self-perceptions of 

genuineness in presenting themselves to others may be threatened by the limited range of 

meaning and affect that can be immediately communicated” (1991, p.31). Teachers must be 

patient and display a supportive attitude towards learners rather than discourage their learning. 

If teachers put a strong emphasis on “perfect sentences,” it puts doubts in the learners’ mind, 

and they do not feel good enough. 
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Ornstein and Ehrlich (1989) stressed that in social interactions, individuals tend to present 

themselves in such a way as to be perceived by others in a desired way. Since L2 learners are 

far from proficient, they are deprived of one of their basic social strategies in communication. 

This therefore puts them at a disadvantage and causes difficulty in speaking with other 

learners and natives. The one positive aspect is that most beginners tend to be on the same 

level at the start, so it is easier to talk with other learners. But as they progress, some are more 

successful than others. This can have both a positive and a negative impact on the more 

successful learners, as they will feel accomplished, but at the same time might also want to 

hide the fact that they are advancing in the language more than others. This gives the less 

progressive learners a feeling of inadequacy: they start to feel embarrassed and not good 

enough to continue with language learning. Defenceless and vulnerable, they often feel 

discouraged and succumb to their inhibitions (Guiora 1972).  

 

Figure 1: The diagram below shows the relationship between language anxiety, self-

confidence, and language identity from the target language perspective.  

 

 

Figure 1. Relationship among language anxiety, self-confidence, and language identity in a 

target language context  
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Huang’s (2014) diagram shows L1 identity and how the FL identity is formed. L1 identity 

has arrows pointing to both reconstructed and having limited feelings and a broken identity 

which are causes of language anxiety and self-confidence. From the L2 identity an arrow 

points to developing and then to self-confidence which shows how the process of developing 

a L1 and L2 identity is similar.  

Students who have the potential to be the best sometimes fail to perform at expected levels in 

language classes and often react negatively to this perceived affront to their self- image. 

Learners with a positive self-perception, on the other hand, often perform at levels beyond 

that of peers with low self-esteem related to language learning (Heyde, Parsons). The 

student's self-image is strongly associated with his or her ability for self-expression through 

language, as Guiora et al. argue when they mention the existence of a unique type of 

“language ego” prevalent in the classroom. Accordingly, an adult language learner must 

develop a new ego for each foreign language learned and must be willing to appear foolish 

because errors are inevitable during the language learning process. Guiora et al. contend that 

a strong language ego allows the student to overcome inhibitions and succeed at the learning 

task, while weak language egos can lead to failure. 

Besides the frustration of seemingly unrewarded effort and the threat to self-confidence 

related to oral activities, Horwitz (“Beginning UFLS”) and Price both maintain that the 

beliefs about language learning that students bring with them to class can influence the 

anxiety they experience there. Price's (1991) students acknowledged that they felt their 

language skills were inadequate and that others in the class were much better at language 

learning. They also maintained that a special aptitude was needed to learn a foreign language 

(one they did not possess), though some felt they could have done better if they had worked 

harder. Her findings support the conclusions of Horwitz, whose subjects agreed that some 

people are born with a special aptitude for learning languages but that “everyone can learn to 

speak a foreign language” (p.287). Students' attempts to express themselves orally with 

minimal linguistic skills can lead to frustration and anxiousness about their ability to 

represent themselves in an authentic manner.  

In language learning, more than in most other areas of the curriculum, our self-concept can 

often be truly endangered. When we are trying to learn a second language, the self is 

especially vulnerable because it is deprived of its normal, familiar vehicle of expression. In 

fact, language shock may occur when learners “fear that their words in the target language do 

not reflect their ideas adequately,” (Arnold and Brown 1999:21- 22). When students are 
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learning a foreign language, speaking in the language involves taking risks. Teachers often 

underestimate the discomfort students experience when required to display their ability to 

speak in the language in front of their peers. Insistence by the teacher on unrealistic models 

of perfection will only increase their feeling of self-consciousness and inadequacy. In no way 

is this to say that we do not demand the best of our students, but we cannot get the best from 

them if there is affective interference in their cognitive processing. 

 

2.8 Further Studies and Variables  

One of the leading innovators in researching affective variables in foreign language learning 

– R. C. Gardner– conjectured that anxiety specific to foreign language learning is related to 

foreign language achievement (Gardner, 1985). Gardner created the Attitude/Motivation Test 

Battery (AMTB) to measure important affective factors in foreign language learning, such as 

motivation, attitude, and anxiety. I will not be referring to this directly in my work, but it is 

important for further background knowledge on affective variables in foreign language 

teaching and its relation to language anxiety and achievement. Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope 

(Horwitz, 1986) further played a significant role not only to the hypothesis but also to the 

measurement of FLA through their work on “Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety”. They 

established the most utilised self-report tool to measure FLA in classroom settings – the 

Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS). This tool will become more relevant 

further below when I will be looking at self-esteem and classroom performance but is not 

used in my own case studies. 

 

Other researchers have found problems with foreign language aptitude and language skills 

regarding foreign language anxiety (Ganschow & Sparks, 1996), teachers’ belief (Cheng, 

Horwitz, and Schallert,1999), students’ perceptions about foreign language proficiency 

(Dewaele et al., 2008), and self-esteem (Yamini and Tahriri, 2006). Moreover, a mixture of 

previous studies exposes that several attributes such as error correction, exams and classroom 

environment all contribute to the feeling of anxiety when learning a foreign language.  

While considerable SLA research by V. Higgs and Ray Clifford (1982) has been devoted to 

language learning in a natural setting, there have also been efforts made to investigate 

second-language acquisition in the classroom. This kind of research has a significant overlap 

with language education, and it is mainly concerned with the effect that instruction has on the 
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learner. It also explores what teachers do, the classroom context and the dynamics of 

classroom communication. It is both qualitative and quantitative research, and as such will 

form a key component for chapter 4 when discussing my case studies of this thesis.  

The effects of research on educational practice are seldom straightforward and 

                   quick. As in other fields, there are few definitive studies, but rather a gradual 

  accretion of knowledge drawn from overlapping studies in many fields of study, 

   conducted over a long period of time, punctuated by an occasional breakthrough. 

                   . . . [D]ecades of basic research provide the seedbed for new approaches and 

                   methods. (Atkinson & Jackson, 1992, p. 20) 

Language learning is a cognitive activity that relies on encoding, storage, and retrieval 

processes. FLA can interfere with each of these by causing a divided attention situation 

(MacIntyre, 1995). Eysenck (1979) explained the negative effects of anxiety in foreign 

language learning, saying that anxious people divide their attention between task-related 

cognition and self-related or emotion-related cognition, making cognitive performance less 

efficient on all three stages of cognitive processing: input, processing (mental planning) and 

output (MacIntyre, & Gardner, 1991). 

Another crucial factor for the discussion of FLA is the role of the teacher and the learning 

environment. Calling on students by teachers in language classes, e.g., could provoke feelings 

of anxiety for students. Aydin (2008) states that the manner of correcting mistakes by 

teachers can be another source of anxiety, and Argaman and Abu-Rabia (2002) reveal that 

attitudes and personalities of teachers can be further indicators of foreign language anxiety. 

All these causes have been supported by recent studies such as Aydin (2016), Kruk (2018), 

Sammephet and Wanphet (2013), and Yoon (2012). Furthermore, Ohata (2005) indicated that 

teachers’ perceptions play a significant role in students’ FLA, as the teacher is the person in 

the classroom who can regulate the atmosphere, search for signs of anxiety and help students 

overcome it. Therefore, classrooms that follow traditional learning styles and their associated 

strictness and formality were declared as a major source of stress for certain students. In 

addition, as teachers and learners constantly interact, the emotions of one group cannot be 

considered separately from the emotions of the other. Morton, Vesco, Williams, & Awender 

(1997) studied the correlation of student-teachers’ FLA and concluded that their 

demographic, experiential and dispositional variables may contribute to FLA, with 

psychological dispositions being the strongest predictor. 
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2.9 Literature Review, Discussion and Conclusion 

As the above shows, there is conclusive research evidence that self-concept determines 

behaviour. What students feel about themselves will affect the way they approach the 

learning experience and their relationships with others. Connecting with many previous 

studies, the research of Brown and Smart (Brown & Smart 1991) with university students 

showed that subjects who perceived themselves as kind and helpful exhibited prosocial 

behaviour. They also found that those with high self-esteem, even after failure, were more 

capable of maintaining a positive view of self. Learners with low self-esteem not only had 

difficulty in re-affirming their self-image after failure, but they also showed a tendency to act 

in a selfish manner. They concluded that “self-representations appear to play a critical role in 

guiding and regulating behaviour” (p. 373), an idea which has important implications beyond 

the individual and beyond the classroom, given the possibility that “ultimately social change 

may be effected by affecting the self” (p. 375).  

 

Moreover, not only the negative relationship between foreign language anxiety and 

achievement seems to vary according to the specific skill (Horwitz, 2001), but also different 

levels of language proficiency, background, and stages play a role in language anxiety and 

achievement making it difficult to generalise. Scovel (1978) was the first who acknowledged 

such inconsistent results. Chastain’s (1975) findings of positive, negative, and insignificant 

correlations between FLA and foreign language achievement within one study are cited as an 

example of such inconsistency. Researchers have mostly focused on the negative side of 

foreign language learning for a long time, with FLA being one of the most studied topics, as 

it has the biggest impact on one’s performance as well as the whole learning experience.  

 

Whilst some speakers experience distress and anxiety before and during exams, test 

anxiety can affect the learning process as well as the performance during a test. Extensive 

fear compromises the learner’s ability to concentrate, and this encourages delays in retrieving 

information previously studied. The speaker may suddenly feel like all the information they 

took time studying unexpectedly seems inaccessible in their mind. This then causes the 

learner to draw a blank when answering questions which they normally know the answers to. 

This incapability to focus and to recollect information then adds to even more anxiety and 

stress, which only makes it that much trickier to turn their attention to the test. The learners’ 
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expectations have a major psychological influence on this. For example, if the speaker 

believes that they will underperform during an exam, they will become more anxious before 

and during a test. Test anxiety therefore is a vicious cycle, because after suffering from 

anxiety throughout one exam, learners become so worried about it happening again that they 

become even more anxious for the next. After constantly experiencing test anxiety, speakers 

begin to feel that they do not have the capacity to change the situation. Learners who suffer 

from test anxiety (in general) are more likely to be easily side-tracked during a test, have 

difficulty with comprehending simple instructions, and have problems establishing relevant 

information. 

 

On the one hand, learners are afraid of being misinterpreted or misunderstood. They are 

unable to communicate well and are reduced to using basic sentences structures and 

vocabulary, which could potentially put them at risk of being accused of socio-linguistic 

incompetence (Pellegrino-Aveni 2005). This further affects confidence because they cannot 

communicate how they would in their native language. This feeling of defencelessness and 

vulnerability often leads to discouragement and succumbing to their inhibitions (Guiora 

1972). In the discussion of Gass and Selinker (2008), on the explanations for the vital or 

delicate period in second language learning, they also refer to socio-psychological 

clarifications as to why certain adults, more often than children, demonstrate unwillingness to 

acquire a new language. Grass and Selinker think that a learner’s enthusiasm to relax one’s 

firm identity to a state of permitting the development of a new language, self-destructs with 

age. Learners often feel irritated (Price 1991), infantilised, or mocked and they experience 

robust dysphoric tension predominantly in both naturalistic and classroom L2 environments 

(Spielmann and Radnofsky 2001). Harder (1980) thought about personality reduction and 

proposed that one of the methods used by vulnerable learners is avoidance, which, 

consequently, might lead to inadequate preparation and additional communication 

difficulties, which results in foreign language anxiety.  

 

Ego boundaries tend to be described as a personality trait enabling individuals to 

compartmentalise different experiences and emotions, protect their identities against 

miscellaneous influences from the outside world and preserve a fragile balance between 

various conceptual divisions. What is more, the degree to which boundaries influence 

people’s perception of themselves and the world around them depends on the permeability 
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and flexibility of boundaries. Second language learning, which in some cases can be seen as a 

possible source of ambiguity and stress, hence, a threat to the learner’s positive self-concept, 

appears to be influenced considerably by the structure of ego boundaries. Suffice it to say that 

learners struggling to master a second language not only face complex cognitive tasks, but 

also take part in various social interactions, for which, because of their limited second 

language resources, they are not always prepared. Contrary to what has previously been 

mentioned and from the perspective of FL learning, it can be known that the thick boundary 

learners are thought to be the most affected by FLA, due to the lack of rules and structure that 

comes with speaking tasks. However, this can only be considered as a generalisation, 

stemming from the concept of ego boundaries being regarded either only as identity and 

group flexibility or as a general structure. When considered in the former manner, thin 

boundary individuals may indeed outperform thick ego boundary people in the case of 

language acquisition in naturalistic settings. But this is not always the case in academic or 

school settings, as higher levels of anxiety that a learner experiences in certain types of 

situations, e.g., oral examinations, can lead to learners not being able to perform well.  

 

In the language classroom, the learning environment needs to support students to help them 

succeed, but at the same time not give students a reason to doubt their abilities and worth. 

Most learners are aware that language learning does not come without its challenges and are 

willing to face them. These challenges are there to help learners to develop their knowledge 

and understanding in the target language. Lozanov (1978) has pointed out that positive 

suggestion can be useful up to a point, as it can exercise a placebo effect on the learners, 

helping them to put any negative beliefs about themselves on hold. However, the placebo 

must then be supported by the feedback on the learners’ ability that comes from real 

accomplishment (Hooper Hansen 1999). How students perceive themselves in the classroom 

is also a factor that effects their self-esteem and performance. If a student is unable to express 

themselves fully in the target language, it could be because of their ego boundary limitations 

in their second identity development. It is more effective to concentrate on what the learner is 

struggling with than to introduce something new and add more stress to the situation or give 

additional material to practice, but it is up to the student to ask for support. Adapting lessons 

in this way will also cater to students’ language ego, as it helps to correct one issue at a time. 

Students will never full learn or acquire a language if their confidence or beliefs prevent them 

from understanding. Once learners have adapted and feel like they fully understand, it will be 
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easier to teach the class and participation and engagement will be higher resulting in stronger 

retention. In a way, teaching is secondary to keeping language ego, self-perceptions, and 

beliefs at bay. 

 

To conclude, researchers should treat language anxiety systematically and offer full 

understanding of what foreign language anxiety is, the effects it has on performance and the 

language learning process, and what can be done to make the classroom environment more 

suitable for language learners. A thorough understanding of the causes of foreign language 

anxiety would help to find ways to reduce this problem. Based on this comprehensive review, 

more in-depth studies in this field relating to anxiety, language ego and performance are still 

needed to confirm previous studies on foreign language anxiety. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3                             METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

This research was to discuss foreign language anxiety and its effect on language ego and 

performance. In doing so this research was split into five main target areas: language ego and 
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boundary limitations, language anxiety, L1 and L2 identities, second language acquisition 

and classroom setting. This was achieved by exploring the importance of language ego and 

boundary limitations within a class environment and how foreign language anxiety as a result 

impacts learner performance. 

Both qualitative and quantitative research methods have been conventionally used in the 

study of psycho and sociolinguistics; Johnstone (2000) mentions how the “interest in 

qualitative approaches to the study of language-in-use has expanded rapidly” (Johnstone, 

2000, p.2). There are clear benefits to undergoing quantitative studies in particular large-scale 

studies there is still the question of identity and more specifically catering to each individual 

and their background which requires a lot of flexibility. One of the aims of this research was 

to question what are the ego boundaries of students who suffer from foreign language anxiety 

and what can be implemented to reduce language anxiety within the classroom and therefore 

adjust the teaching to cater to more students. The data collection process for this research 

spanned 18 months (due to the pandemic) from November 2019 until May 2021 and was 

designed to collect qualitative data from three different German classes two first year 

beginner classes and one final year advanced class at Aberystwyth University. The purpose of 

this research was to teach and observe the students in a class environment and to take notes of 

what caused certain students to be more anxious and in what way were they portraying their 

anxiousness to decide if it was general anxiety or language anxiety. 

The first section focuses on the methodologies of data gathering and then follows second data 

analysis. The first section provides overview of the data gathering process, focuses on the 

importance of conducting research at a HE UK institution, the appropriate methodological 

approaches for conducting research at a university and ethical considerations.  

Chapter 1 of this thesis gives background information on the topics that will be tackled which 

leads onto chapter 2 in the literature review and discussion where those ideas are expanded 

upon, explored, argued and conclusions are drawn for deeper analysis in the relevant case 

studies and questionnaires seen in chapter 4 before the conclusion and scope in chapter 5. A 

description on how the chosen literature influenced my study in particular the questionnaires 

is mentioned in this section. This research has a layered methodological approach containing 

teaching, observation, and questionnaires. A thorough description of the benefits and set up 

of the teaching and observations is presented, giving a clear picture of language anxiety 
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inducing situations. Lastly, this discusses the implications including sample size of both the 

classes and the questionnaires in detail explaining the decisions made. 

The second section focuses on the analytical methodologies used for this research. This 

section has been divided into two sub-sections explaining the theoretical overview and the 

application to the study. The first sub-section handles the data analysis methodologies used 

for classroom teaching and observation, whereas the second sub-section handles thematic 

analysis. Thematic analysis is a method for analysing qualitative data that entails searching 

across a data set to identify, analyse, and report repeated patterns (Braun and Clarke 2006). 

My chosen type of thematic analysis is template analysis (Crabtree and Miller, 1992), due to 

its mixed nature.  

 

3.2. Methodologies and Data Gathering 

3.2.1 Overview of Data Gathering Process 

Gathering research in a higher education institution in the UK does not come without its 

difficulties. However, designing the research in a way that shows students the importance of 

language anxiety and what it could mean for them if they had more awareness on the topic is 

essential. By this I mean getting students to understand that language anxiety can occur and 

that there are ways to prevent/reduce it, and that there are things they could do to have better 

results. The process was divided into two sections, one being teaching and observations for 

case studies and the other two questionnaires designed to form a lecturer and students’ 

opinion. Once all my data was collected, I was able to cross-reference my findings with those 

in the existing literature to draw conclusions, disprove theories and add to existing theories. 

 

3.2.2 Observations and Teaching to Form Case Studies 

Observations have led to some of the most important discoveries in human history e.g., 

Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution. Observation is a form of qualitative research that 

allows access to the understanding of how people interpret their experiences. Two types of 

observation were used during this study: participant observation and unobtrusive observation. 

Participant observation was used in the sense that I was teaching the lessons and therefore I 

was interacting with my students, observing how they would respond to direct and indirect 
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questions. Unobtrusive observation was conducted when I gave the students a task to 

complete in pairs to see how they responded to the task, how they would interact with their 

partner etc. The issues that can occur with observations in particular within a university 

setting are not having permission to observe the students, the class being uncomfortable with 

me teaching and students being more anxious in general, fortunately all students agreed 

beforehand. This will be discussed in more depth under ‘limitations of research’ below. As I 

only observed the final year advanced German class, I was able to take notes on the teaching 

practices that were used within the class as well as observing the students. 

I taught two first year beginners’ classes. In these classes, I discussed with one class the topic 

of ‘daily routine’ and ‘Freizeit’ with the other. The topics were chosen in accordance with the 

curriculum and in line with the current topics they were discussing in their grammar and oral 

classes. Initially I introduced the topic by getting students to mention what they do in a 

day/what they do in their free time in English and then we worked on putting it into the 

German with the help of images and sentences in the coursebook ‘Themen Aktuell.’ Issues 

with vocabulary and sentence structure were then put on the whiteboard to help guide the 

students. I gave them vocabulary sheets to help direct what they wanted to express. Any 

additional questions students asked I either answered verbally or wrote on the whiteboard. 

Once this activity was complete, I asked them to work in pairs/groups of three to ask each 

other about their daily routine/free time so that they could make notes of each other’s habits 

and present them to the class. I was available to answer any questions, difficulties with 

pronunciation etc but this was mainly to get students used to the idea of speaking and 

expressing themselves in German. 

The combination of observations and teaching lead to the development of my case studies, 

where I look at each class individually and compare my notes on the participant observations 

and unobtrusive observations as well as looking at the situation from a lecturer’s and 

student’s perspective.  

 

 

 

3.2.3 Questionnaires 
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More often than not it is exceedingly difficult to gather information about peoples’ thoughts, 

feelings, and beliefs through observations. Alongside my observations, I therefore wanted to 

see how much learners and lecturers knew about language anxiety and if they thought the 

classroom environment could be problematic for language learning. I designed my 

questionnaires with both lecturers and students in mind because of this they are slightly 

different. I created the questionnaires using an online platform called ‘SmartSurvey’ which I 

opened and then after three weeks closed. The questionnaires are anonymous to protect the 

identity of the participants. The questionnaire was given to students and lectures at 

Aberystwyth University of various languages including German, French, Spanish and Italian, 

years, and abilities. The questionnaire was sent to students via email with a description of 

what the questionnaire was about and saying it was not necessary to be part of the 

investigation if they did not want to and it clearly stated that it would remain anonymous. The 

questionnaires include a mix of yes/no type questions, open-ended questions and tick the ones 

that apply questions with an additional comment section. I believe that having a variety in the 

types of questions asked allows the researcher to gather more information about the opinions 

of its participants. In order to choose the relevant questions, I wrote down key ideas from the 

literature I had read and formulated the questions.  

The learner’s questionnaire was given to students of 18+ across all languages, levels, and 

years at Aberystwyth University. The first two questions were more general; the first one 

being 'do you enjoy language learning?’ and the second ‘how many languages do you speak?’ 

Asking more broad questions first tends to put the minds of the students at ease, but it also let 

me gather more vital information like enthusiasm for learning and background of the number 

of languages they speak. Questions 3-5 were centred around whether students had heard of 

language anxiety and how they feel during certain situation e.g., oral class/exam. By 

including comment boxes for these questions, students were able to express how they felt as 

well as ticking relevant boxes. Questions 6-10 were about how the learners learn best and 

what they have experienced in the classroom environment, again these questions allow 

students to comment, meaning I can have a better understanding of how they feel within the 

classroom.  

The lecturer’s questionnaire was given to all lecturers at the department of Modern 

Languages at Aberystwyth University across all languages. The first question is a general 

question asking, ‘did you always want to teach languages?’ Questions 2, 3 and 5 looked at 

language anxiety and being able to tell when a student is anxious and causes of this 
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anxiousness. Question 4 asks what are the differences between a student that has language 

anxiety and a student that lacks motivation. This is an important one to gather opinions on as 

in most cases students lacking in motivation often have language anxiety and those that have 

language anxiety often lack motivation, it is a catch 22. Questions 6-7 mention the classroom 

environment and how to create a positive atmosphere which is one of the main points in 

reducing language anxiety. Questions 8-9 are on teaching practices e.g., group/pair work, 

participation encouragement. Question 10 asks whether the lecturers have experienced 

language anxiety whilst learning a language, I felt this question was important to ask as I am 

able to contrast the two perspectives to see if there are similarities and to see if the experience 

is ongoing. This is also an effective way to see if lecturers know the underlying causes of 

language anxiety. 

The results of the observations and questionnaires were analysed by me comparing the notes I 

had taken in the class with the findings from the questionnaires. For the most part the 

observations and the questionnaires had a common theme being a lack of language anxiety 

awareness and unease in the classroom setting. This was then formulated into case studies 

and discussed alongside the questionnaires using the questionnaires as quotes to back up what 

I had found out in the observations.  

 

3.2.4 Importance of Conducting Research in HE in UK Institutions 

As I previously mentioned, conducting research in universities in the UK does not come 

without difficulties, but it is essential that this investigation takes place in the UK, as there is 

extremely limited data on FLA at UK’s HE intuitions available. The majority of secondary 

reading and research available has been gathered looking at English as a foreign language 

from various countries. This research is different in that it includes German, French, Spanish 

and Italian as target languages. As Aberystwyth University has many international/EU 

students, it is important to mention that these students are more than likely to have two or 

more languages that they are fluent in before studying another language at the university. 

From a British perspective, it is fair to say that grammar is not taught in the same way that 

English grammar is taught to second language learners at secondary or primary schools. 

Therefore, certain British students find it difficult to learn a new language when they do not 

understand the terminology in their L1. Both of these aspects, however, are helpful in regard 
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to the present study, as I was able to draw conclusions based upon how many languages a 

person speaks or if they have been exposed to any language outside of their L1.  

 

3.2.5 Ethics 

When conducting research with participants, especially vulnerable adults, ethical 

considerations are a crucial element of the research planning process. One of the reasons for 

the lack of research in this area in UK institutions could be the mental impact it would have 

on learners if they suddenly became aware of something they never knew existed. If leaners 

encounter language anxiety as something they might have, how would this then impact them 

and their work? As the research was conducted at Aberystwyth University, I had to take 

measures to ensure it was within the universities policy and anything I conducted was in 

keeping with research ethics. 

From an academic perspective, prior to the commencement of any primary research, the 

project required ethical approval. A brief evaluation needed to be sent off to decide whether 

my research could have any ethical implications and as a result no implications that could 

prevent me from doing my work were found. Such procedures are in place not only to protect 

the researchers but also to ensure that participants are safeguarded during the data-gathering 

process. All participants both within the classes and the questionnaire participants were given 

an overview of my project and participated accordingly. During the classes I answered any 

questions at the start to ensure all learners were comfortable with me proceeding with the 

class and to ensure they were happy with me using the class as part of my research.  

Data protection is an extremely important factor to consider when conducting research, as a 

means of protecting the rights of the individuals, who have agreed to participate. Learners 

and lecturers were informed that all data would be stored in a password-protected file and 

anonymised for use in the research. Having decided to use Aberystwyth University as the site 

for all fieldwork, access to participants was obtained through classes and via email. 

Having had approval from the University’s Research Ethics Committee categorising the 

research as ‘level 1 pass’. This was based on the assessment that the research did ‘not expose 

participants to any physical or psychological conditions different to those experienced in 

everyday life’ (Aberystwyth University, 2011). 
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Students could potentially have been put in an anxiety-inducing situation as none of the 

students knew me beforehand and I was teaching and observing their class and it is known for 

students to be uncomfortable with someone knew taking the class. To prevent this from 

happening I introduced myself to the class asked the class their names told them I was also a 

student and I have been in the same position they are currently in and that I am there to take 

the class, I asked if they had any questions and answered any doubts they might have had. I 

gave them the opportunity to participate and if they did not feel comfortable in doing so that 

was fine. I made them aware of language anxiety and the effects it can have on them and their 

work and asked if it was fine for me to proceed.  

 

3.2.6 Implications 

As with any research conducted there are always implications. Being aware of the difference 

between an observation and an assumption needs to be clear as this can create bias in my 

work, to avoid this I used a double entry notebook where I wrote observations on one side 

and thoughts on the other.  

The biggest factor which implicated my work was my sample size as I had very small classes 

to teach and observe in. This would have a significant impact on my work as a larger sample 

would have given me a broader look and therefore more to analyse. Another reason that my 

work would be impacted is that I only conducted research in one UK institution and only 

looked at three German classes. If I had considered other German departments in other UK 

universities again my sample size would be better, and I would be having different 

perspectives from outside of Aberystwyth’s teaching and learning environment. I wanted to 

also teach French to add another language to the mix to broaden the scope, but I was 

restricted on time, and I did not have permission. On the other hand, my questionnaires are of 

larger sample size and are from a variety of language backgrounds which I feel helps to see 

the investigation from other perspectives and therefore broadens the scope. However, as 

Aberystwyth’s Modern Languages department is relatively small my sample size in general 

would be smaller, this includes both learners and lecturers.  

I mention that personal interviews were conducted by this I mean I asked one or two 

questions to a few students after each of the classes, I made a note of the answers but there is 

no official document to support this which is why I only mention it briefly, this could be seen 

as an implication as I could be perjuring myself in the sense that I have made up these 
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personal questions and answers. To improve on this, I will keep official transcripts for the 

next lot of research I conduct.  

Due to the pandemic, my research was put on hold as I needed it to be within a classroom 

setting and not online. As a result, I had two different first year beginners’ classes, one that 

was used to in class teaching at the university and the other that had mainly been taught 

online by me. This had an effect on my second beginners’ class as they would have preferred 

for all of their teaching to have been taught in class as they felt they could not connect with 

the lessons as good as they could have due to the fact the first half of their sessions were 

online. This in general meant I had to take things at a slower pace to catch the students that 

were struggling up to speed. As students were not used to seeing their classmates face to face, 

they were uncomfortable at the working in groups/pairs as they were unfamiliar with the 

person which created more general anxiety in the class. 

One final implication is that I did not teach the final year advanced class, I only observed. For 

one this alone could have presented general anxiety amongst the students as few people enjoy 

being observed and two, I did not use my own practices to see if language anxiety could be 

reduced. The reasons for my decision to not teach that class were I wanted to observe the 

lecturers interaction with the class to see if there was anything I could do differently and two 

I did not feel confident enough in my own linguistic and teaching abilities to take the class. In 

hindsight, I should have perceived and taught the class to keep the methodologies the same 

for all case studies. 

 

3.3 Data Analysis Research 

3.3.1 Theoretical Overview of Methodologies for Classroom Teaching and Observation 

Braun and Clarke (2006, p.4-5) state that the examination of qualitative research can be 

separated roughly into two ‘camps’; the first ‘stemming from a particular theoretical or 

epistemological position’, such as casual (conversational) analysis or discourse analysis, and 

the following from methods ‘essentially independent of theory and epistemology, such as 

thematic analysis’ (Hutchby & Wooffitt, 1998, cited in ibid). Johnstone (2000, p.103) defines 

discourse analysis as a practice for the interpretation of ‘language in use’. Grbich (2007. 

p.146) describes how the phrase discourse analysis was made fashionable throughout the 

1960s as importance in the ‘depictions of reality through language’ started to appear. 
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Johnstone mentions that, because discourse analysis is involved with written, spoken or 

signed words that are obtained in transcripts, recordings, or texts, it is difficult to examine 

linguistic relations in real time by utilising this technique. These manuscripts and recordings 

seem to be types of ‘social practice’ appropriate for analysis (Barker and Galasinski, 2001, 

p.64). Transcribing and coding are essential for this kind of data from the observations as 

within the observations, conversations occurred naturally and therefore interaction between 

the lecturer and student are vital in the role of the analysis of conversations. Grbich (2007, 

p.137) clarifies how the research of daily discussions can ‘shed light on the rules of social 

behaviour’, but in order to do this, every aspect of the conversation must be noted. 

 

3.3.2 Thematic Analysis Application 

The reason for using thematic analysis for this study was acquired in the perspective of the 

participants, students from varying backgrounds across the UK, EU, and US. Whilst previous 

exposure to language learning and the relevance of speaking another language fluently was 

relevant, this was not the main element of this research. The focus of the cases studies and 

questionnaires was on learners and lectures understanding of FLA, language ego, and 

classroom environment.  

The complex setting in which this research was conducted, coupled with the need for multi-

level theoretical cross-referencing (between disciplines, groups, and phases), resulted in the 

application of a thematic approach modelled on template analysis, similar to those outlined 

by Crabtree and Miller (1992) and King (2014).  

Whilst this research began as a psycho and sociolinguistic investigation into linguistic 

identities, with second language learners being the research subjects the need to understand 

other elements of identity became clear as the investigation developed which was when I 

looked at the contrast between L1 and L2 in children and adults. The result of this was the 

recognition of first and second language identity, which sought to explore how students 

negotiated these elements of identities and how they adapted to their second identity. It is 

important to appreciate that identity consists of a number of varying social, cultural, 

geographical, and physical factors even though these have not been explicitly explored due to 

time constraints and the somewhat limited scope of MPhil research.  
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3.4 Summary  

The central research question for this study was to investigate ‘how does foreign language 

anxiety have an effect on language ego and performance?’ Focusing on language anxiety, 

language ego and boundaries, L1 and L2 identities, second language acquisition and 

classroom setting. Three research questions were formulated to answer this central research 

question: what are the ego boundaries of students who suffer from foreign language anxiety? 

what are the reasons for foreign language anxiety in this particular setting? and can a 

supportive classroom environment help students overcome their language anxiety and 

improve speaking performance? 

Due to the complexity of this cross-disciplinary study, it formed five key-ideas mentioned 

above that highlighted the interconnections between identities and language anxiety. As a 

dual-phased investigation the use of questionnaires, teaching and observations allowed for the 

addressing of a supportive classroom environment and how can it help students overcome 

their language anxiety and improve speaking performance as it is one of the key questions on 

the questionnaire and what connects the overall idea.  

The following chapter contains the case studies and questionnaires that were used to gather 

primary research into this investigation. 
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CHAPTER 4              CASE STUDIES 

4.0 Case Studies Introduction 

The below case studies will propose techniques used to help reduce language anxiety and 

encourage speaking in the classroom from two different levels of German. German is usually 

perceived as being the more difficult language to learn in comparison with French, Spanish 

and Italian and as a result more general anxiety can play a factor in the language acquisition 

process. This is primarily because of its focus on grammatical structures e.g., positions of 

verbs in subordinating clauses after “weil,” complex pronunciation e.g., umlauts and patterns 

of intonation e.g., when asking questions, coming to the end of sentences.  

The study looks at two different beginners’ classes at different stages throughout the year, 

and one final year advanced level class. The two beginners’ classes were taught by me and 

the advanced class was purely observational. The reason for doing so was to create an 

opportunity for comparison between two types of teaching methods. The methods needed to 

be analysed to gather evidence for a supportive and positive classroom environment. One 

method, for the beginners, used lecturing using a workbook and whiteboard and roleplays. 

The lecture element included an introductory discussion, followed by examples in the 

workbook and further highlighted using the whiteboard. This was important to set the basis 

for comprehension of the task that was to follow. The roleplay was to allow students to show 

what they had learnt throughout the session using their own input. One beginner’s class 

looked at talking about their daily routine e.g., waking up, going to university, having an 

evening meal at 18:00 etc. and the other looked at hobbies/free time activities e.g., playing 

football, going to the gym, going out with friends etc.  

The second method, for the advanced group, used a study assignment and discussion-based 

methods. The study assignment was supposed to grade students on their own presentations on 

a given topic for the semester. In this case, the presentation was on “Veggie Day.” In a 

separate class on the same two students, there was a student-led discussion about increasing 

the size of the EU. This type of activity is used to allow students to interpretate the text they 

read at home and ask each other questions about in class.  

The results were compared to see if there was a significant difference in anxiety levels in both 

beginners’ (A1/A2) classes and between the advanced level class (B2/C1) compared to the 

two beginners’ classes. The findings were then used for both levels to suggest ways of 

improving speaking performance. Subsequent questionnaires were given to students in 
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beginners and final year classes and to language lecturers to gain a more in-depth 

understanding of language anxiety and respective classroom environments. Direct quotes 

were taken from the questionnaires to make the case studies more concrete.  

The case studies are presented below. A detailed analysis will be given for each group. I will 

then compare and contrast the answers given to questionnaires that were provided by 

lecturers. From this analysis and from my comparisons, I will be able to recommend several 

measures to reduce foreign language anxiety in the classroom. In a second step, I will then 

analyse the questionnaires in more detail and compare answers given by lecturers and 

students. The research questions and research aims will remain the same for both studies. 
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4.1.A Case Study 1 

Case Study 1: Beginners Class 1 

4.1.A Research Questions  

The research questions of the case study were:  

1) What are the ego boundaries of students who suffer from foreign language anxiety? 

2) What are the reasons for foreign language anxiety in this particular setting?  

3) Can a supportive classroom environment help students overcome their language 

anxiety and improve speaking performance?  

 

4.2.A Research Aim  

The aim of this case study was not to establish a link between language anxiety and 

performance, but to link the theoretical construct of foreign language speaking anxiety with 

language ego development and performance. The case study was conducted in a British 

university setting. Students had the ability to obtain, analyse, and communicate information 

on the topic of “daily routine” in German. Students learned how to talk about what time they 

would get up, when they would eat, when they would leave for university and what they did 

after university. They had previous experience with aspects of this topic, such as telling the 

time, using the perfect (past) tense, and discussing their hobbies and weekend activities. 

Anticipated learning outcomes for this group were: talking about the time of day and telling 

the time, understanding German days of the week, discussing activities e.g., go shopping or 

do sports, use the present and past tense (perfect) and to construct sentences using the 

accusative case. Students had the opportunity to discuss their daily routine in pairs and then 

present their findings in the style of a role play to the class. The role play consisted of the 

students asking and answering what they did in the morning, afternoon, evening etc. They 

would then reproduce this piece of work in front of the class either in the style of a Q&A 

(same as the role play) or they could describe each other’s daily routine in form of an 

independent narrative. As this was a Beginner class, the grammar and vocabulary could be 

seen as difficult for some students, as the class’s ability was mixed. At this point in the 

semester, some students were at a low A1 level while others were already at a high A1/low 

A2 level. The objective of the oral class was to be able to understand and communicate in the 
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target language at A1/A2 level. This class took place before Covid-19 restrictions were 

imposed on university settings. 

 

4.3.A Methodology 

a) Participants  

The case study comprised of three students in a beginner’s German oral class during their 

first year of university between the ages of 18-22. As this was a small group, it was easier to 

identify who was showing signs of anxiety and who was not. The oral classes were held twice 

a week for a duration of fifty minutes each. I had taught this class once before during the 

course of the year. All three students were native English speakers (this is important when 

looking at the comparison). As this class took place halfway through the year, students had 

little previous knowledge of German. The names that are mentioned are not the names of the 

actual students to protect their identity and keep the study confidential. All students were 

made aware that this study would remain anonymous and had the right to not participate in it.  

b) Data Collection  

Qualitative research methods were used because research queries indicated the necessity of 

having access to “a wealth of detailed information” (Patton, 2002:14), and to “processes and 

meanings” that are hard to calculate (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994:4). The following techniques 

of qualitative data collection were used: teaching practices, direct observation, 

questionnaires, and personal interviews. I selected certain training practices such as student-

led classroom in the form of group/partner work and role playing and modelling to present 

and explain the task. Direct observation was necessary for me to take notes of common 

characteristics amongst students so I could categorise them into thick and thin boundary 

learners and to see if boundaries overlap. Questionnaires were used to find out general 

information on students and lecturers’ exposure to foreign language anxiety and the 

classroom/learning environment experience as a whole to see if it is a cause or consequence 

of FLA. Finally, the use of personal interviews in the form of one or two general questions to 

students regarding their language learning experience, these were then used to coincide with 

the questionnaires. For the Beginners 1 class, I presented the topic of “daily routine” to the 

students and explained that they would need to use the time, separable verbs (e.g., 

aufwachen, aufstehen) and different tenses (present, perfect). The topic was presented by 
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using the class workbook “Themen Aktuell 1” and further clarified with examples written on 

the whiteboard. Students were asked to work individually on the exercises before discussing 

the answers with their partner and finally discussing the answers as a class. The task was to 

describe their daily routine and ask their partner questions such as “Wann bist du 

aufgewacht?” I then went through any difficult vocabulary by writing it on the board e.g., 

“aufräumen” and “abholen.” I then answered any questions students had about structuring the 

sentences e.g., why the ‘auf’ in ‘aufräumen’ goes at the end of the sentence in the present, but 

it becomes “aufgeräumt” in the past. All explanations and tasks were set in German, repeated 

in German, and then repeated in English, so that all students understood the task. Once this 

exercise was complete, students were asked what their daily routine was, and I got them to 

ask each other questions in German about this routine e.g., “Wohin gehst du am Montag um 9 

Uhr?” The students then talked about their routine in pairs, explaining their daily routine to 

others in the class. By using pictures and diagrams, students were able to understand the task 

in more detail. For the final ten minutes, students were asked slightly more advanced 

questions, which required longer answers in preparation for the oral examinations e.g., “Was 

machst du nach der Uni?” By the end of the session, students should have been able to talk 

about their daily routine and understand how to use the new vocabulary that was introduced.  

By having personal interviews with the students after the class, I was able to find out each of 

their ego traits. This was done by asking students what they felt more comfortable with, e.g., 

role play, essay, interview etc. A further question was asked about their ability to learn, such 

as “do you consider yourself to be a perfectionist?” To which all three students answered 

“yes.” Lastly, two questionnaires were created and sent out to beginners and advanced 

students and all lecturers in the modern languages department. They were created online and 

sent out to participants via email. The data from the questionnaires was then analysed to see 

if the findings from my in-class observations showed a link between language anxiety, ego, 

and performance. The data for multiple-choice questions were then presented as a bar chart. 
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4.4.A Language Ego Observations 

In the Beginners 1 class, all three students had little to no confidence in their abilities when it 

came to speaking German and all had different ego traits. My observation to conclude this 

was used by me taking notes on each of the students. From the time they entered the class the 

students were displaying clear signs of language anxiety in the form of a lack of 

communication, no eye contact and keeping their head down. The lack of communication is 

strong indicator that they had no confidence. One student, James, preferred one to one 

teaching and responded better when asked questions indirectly, he was hard working and 

showed willingness to participate, but struggled with rules and structures and needed a lot of 

time to prepare what he wanted to say. He found it difficult to perform if the topic changed. 

These types of traits are usually associated with thick boundary learners. His listening skills 

had not quite developed fully in the language, and he struggled to understand/hear things that 

were said. I would break the task down for the class to make it easier to understand and 

follow. Whenever someone would speak, I could see the panic on his face, so I did repeat the 

sentences slowly to make sure he could follow. I gave the student extra listening material that 

he can listen to at his own pace at home and then we could discuss it together to identify 

exactly where the problems lie.  

Stephanie, who was a bilingual student of Welsh and English, clearly struggled with language 

anxiety. She remained quiet during the class, she would not participate, she did not make eye-

contact with me or anyone else and she lowered her head for the whole duration of the class. 

She was, however, exceptionally hard working. It became apparent that she had the same 

difficulties with listening as she did in her oral work. This was indicated by the fearful look 

on her face when being asked a question in German. For this student, the more she prepared, 

the worse she performed. Despite making notes during the preparation phase of exercises, she 

often refused to participate fully. It was clear to see that Stephanie had a mixture of thick and 

thin ego boundaries e.g., as a perfectionist who likes rules, structures, and enjoys freer 

practice activities, but also disheartened when mistakes were made. Perfectionists like the 

bigger picture when learning. This was evident when she made a mistake: she would become 

quite and had a sad and an almost angry expression on her face. The anxiety she experienced 

in class caused her to have a “mental block” several times when trying to perform aurally or 

orally. This usually happens when a student begins to overthink the situation and believes 

that she cannot do it and everything she has previously learnt has been forgotten. This 

normally only lasts for the duration of the class or examination. But it makes the session 
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rather difficult for the student. In regard to listening, the student struggled to identify the 

words that were being said. This is usually because it is as though they cannot hear what is 

being said. To Stephanie, the words just “appeared to be noise or words that did not make 

sense” as she mentioned this to me after the session. As listening comprehension is a 

receptive skill and oral performance is a productive one, they go hand in hand; so, if a learner 

struggles with one, they generally also struggle with the other, as both are needed for 

successful communication. I could see that this student was struggling and offered to give 

extra help with conversation classes outside of class time and to go through structures to help 

improve confidence in the classroom. However, the student politely declined my help, she did 

not give a reason as to why and I did not want to push her for an answer.  

Jordan, the third student in the group, had no confidence in himself at all. He would stay quiet 

for the majority of the class. He needed constant reassurance and encouragement to try to 

speak German, because he said he was ‘not good enough’ - which in turn had a major impact 

on his work. It was clear to see that he had developed an “I don’t care attitude” towards his 

work, as he was struggling to understand the basic structures and rules of the language. 

However, reassuring him that mistakes happen and that they are the only way to learn did 

seem to encourage him to participate a little bit. This type of learner usually has the worst 

traits, so to speak, of both thick and thin ego boundaries. For example, he did not like 

roleplays or any situation where he had to speak out loudly, as it made him anxious, and he 

thought all eyes were on him. He also struggled with the written tasks and exercises because 

he feared making grammatical errors. I observed this when he wrote out his answers to the 

role play to speak, he kept covering his work with his arm as I walked past. He wanted to be a 

perfectionist, but his anxiety did not allow him to be, therefore, he made more mistakes. He 

did not like having rules to follow, as he thought there were too many and they were too 

complex. But not having rules made him feel anxious, as he did not know if what he was 

doing was right. Consequently, he kept doubting himself even more. It is extremely difficult 

to find a happy medium for these types of learners, as there are always a number of problems 

relating to all aspects of language learning. I offered additional help to this student, but the 

student declined the offer.  

It would have been good to understand what was causing the anxiety in this latter student. 

Based on my initial observations and his remarks in class and after, it might have been the 

fear of not being able to understand – combined with a feeling of being judged by peers (even 

though no-one was judging him). In subsequent intervention sessions, breaking down the 
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structures, so that they are more easily understood might have helped. It is difficult to find a 

solution to a student’s problem when I offer help and they decline. Despite this I still made 

myself available to the students in case they needed extra help later on in their studies. By 

showing my support and encouragement in this way I get to earn the students trust so they 

can confide in me. Finally, adapting teaching styles to cater more to the boundaries of this 

learner type e.g., more one-to-one learning, keeping a positive environment in the classroom 

and encouraging mixed ability group work would also have been a go-to option for further 

sessions.  

 

4.5.A Analysis of Observations 

After having taught and observed in this one class, it was clear to see the majority of the class 

were struggling to learn a second language because of their confidence, fear of negative 

evaluation, and of their respective learner types. This was also further highlighted in 

subsequent discussions with the module convenor. It had been discussed how all three 

learners had similar traits but were experiencing anxiety in different ways. There were also 

different factors which were contributing to their anxiety. The most common among all three 

students, however, was their lack in confidence. To begin with, the students were reluctant to 

participate in speaking activities; two remained silent for the duration of the class. The 

responses to the questionnaires I received from students led me to believe that their lack of 

communication was not because they did not appreciate the significance of studying the 

target language. Consequently, they felt they would be viewed negatively by their peers, 

which is an excellent example of foreign language anxiety caused by fear of negative 

evaluation. This conclusion appears to be reliable, as it follows Gregersen’s (2003) idea that 

nervous students have a tendency to concentrate on form rather than on content.  

One of the students, Jordan, said to me at the end of the class: “I know how I sound when I 

speak German and I know how my friends sound, there is a big difference and I am 

embarrassed, that is why I prefer to just listen rather than speak.” The language here is one of 

desperation and of low self-confidence. This student was present but made himself seem 

invisible and was silent during all speaking activities with the lecturer and with the class. 

Two students were relying heavily on their phones to translate rather than asking for help, 

and after I had explained and gave definitions to more difficult words, they were also using 

translator apps to translate what they wanted to say rather than relying on their own intuition. 
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Interestingly, Jordan did not use his phone and tried to construct his own sentences. All 

students felt the need to write out their answers before saying them to ensure what they were 

saying is correct, which was not always the case. In this situation, students are using this 

method as a ‘crutch’ and to organise their thoughts.  

It was clear Jordan felt uncomfortable in class when answering questions or speaking in 

German in general. But it was always more evident when he was following on from what 

another student had said. Most of the students in the small class had already studied other 

languages before, so they were aware of problems and difficulties when it comes to language 

learning. Jordan, on the other hand, would have his first ever oral exam in another language 

at the end of the year. This does not necessarily mean that other students’ stress/anxiety levels 

would have been any less/greater than that of Jordan’s. It is more common for ex-beginners 

of more than one language to do better in the target language than advanced ones with only 

one language. But it is quite evident from Jordan’s case that certain learners with just one 

language at university level are not developed enough in their oral skills yet, and so they 

struggle to identify with the new language, as they find it hard to create their second language 

identity. This then causes numerous problems with language development, causes anxiety 

and, in turn, lowers confidence. All these factors will obviously have a detrimental impact on 

performance, as could be seen in Jordan’s case above. 

 

4.6.A Anxiety Prevention Methods 

By forming a caring classroom atmosphere, teachers can increase motivation, reduce anxiety, 

and allow lecturers and students to work together and create a more positive learning 

environment. Before the class, I consequently looked at different ways I could prevent 

anxiety in the classroom. The easiest and most obvious way to do this was to use a fair 

number of group or pair work exercises. The smaller the number per group, the easier it will 

be for students to participate, because they only have to present their ideas to one or two 

people, instead of to the whole class. This was mirrored in some of the questionnaire 

responses I received from both lecturers and students after my teaching sessions: “Very early 

on in conversation classes I noticed that asking students to speak out loud in front of the 

whole class didn't work…Now all my conversation classes are done through pair work (or 

sometimes groups of 3 max),” (direct quote from a lecturer questionnaire, 19/12/20).  By 

pairing/grouping students with people they know and feel comfortable with, students will be 
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less likely to feel anxious. This is due to the fact that they put their trust in that person not to 

judge but to encourage them. They do not feel embarrassed to speak or make mistakes in 

front of their friends because the environment is more relaxed. There is no pressure to 

perform or to be “perfect.” 

Here is another quote from one of the lecturers that completed the questionnaire: “I've 

noticed that anxious students will naturally stick with a conversation partner, another student 

that they feel comfortable chatting to” (direct quote from the lecturer questionnaire, 

19/12/20). This, however, is difficult to do if the class is already small in numbers. To make 

the group feel more comfortable, I employed a strategy where I moved to a different part of 

the room and “pretended” to be occupied with a different task when, really, I was listening to 

what they were saying and was making notes. I did not make eye contact with them and let 

them have the time they needed to prepare for the task. This method seemed to work well, 

and the students felt they could relax and discuss the topic amongst themselves. I was 

available to help the students if necessary. However, by not making my presence obvious, 

students could control their nerves and speak without feeling “watched” or “evaluated.” A 

few lecturers mentioned similar strategies. “[H]e can openly share his comment and answer 

without fearing evaluation,” is another direct quote from a questionnaire answered by a 

lecturer (direct quote from the lecturer questionnaire, 06/01/21). 

When the students were ready to present their task, they found it difficult to speak without 

looking at their notes - which was a clear indication that they were anxious and 

uncomfortable with the situation or needed their notes as a crutch. I subsequently asked the 

students to repeat the role play on daily routine a second time. This time I kept my head down 

and remained at the back of the class. This method worked, as students felt more at ease 

because they did not have to “perform” for an in-class test.’ One other method is to allow for 

“free participation” in the class. “One of the worst things is to call on students if they feel 

they are not prepared,” (direct quote from the lecturer questionnaire, 05/01/21). I completely 

agree with this statement. If a student does not feel prepared to answer a question and they 

have been chosen to answer it, their mind might go blank, and they might start to panic. It is 

also possible that students might then feel inadequate and that everyone could be judging 

them for not being able to respond. I followed this principle, and it proved to be an excellent 

method in the classroom. By directing the questions at the class rather than the classroom and 

offering suggestions, no-one felt compelled to say anything or was under pressure to create a 

“perfect answer.” Telling students that mistakes are a part of learning and that they should not 



72 
 

be embarrassed to make them plays a massive role in their positive learning development. 

“Try to make the student comfortable if he makes errors saying that committing errors is 

necessary to progress in learning a language,” (direct quote from the lecturer questionnaire, 

06/01/21). 
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Case Study 2: 

4.1.B Case Study 2: Beginners Class 2 

4.1.B Research Question 

(As previously stated, the research questions and methodology were the same as the previous 

case study, so these sections will not be repeated). 

4.2.B Research Aim 

The second beginners’ class were looking at a different topic, “Freizeit” which they had 

previously learned the grammar and vocabulary for. I taught this class once over the duration 

of the year. As it was early on in the first semester, students had very little prior knowledge of 

German. This class was extremely divided in ability. More than half the students were 

extremely good; they were on a solid A1 level at this stage of their learning. The other 

students struggled to grasp word order and pronunciation and found German difficult in 

general. The personal interviews I had with students after class confirmed this. The objective 

of the beginner’s class was to be able to understand and communicate in the target language 

on the topic of “Freizeit.” 

This class took place during the Covid-19 pandemic, with the necessary social distancing and 

correct PPE in place. In my opinion when classes resumed at the university rather than online 

students were more willing to participate but confidence amongst a few students was quite 

low, one of the reasons for this could be that they found it harder to engage with the classes 

when they were online and as a result found it harder to pick up the language. I had taught 

this class both online and, in the classroom, and I could see that they were more engaged in 

class than online, however this investigation is solely for the in-class experience not online. 

General anxiety I feel would also be higher in this case as students had not had the 

opportunity to connect with their peers as they usually would, and I believe that for a lot of 

students being reintegrated into the class was difficult as it was as if they were starting the 

year again despite them being halfway through the year. 
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4.3.B Methodology  

a) Participants  

The case study comprised of seven students in their first year of university studying, they 

were beginners in German between the ages of 18-22. However, only four students will be 

discussed for the purpose of this study, as some traits and factors overlapped with other 

students. Classes were normally held twice a week for a duration of forty minutes each over 

the course of the year. Students had mixed backgrounds, some were British, some Polish and 

some Lithuanian. For a few students, German was already their third language. All students 

had no previous knowledge of German. Even though this was a beginner’s class, there was a 

clear mixture of abilities. The names mentioned were not the names of the actual students to 

protect their identity and to keep the investigation confidential.  

 

b) Data Collection  

Qualitative research methods were used in this case study. The following techniques of 

qualitative data collection was used: teaching practices, direct observation, questionnaires, 

and personal interviews. The way this class was taught was that the tutor gave students the 

topic of “Freizeit,” and the students had to discuss this topic in pairs. Afterwards, they had a 

group discussion on the topic with in-depth explanations. During the final ten minutes of 

class, students were asked slightly more advanced questions. I presented the topic by using 

the workbook “Themen Aktuell 1.” By using pictures and diagrams, the students were able to 

understand the task in more detail. I used the white board to further break down the sentence 

structure and write up vocabulary they did not know. I then wrote “Was machst du in deiner 

Freizeit?” to remind students of the question they needed to ask. Then students had the 

opportunity to ask each other in pairs. Each pair had to produce different answers, such as 

e.g., “Ich spiele Korbball, Ich lese gern.” This then progressed to being asked questions like 

“How many times a week do you play?” “Wie oft pro Woche spielst du Korbball?” and “Are 

you a part of a team?” “Spielst du für eine Mannschaft?” It also gave students a chance to try 

and speak in the present tense as well as giving reasons for why they like to play/do certain 

things. The learning outcomes were to be able to say: what they like/dislike doing, give 

reasons, say how many times a week they do something, if they were part of a team, if they 

played at university or elsewhere and using the present tense.  
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Initial exercises were followed by further speaking invitations that would allow students to 

speak freely in a conversation. Students, e.g., created a role play where they could either 

demonstrate their Q&A to the class or they could each talk about each other’s free time 

activities using the third person. Students had the opportunity to discuss their free time in 

pairs before sharing their findings with the class. As it was a beginner’s class, the topic could 

be seen as fairly difficult, as a lot of new vocabulary such as “Mannschaft, zweimal, etc.” had 

to be introduced to allow for the activity. It was also difficult for some learners to understand 

the difference between “ich mag” and “ich…gern.”  For the final ten minutes, students were 

asked slightly more advanced questions, which required longer answers in preparation for the 

oral examinations. 

Further to the in-class settings above, questionnaires were completed by both students and 

staff, which were then used to inform the overall argument of this study. The questionnaires 

look at mainly look at language anxiety and classroom environment. By having personal 

interviews with the students, I was able to gain a better understanding of their respective ego 

traits. This was done by asking students what they felt more comfortable with, e.g., role play, 

essay, interview etc. A further question was asked about their ability to learn such as “do you 

consider yourself to be a perfectionist?” The majority of the class said “yes.”  

 

4.4.B. Language Ego Observations 

The majority of the students in this class seemed willing to participate and were eager to 

learn. However, there was one student that did not want to participate much in the speaking 

activities. Amelia was extremely quiet, had little to no confidence and found some of the 

tasks quite difficult to understand. It was clear from the start that the conversation class was 

frustrating and upsetting to her because she tried hard and had written out answers to most of 

the questions but was then too afraid to answer them. After explaining the rules and showing 

her how to create sentences in the target language, she hunched over, stayed quiet and kept 

her head down. This student was showing clear signs of distress in the classroom before the 

class had even begun, as she walked in and sat at the back of the class with her head down. 

This could have also been because I was taking the class and I am not her usual teacher; 

therefore, the change in teacher could have caused more anxiousness for the student. She had 

a mixture of thick and thin negative ego boundaries, with thick ones being more prominent 

than thin. She did not engage with role play, disliked structured classes, and found it difficult 
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to follow in class. Her strength was her reading skills in German, which became apparent 

during the exercises. This shows that she had some understanding of how the language 

works. However, her responses were not always grammatically correct, even though she was 

very hard working and had prepared most of answers prior to speaking. It became apparent 

that Amelia struggled in the classroom, so a different approach was needed. Instead of 

starting with simple speaking exercises, I gave the class names of websites which mainly 

have grammar exercises focused on word order. These websites also included speaking 

activities to encourage pronunciation and accuracy as well as breaking down grammar and 

encouraging a more general understanding of the rules. Amelia seemed to respond to these 

exercises much better.  

Outside of the session, I also encouraged her to listen to music in German and to watch more 

films with English subtitles. To work on her anxiety and to reduce stress, one-to-one 

teachings were made available, which she did attend. The student had an hour and a half 

session online, where she went through German word order and was helped with her 

conversation. I also created some exercises where she had to identify the subjects, verbs, 

prepositions, and objects in a number of sentences. Some other exercises that were available 

for her to complete were where the sentences were jumbled up and she had to work out the 

correct order. For the speaking part, we mostly practised “Freizeit” and “ich …gern/mag.” 

These measures seemed to help, as she confirmed that she felt better working with me on a 

one-to-one basis than she did in class with other students present.  

Lucas was a very confident student, even if he did occasionally mispronounce an umlaut or 

put the second verb in the wrong position, he still did so with much confidence. He 

understood that mistakes are a part of learning and was not afraid of being wrong. However, 

language learning in class was often frustrating for him and he did appear to be annoyed with 

himself. He was a perfectionist and re-wrote every sentence that he had wrong or 

mispronounced. He asked questions throughout, and it was clear that he was eager to learn. 

This learner clearly had thin ego boundaries, as he enjoyed answering questions, was forward 

and proactive and liked to see the bigger picture. However, he also enjoyed the rules and 

structures of the language. Lucas did not appear to be anxious and helped/encouraged other 

learners to answer. The few errors he made were mainly connected to word order. But almost 

immediately after he had said the sentence, he realised it was not quite right and auto 

corrected himself. He recommended to the class that watching TV shows and films in the 
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target languages with German subtitles was one of the best ways to learn, as he had done this 

previously with Spanish.  

Jennifer, the third student to discuss, was a perfectionist and extremely hard-working. She 

was always taking notes to make sure she was following everything exactly. She was quite 

quiet but spoke when asked to or joined in when she wanted to. She really knew what she 

wanted to say and most of the time she also knew how to say it. This learner clearly had 

mainly thick ego boundaries, as she was organised, liked structure, and liked the reasoning 

and functioning behind how language worked. She also liked pair work and seeing the bigger 

picture. This student struggled sometimes with listening but exceled in speaking, reading, and 

writing. She did not show physical signs of being anxious, but it was apparent that she got 

frustrated when things were wrong.  

Aston did not struggle with any aspect of language learning. He was engaged in every lesson 

but questioned and doubted his responses, so he asked a lot of questions. He contributed to 

class and helped others that found it difficult. He enjoyed presenting to the class, liked 

structured lessons, was extremely hard working and favoured the analytical approach. These 

are all traits of someone with thick ego boundaries. Aston appeared to be confident to a 

certain extent in his abilities and used corrective feedback in a way that would improve his 

learning. He understood that mistakes are part of the learning process. He always made eye-

contact with me and other students in the class. His strongest skill was speaking, and when he 

spoke, it sounded very natural. Looking at some of his writing, it did not quite have the same 

flow as his speaking. 

 

4.5.B Analysis of Observations 

Upon completing and analysing the summary of the class observation, it became apparent 

that most of the class struggled with self-confidence. As a result, their productive output was 

affected. Few students were experiencing language anxiety as they were willing to 

participate, answered questions, and they were fully engaged and committed to the learning 

process. However, the ones that did find it difficult to speak were the ones that remained 

quiet. Overall, this class was generally very good at speaking and did not seem to show many 

signs of language anxiety. This became apparent as the majority of students were relaxed in 

the classroom and did not feel pressured to speak. They spoke because they wanted to. Some 

learners doubted themselves, which led them to be frustrated more than anxious. This 
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highlights that students were more concerned with how they were saying things rather than 

what they were saying. Therefore, performance was a first thought, and the linguistic aspect 

was second. In the after-class interview, Aston mentioned, “it is important to have the right 

classroom atmosphere, once you feel relaxed within the class it is a lot easier to complete the 

tasks and you do not feel like anyone is judging you because we are all the same.” This 

shows that a positive classroom environment is important for learners to feel calm and 

produce their best work. To explain this further here is a quote by N.S Prabhu: “the 

development of competence in a second language requires not systematization of language 

inputs or maximization of planned practice, but rather the creation of conditions in which 

learners engage in an effort to cope with communication.”(Prabhu, 1987, p.2) If the students 

see their peers as one of them rather than someone who is judging them, they are guaranteed 

to be more successful. It is possible that a confident student understands that mistakes are a 

part of learning and does not fear negative feedback or negative evaluation but still does 

poorly across all aspects of language learning. This is usually because they are unable or 

struggle to connect with the language. Amelia accordingly commented that, “I love learning 

German. I find the language fascinating but sometimes being in the class feels more like an 

interrogation than learning a language. If I am having a bad day and I have to answer a 

question I freeze and am unable to speak. My mind goes blank, and my ears start ringing and 

I cannot hear anything. It affects my confidence because it is the only thing that lets me down 

and prevents me from getting the top grade.” This class seemed to deal with language anxiety 

better and the main factor is the mix of students within the group. They all seemed to work 

well together and encouraged each other’s learning by prompting each other and helping one 

another when they were unsure of certain words. 

 

4.6.B Anxiety Prevention Methods 

It is vital that universities have a supportive classroom atmosphere because it will reduce 

anxiety and encourage others to help each other rather than judge one another for making 

mistakes. If the lecturer introduces classroom rules and makes it compulsory that making fun 

of students will not be tolerated, then it will encourage others to be more respectful towards 

each other. Being anxious is a problem across all languages at the department I studied, 

which was reported repeatedly in the questionnaires I gave out: “in Spanish or in French I 

feel nervous when I talk,” (18/12/20). Certain students simply do not feel comfortable in the 
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language classroom, and the main reason for this is the perception of others. This perception, 

however, is not only from peers but from lecturers too, “when speaking to lecturers I am 

afraid of coming across dumb,” (student perceptions questionnaire, 14/01/21). This is then 

also applicable for when students have a conversation with native speakers, “I am worried 

about the lecturers/other native language speakers realising that I’m worse at my foreign 

language than I appear to be/should be. (i.e., disappointing people and myself),” (student 

perceptions questionnaire, 14/01/20). By not putting students on the spot and opting for free 

participation, lecturers can allow learners to speak and learn at their own pace; they will 

speak when they feel ready. This was an answer to one of the questions on the questionnaire 

regarding nerves when speaking a foreign language “if i’m put on the spot. In french it’s not 

so bad as i’ve been learning it for a lot longer but with italian it’s a lot worse as i’ve only 

been learning it for a few months,” (22/12/20). In this case, it depends on how long the 

student has been learning the language. But this is not the same for all students as “I feel like 

I have proficiency in my target language when I write but when I have to speak, I freeze and 

forget everything I know,” (student perceptions questionnaire, 14/01/21).  

The use of interviews/role play activities will usually allow students to gain the confidence 

they need in preparation for the oral exams. This also caters to both learner types, as it has 

structural and free elements in it. One student mentioned, “in a classroom/exam situation I 

just shut down and i feel like a blubbering idiot,” (student perception questionnaire, 

22/12/20). In the class, students were given the task and were asked to work in pairs to 

complete the exercise. Students felt more comfortable and were more willing to give me 

answers to the questions. It seems as though if an answer is wrong in a pair instead of by an 

individual, to them it almost seems like they are the same. They have something in common 

with the other person, therefore they are not “alone.” By using pair work, we can assume that 

the introduction of interviews/role plays when they are more advanced will give the students 

a more natural setting and they will then view it as a conversation rather than an 

“interrogation.” One further point that is worth exploring is the number of topics learners are 

expected to prepare for the oral exams. It has been mentioned that the oral exams are based 

on “memory than our ability to speak.” (student perception questionnaire, 05/01/21). It is 

impossible to be knowledgeable to a high standard on five to eight topics depending on which 

year you are in, yes a learner will be able to say something about each topic but surely it 

would be better to be asked to pick one out of three so they have the opportunity to build and 

expand on sentences instead of having a few opinions on up to eight. This will not create a 



80 
 

relaxed environment for students to learn, it just adds to the pressure that they are already 

under to perform, “Having to learn 6+ topics makes my anxiety go more than the actual 

speaking tasks,” (student perception questionnaire, 05/01/21). This also presents a problem 

within the classroom as well as during an exam because students feel they do not possess the 

ability to communicate efficiently in the target language and they struggle to transfer their 

knowledge of set phrases between topics.  
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Case Study 3 

4.1.C Case Study: Advanced class 

4.1.C Research Question 

(As previously stated, the research questions and methodology were the same as the previous 

case study so these sections will not be repeated). 

4.2.C. Research Aim  

The aim remains the same as the previous case studies, however, this is looking at an 

advanced class, not a beginner’s class. The topic that students were asked to prepare was on 

‘Europa.’ Within this topic, students could explore “Finnlands Lichter des Volks – 

Europäische Schulen/Unis im Vergleich,“ “Schottlands Referendum,” “Offener Arbeitsmarkt 

für Rumänen und Bulgaren,” “Flüchtlingskrise” or a topic of their own. The article that was 

chosen to be discussed on the topic of Europe was “Verschiebung des Beitritts der 

Westbalkanstaaten in die EU,” and the presentation was on “Veggie Day.” This was set over 

two sessions in two different weeks. One for the presentation, the other for the discussion. 

Students had the article before the class and were then asked to talk about it in class - but 

after a student had given their presentation. The main aim is for students to have a detailed 

conversation on the topic of “Europa” in preparation for the oral exam. The more sides they 

can argue from, the stronger their speaking will be.  

 

4.3.C. Methodology 

a) Participants  

The case study looked at two students in their final year of university, studying advanced 

German between the ages of 21-24. Classes were held once a week for a duration of forty 

minutes each. Students were British. This was their second or third language. All students 

had previous knowledge of German to a standard of B2/C1 level. Even though this was an 

advanced class, there was no mixture of abilities. This class was purely observational, I did 

not teach in this class. This could have affected my analysis for numerous reasons. The main 

ones being the learner’s general anxiety could have been higher due to my presence as it can 

be intimidating having someone observe you and the teaching practices differed as everyone 
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has a preferred teaching style. The names mentioned are not the names of the actual students 

to protect their identity and to keep the investigation confidential.  

 

b) Data Collection  

Qualitative research methods were used in this case study. The following techniques of 

qualitative data collection was used: direct observation and personal interviews. The first 

class looked at one of the students giving a presentation on the topic of “Veggie Day.” Annie 

stood at the front of the class to give her presentation whilst the other student made notes to 

ask questions. Once the presentation was over, the student asked the presenter questions and 

then the lecturer asked more challenging questions to broaden everyone’s understanding of 

the topic. In the second class, the students were given the topic of “Europe” to discuss 

amongst themselves. During the final ten to fifteen minutes of the class, they were asked 

slightly more difficult questions, so that they could engage in a more in-depth conversation. 

This was a student-led discussion, and the lecturer was simply there to guide or redirect the 

conversation if the students were off task. The students asked each other questions and were 

able to keep the conversation going for the duration of the class.  

In the personal interviews, the students were asked if they had heard of language anxiety, did 

they experience it at all and do they have any speaking difficulties in any of the languages 

they speak? Students were mostly unaware of language anxiety and did not have difficulties 

with speaking nor did they experience anxiety. They were also asked the same questions as 

the previous groups; the additional questions were targeted at the advanced group to see if 

they had been made aware throughout their studies of language anxiety as at this level, I 

would have thought they would have known about it. 

 

4.4.C. Language Ego Observations 

The advanced level oral classes were student led. As mentioned above, a student would give 

a presentation on a chosen topic which then led into a question-and-answer session. Annie 

was a quiet, studious student; however, she would always be first to answer questions and 

start the discussion. Annie gave her presentation on “Veggie Day.” There was some 

hesitation at times and a bit of difficulty getting her words out, but she would take a deep 

breath, compose herself and continue. She made a few mistakes, mainly word order with 
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more complex sentences and pronunciation. She realised that she made some and corrected 

herself before continuing. This shows how successful self-monitoring can be, as she heard 

what she said and immediately corrected herself. Sometimes this would make her feel 

flustered and others it was fine. The questions she prepared for the class were well thought 

out. The other student needed to pay attention to the details to answer the questions.  

Annie had thick ego boundaries. She was a hardworking perfectionist, liked structure and 

rules, took notes on how to improve, liked having feedback and used it positively, enjoyed 

freer practice activities and adapted well to change. She had a lot of confidence in her 

abilities and did not seem to experience anxiety, she was just a little nervous about 

presenting. Annie was more comfortable when asking and answering questions and her 

fluency and accuracy improved throughout the presentation. It seemed as though it was easier 

for her to speak freely than to have prepared something for the class. During the discussion 

on “Europe: The postponement of the west Balkans entry into the EU” it was clear she 

understood the article and had prepared the questions for the discussion in detail. She 

expressed her ideas clearly and with care. The advice the lecturer gave was to continue what 

she was doing, as it was clearly working for her. 

Brittney was another hardworking student. She answered the questions on Annie’s 

presentation with fluency and with a lot of detail. She made a few mistakes but did not 

correct herself. This could be because she did not realise or that she did not want to lose her 

train of thought so just continued. She was less confident than Annie in her speaking but still 

spoke. She possessed thin ego boundary characteristics because she enjoyed the speaking 

activities, preferred learning through exposure and experience, did not like structure and had 

difficulties with segmenting data, liked diversity of materials and tasks requiring imagination 

and relied on intuition. When speaking, she kept referring to her year abroad and about how 

she had learned certain things through being immersed in the culture and country. She 

adapted well to the changes between the different materials used in the class to conduct the 

lesson. During the discussion, she found it harder to talk at first and then the more questions 

she was asked the easier it was for her to reply. Sometimes she did not have a response, as 

she had not thought about the question and needed time to think of an answer. This highlights 

the importance of being prepared for the classes but also the fact that learners cannot be 

prepared for everything. The situation is the same in regard to anxiety, she did not seem to be 

experiencing it, but she was still nervous. The advice the lecturer gave was to think about 
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more questions outside of the ones she had prepared. This would better her chance of 

achieving a higher grade in the oral exam. 

 

4.5.C Analysis of Observations 

From my classroom observations, it is clear to see that both students were confident in their 

linguistic abilities and were not experiencing language anxiety, just normal nerves when 

presenting or speaking as their body language was positive and they were engaged in the 

discussions. I know this because as mentioned in chapter 2 the signs of general anxiety (from 

p.11) and those specific to foreign language anxiety are hard to distinguish but the main 

factor is if it only occurs whilst learning a language. Preparation is key for success in this 

case because through only looking at a few obvious questions it can cause learners to struggle 

with an answer. The year abroad certainly helped the learners to feel more comfortable in 

their second identity and to feel confident in their speaking abilities. Even after a year abroad. 

it is expected for leaners to make a few mistakes, as even natives make mistakes. If they can 

correct themselves via successful self-monitoring, this is usually better than being corrected. 

Overall, these students had minor issues that were not of great concern. They also seemed 

rather unaffected in their performance through anxiety and ego. The next step for these 

learners would be to find a solution to not be nervous whilst having a conversation in the 

target language. As for presenting, it is normal to experience nervousness, as this would 

happen in their native language as well.  

 

4.6.C Method Evaluation 

The methods have been evaluated regarding how effective they are based upon anxiety 

reduction in the class environment, willingness to participate and overall performance. 

Speaking in the classroom is important and gives students the best opportunity to practice 

accuracy and fluency; these skills will not develop unless the students participate. The class 

observations were to see which methods the students felt more comfortable with and what 

would allow them to speak without feeling overwhelmed and anxious. This was then 

measured against their performance in class. As well as analysing anxiety, it was essential to 

see their ego boundaries. This was done through asking for specific details in the 

questionnaire such as “what best describes your learning style?” and “do/have you 
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experience/d any thoughts during a conversation class?” The answers from those questions 

were then combined with the in-class teaching and observations. By using a structured role 

play technique in the beginners' classes, it catered to both learner types and students were 

able to adapt to it. The roleplay appealed to thin ego boundary learners because they could 

speak freely about the given topic. For thick ego boundary learners, making the role play very 

structured allowed them to understand and relate to the role play. The questionnaires were 

then used to further explain the reasons why students felt a certain way in the class. Methods 

such as on the spot correction can make them feel judged for answering a question wrong or 

that they are not good enough. To analyse student’s willingness to participate, notes were 

kept on the students to see how they progressed throughout the lesson. The results suggested 

that the majority of students were significantly more willing to contribute to the class as the 

majority of students would speak and contribute slowly at first, however, towards the end 

they were fully engaged in the conversation. The students looked at their partners and the 

lecturer more when working in groups instead of looking away. If a student tries their best 

not to make eye-contact with their lecturer, it is a classic non-verbal sign that the student has 

anxiety (Gregersen, 2003). This is a good indicator that the students felt more relaxed and 

almost excited about wanting to contribute to the class. Fluency was still a weaker aspect for 

the learners, but by their final exams, they will have improved greatly. Fluency is difficult to 

master for learners of all abilities and it will only come with patience, time, and practice. The 

more speaking activities the students can participate in the more confidence they will gain. 

Majority of the students were consistent in producing grammatically correct sentences and 

were able to show off their skills by adding more complex sentences that were of a higher 

standard. Errors were still made but that is expected at beginner level. However, in most 

instances, this did not stop them from trying to communicate. The biggest achievement was 

that the students started to speak less English when they could not express something exactly 

in the target language. Instead, they used German to try and express what they wanted to say. 

Finally, asking for help was another issue, as the students did not feel comfortable with 

asking during the class, so offering help via email or saying where and how one could be 

contacted let the students feel that they can reach out beyond the classroom. Gregersen and 

Horwitz suggest that “anxious students could be taught to focus on continuing a conversation 

as a goal in itself whenever they make mistakes.” It goes without saying that these methods 

are not the perfect ideals of reducing classroom anxiety for beginners, but they can help 

students to move from theory to practice and retrain the way they learn a language.    
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For the advanced group, the use of presentations as a “warmer” activity was both engaging 

for the students in the class as well as for the speaker. The person speaking was aware of their 

audience, and they could tell whether or not what they were saying was catching the attention 

of others. The question-and-answer session was a way of providing feedback for the presenter 

because they could see how many students were interested or engaged in their topic. This was 

good practice for the exams, as students will need to present a certain topic and have a 

discussion surrounding the topic afterwards. Reading the article at home and coming in to 

discuss it together was also good preparation for the oral exams. Plus, if students have to read 

certain articles and if they can extract certain information, they will be able to reuse it if they 

have that topic in an oral exam later. During the article discussion, both students led the 

conversation and talked for the full length of time. Mistakes were made but were immediately 

corrected. These methods seem to work very well for this group, as no student was 

expressing signs of anxiety. The methods used were catering to both learner types and the 

classroom atmosphere was positive and encouraging from start to finish. 

 

4.7 Case Studies Conclusion and Questionnaires Analysis with Recommendations for 

Practice 

In some cases, it can seem to some lecturers that the student is not motivated to learn and 

does not want to be in the class. However, this is usually not the case, as most learners really 

enjoy learning languages and want to be in the class. But they might have difficulties 

showing it. It is physically impossible to control onsets of anxiety, stress or frustration when 

trying to communicate in a language that is not your own. Participation is equally hard for 

someone who has little motivation and /or language anxiety, as both go hand in hand. This 

quote taken from a lecturer’s questionnaire explains the above statement perfectly: 

“[A]nxiety can very, very often result in lack of motivation. I have had students who were 

motivated to learn despite their deep-seated anxiety, but when a student lacks motivation, 

very often under the lack of motivation there is in fact anxiety,” (19/12/21). Another quote to 

further highlight this point was: “Students who suffer from anxiety … can sometimes grow 

discouraged as everything seems overwhelming or hide their anxiety under beliefs that they 

“lack motivation” or are lazy etc,” (19/12/20). 

It has been known for lecturers to say to students that they are not where they should be and 

that they need to practice more. This was highlighted by a student in the student 
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questionnaires. They quoted “you should be at this level” and “this should already be 

common knowledge,” (05/01/21). Another student mentioned that the class should not be a 

“one size fits all approach,” (18/12/20) - which I believe to be true, as everyone learns at a 

different pace and some students are ex-beginners.  

It is often the advice that learners receive that demotivates them and makes them feel like 

they are not good enough, not the actual learning process. The students should be made aware 

of the consequences of their actions but should not be constantly reminded about it in 

everything they do, otherwise they might feel like failures. The lecturers should demonstrate 

that they are there to support every single student. They should remain committed to 

encourage students’ learning by using positive reinforcements rather than negative ones. 

Mistakes are a part of learning. Students should be reminded of that and reminded that, no 

matter the level, speakers make mistakes. The student will consequently realise if they do not 

speak or participate in class, it has a worse impact on their performance than if they had made 

a mistake. In addition, teaching practices communicated expectations of success for all 

students. For example, as far as grouping practices were concerned, groups were formed from 

mixed ability students, students were given equally academically challenging tasks, and the 

same questioning strategies were used for all students (Alderman, 2004), so that they realised 

that there was no differential treatment with respect to their language performance and out-

of-school support. All of these factors need to be considered and established in the classroom 

on a daily basis to encourage a positive atmosphere and to create a safe space for learners and 

lecturers. 

Avoiding on the spot correction in oral classes boosted the confidence of learners and did 

reduce the anxiety that learners have about “sounding silly” (Lightbown and Spada, 1999). 

This allowed them to experiment in their target language and feel comfortable with their 

second identity. Students are usually reluctant to speak because they do not want to be 

misinterpreted by their peers and the lecturers. They generally try to avoid feeling that they 

are not good enough – which is what Pellegrion-Aveni (2005) describes as a “fear of 

sociolinguistic incompetence.” Vulnerable and defenceless second language learners then 

succumb to their inhibitions due to feeling discouraged (Guiora, 1990). This is the biggest 

problem to overcome in language ego development, however, as it shapes foreign language 

identities. One of the lecturers who answered my questionnaire confirmed that “a rigid 

teaching style that focuses solely on correcting mistakes, solely on the negative, or a teacher 

who openly mocks students' mistakes can be extremely problematic for language learning,” 
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(19/12/20). By subscribing to the belief in the classroom that errors are encouraged for better 

language production, anxious learners will be less reluctant to speak in class. Students can be 

motivated through scaffolding, for example, and feel that they have an opportunity to 

continue speaking, despite making a mistake. Scaffolding could further include “cognitive 

modelling,” a process in which the lecturer implies what needs to be done in order to 

complete the work.  

On the other hand, the use of prompts and queries during a speaking exercise can encourage 

the development of answers. Otherwise, students would start to panic in fear of a collapse in 

the conversation. This gives less able advanced students the opportunity to participate in 

keeping with their own ability.  

The scaffolding method was used with the beginner’s class and the results concluded that it 

was effective in encouraging them to speak. At this stage, this method is important for their 

cognitive language development as well as encouraging them to be more confident in their 

speaking ability. However, this becomes problematic when it comes to speaking exams, 

because the student will not receive any prompts. In the long run, and for more advanced 

learning, this method is not always the best because students can become too dependent on 

the prompts, therefore resulting in poorer oral achievement.  

By not using on the spot correction in classes, students were allowed to continue talking 

without being disrupted. When a lecturer corrects on the spot, all the students can then think 

about is what they said wrong. They lose their train of thought and either start the whole 

sentence again or they will not speak at all at risk of sounding “stupid” in front of their 

friends. Not using “on-the-spot” correction encourages experimentation in the second 

language because students have the chance to speak freely. The lecturer may hand out 

corrections individually to students at the end of the session.  

The fear of being misunderstood in the target language is a huge problem to overcome. 

Especially at this level, students are still learning grammar and vocabulary, and for some 

topics this might be restrained. To sound linguistically incompetent in the second language is 

classed as embarrassing. Learners do not want to sound like they are incapable of speaking 

the language. A peer might also not understand what is being said because the structures and 

phrases are too difficult for the learner to comprehend. This leads to two learners feeling 

linguistically incompetent. This is the biggest problem to overcome in language ego 

development. However, most of the time at the advanced level, students were correcting 
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themselves as they were speaking, and the lecturer usually nodded to say that the new 

sentence was correct. It is important even at this level to reinforce that mistakes are fine and 

can be corrected; speaking is always more important than instant correction.  

One of the biggest concerns facing most students is how they are perceived by others, as 

evidenced by the students described above. So, one of the best ways to reduce the fear of peer 

perception is to not hand out test scores in any particular order, e.g., worst to best, but to put 

them on the students’ private platform instead of giving them out in class. If students need 

help and advice on how to improve, it should be best practice to write on the sheet that they 

can email the lecturer or go to see them to discuss it further. “Comparing their language 

ability with other students and their different level of confidence can be hard on students with 

anxiety,” (02/01/21) one lecturer wrote in a questionnaire – which suggests that students 

should not be pressured by their peers into telling others what they had. If they feel 

comfortable with sharing that information, they can do so outside of the classroom. These 

measures aim to reduce obsession with fear of negative evaluation for language students, 

which can lead to withdrawal from activities that “could increase their language skills” 

(Gregersen and Horwitz, 2002: 563). It is also possible that all work can be submitted 

anonymously. By using student numbers, results can be put into a box for collection in their 

own time. Here are some quotes by students from the questionnaires regarding perception:  

- “I don't want to be viewed as stupid, so I feel it necessary to make as few mistakes as 

possible” (22/12/20) 

- “sometimes I feel that people will judge me when I say something wrong in their 

language” (19/12/20) 

- “be judged (for my mistakes, poor accent, opinions)” (19/12/20) and  

- “I get nervous that I will be misunderstood as it’s much harder to express myself as 

particularly as I can normally.” (18/12/20) 

 

As can be seen from the above, the judgement students feel they will receive from 

peers/natives/lecturers is mostly negative. This is evident from both the questionnaires and 

from the teaching sessions and observations. For some learners, this means they feel they will 

be judged for the level they can express themselves. Jordan was a good example of this, as 

his comment about being embarrassed for how he sounded shows he was comparing his 

ability to others. This emphasises that he was judging himself and the quality of his work by 
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other people’s standards. He then also came to the conclusion that what he felt about himself 

others would too. However, no one in this class was judging or comparing their abilities, no 

comments were passed, and the atmosphere was positive. Other learners are afraid of making 

mistakes and the rest are afraid to be misunderstood. This was highlighted by the fact that 

two students were relying on their phones to translate what they wanted to say instead of 

trusting their ability. This then resulted in them becoming reliant on writing their answers 

down before attempting to speak even when asked a direct question. Mistakes should be 

encouraged rather than judged or over-corrected. Students need to know that any negative 

judgements passed will not be tolerated in the classroom. It is good practice to state this at the 

beginning of the semester. By not creating situations which allow for this behaviour to occur, 

students will be more willing to participate in the classes. 

From the questionnaire and from a number of short personal interviews, it became obvious 

that praising students in the class in front of their peers for not making mistakes had a 

surprisingly negative effect. While this might sound counter-intuitive, students reported that 

they felt like the lecturers had no confidence in their abilities and that the praise was sarcastic 

rather than genuine. It also caused further problems with perception of other students. 

Students that were not praised would be jealous, which in turn resulted in name calling such 

as “teacher’s pet” and made the students feel embarrassed. Instead of using verbal phrases for 

praise, nodding one’s head, or putting a thumbs up let them know they were right. For 

students that need positive reinforcement to encourage them to learn, the lecturer could 

equally create notes to hand to students after class saying how well they performed for 

students that did not participate. 

As previously discussed, what works for one learner type does not always work for the other 

and finding a balance between the two is sometimes difficult. Learners with thick ego 

boundary traits can adjust to freer practice activities and learners with thin ego boundaries 

can adjust to organising the way they learn a language. By working in pairs and conducting 

interviews on the given topics in class, they get used to expressing their thoughts and feelings 

on a topic. A suggestion for the future is that the pairs should be a mix of thick and thin 

boundary learners to encourage each other to express themselves in their second language 

more freely. The difficulty is knowing who thick and thin learners at this stage are. If students 

show signs of struggle, they can be paired with someone who shows signs of being more 

confident. At first, this will seem intimidating to thick boundary learners. However, if it is 

formulated in a way that it has structure and rules as well as it being a freer practice activity, 
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it should be easier for the learners to adapt to. No one else will be allowed to comment and 

say anything at this time, and the lecturer will take notes on mistakes to be given to each pair 

at the end of the class. Once the learners start to gain more confidence with interviewing, the 

lecturer can adapt this approach for the whole class.  

To begin, it was interesting to see students and lecturer’s opinions on language anxiety, 

classroom performance and strategies to reduce classroom anxiety. The majority of students 

16/25 to be exact, did not know that language anxiety existed but guessed rather quickly what 

it was about. On the other hand, all lecturers knew about it. It is essential that this is 

addressed, learners should be aware of this topic so that if they are experiencing problems 

with language anxiety they can come forward and lecturers can help students through it. By 

mentioning to students at the beginning of their studies briefly about this could dramatically 

change the impact it would have on their work and performance because it can be dealt with 

before it progresses. The students were asked if they felt nervous when speaking another 

language 22/25 said yes. Out of that 22, 15 believed that making mistakes or being 

misunderstood was main cause of their nerves, 10 believed their language ability to be the 

other cause of their nerves, and nine believed being judged on their performance by peers and 

lecturers was a cause of their nerves. For some of these answers, students elaborated and said 

it also depended on the language they were speaking and how long they had been learning the 

languages for. During a conversation class or oral exam students were asked if they felt a 

number of different ways about the situation the top answer was ‘I am nervous’ with 21/25 

students feeling that way. The second most popular answer was ‘My mind goes blank’ with 

19/25 this proves what has been discovered throughout this thesis that when students are 

under pressure to perform, they are likely to suffer from language anxiety and when 

someone’s mind goes blank it is the most common cause of anxiety. This happens because of 

the high-pressure situation causing students to overthink the situation and then unable to 

provide an answer because panic sets in and their thoughts are no longer clear. However, 

interestingly 15/25 said ‘I can do this,’ this came as a shock to me because I was expecting 

the results to say I cannot rather than I can give the high-pressured situation. The difference 

in I can, and I cannot was only four. A comment that stood out on this question was 

“Conversation and oral classes are more often nerve wracking for me than enjoyable. It is 

rare that I enjoy an oral class,” because this implies that either the environment is wrong, or 

this person’s anxiety overtakes their ability to learn and the fun out of learning a language. 

The conversational aspect is where students have the opportunity to show off their skills and 
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prove that they can speak/know the target language, “Conversation is the most important 

part,” if the class is not enjoyable this would be seen as more of a chore than a hobby. This 

brings leads onto reasons why the classroom environment might discourage language 

learning, “I feel nervous as some people might be more advanced than me and people might 

expect more of my language abilities as I'm an mfl student.” This quote highlights two 

important points which have played a big part in the investigation thus far, peer 

perception/negative evaluation and language ability. Both these factors are two of the bigger 

contributors to language anxiety as previously discussed. 20/25 students thought the 

classroom environment could be seen as problematic. The most common answers to back up 

the yes claims were the way the classes are taught and again fear of negative evaluation. One 

student said, “Being forced to speak for one. Especially when there’s students with amazing 

accents than can speak pretty much fluently, it’s so daunting,” and another said, “teachers are 

not used to correcting students' grammatical mistakes and it therefore slows down learning 

process.” Both situations are problematic the first because they are comparing their ability to 

someone else’s which learners should never do as everyone is different and learns at their 

own pace and the second because yes teachers should correct students so they know where 

they are going wrong, but they should not give on the spot correction. 20/25 students have 

experienced error-correction whilst speaking. The reason on the spot correction is limited in 

the classroom is because it can make the student that had the answer wrong feel self-

conscious about their abilities and can give the others in the class a reason to judge that 

person. All this being said 18/25 students said they felt comfortable in the language learning 

classroom. Students were asked ‘can you think of ways that lecturers can make the classroom 

environment more positive for learners?’ and the most common answers were smaller groups, 

stop picking on people, awareness of speaking language anxiety and encouragement in the 

classroom. These points are made in the methods of teaching for the case studies and saw that 

they were proven to be successful.  

From the lecturers’ questionnaire, only six lecturers filled out the questionnaire so results 

might not be as valuable because a higher number would have given a more conclusive 

answer. Lecturers were asked to if they could identify signs of an anxious student 6/6 said 

yes. The top reasons behind this were reluctant to participate in class, look uncomfortable and 

poor attendance. These are all classic signs of anxious students as stated numerous times in 

this argument. Next lecturers were asked to state two differences between a student that has 

anxiety and one that lacks motivation. One answer in particular answered this perfectly, “the 
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two are very much tied together - anxiety can very, very often result in lack of motivation. 

There were students who were motivated to learn despite their deep-seated anxiety, but when 

a student lacks motivation very often under the lack of motivation there is in fact anxiety. 

Usually, students who do well and are comfortable find it rewarding to continue studying. 

Students who suffer from anxiety (whether generally or if it is anxiety induced specifically by 

learning a foreign language) can sometimes grow discouraged as everything seems 

overwhelming, or hide their anxiety under beliefs that they "lack motivation" or are lazy etc.” 

Included is the whole quote because all of it is relevant and important. Anxiety is incredibly 

hard to distinguish from a student that lack motivation for the reason mentioned above they 

both stem from each other. In the lecturers’ opinions, fear of negative evaluation is the most 

likely cause of language anxiety 6/6 lecturers agreed on this, 5/6 then said test anxiety was a 

factor and 4/6 for communication apprehension. All three are common factors between the 

lecturers’ thoughts on anxiety and the students’ thoughts on anxiety. 6/6 lecturers think the 

classroom environment is problematic. One lecturer states, “error correction in fron of peers 

should not happen in classrooms to avoid addig to anxiety,” this further highlights what has 

previously been said. Only one lecturer mentioned that it is up to the lecturer to “create the 

best classroom environment” for the students. The next question to touch upon is how do you 

encourage anxious students to participate in a particular speaking task, the most common 

answer was through pair work which has been a consistent result with my investigation. 

Prompting students was another common answer which is believed to only help to a certain 

extent because there is no-one to help prompt the students in an oral exam so they could 

become reliant on this, and this could cause them to break down in the exam. Free 

participation was also a common answer as it gives students the time they need to prepare and 

build confidence to answering/asking questions. To gain some insight into the lecturers’ 

experience with language anxiety, by asking them if they had ever experienced it while 

learning a language and how they overcame it: 4/6 said no. One comment on this question 

was “I overcame my fear by telling myself that all that mattered was passing the grammar 

part. I did on my second try. The pass in that section is still one of my proudest achievements 

- despite later achieving several excellent results in other areas of language learning.” This 

comment implies that by changing the negative way of thinking to a positive it will help a 

learner to achieve the true result, however, making the change is the hardest part. Another 

comment, “I accepted that feeling a little nervous when speaking a foreign language is a 

common feeling,” this states that by accepting you overcome. Once a learner accepts 

mistakes and accepts that nervous are a part of learning they are more likely to be successful 
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in their output. Overall, there are common themes between both questionnaires in terms of 

answers. 
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CHAPTER 5                     CONCLUSION AND SCOPE  

5.0 Conclusion and Scope 

Language anxiety, ego and performance have been the main areas that this thesis explores. 

There have been attempts made to systematically measure the effectiveness of language 

teaching practices for every level of language, and for the concepts of language anxiety and 

ego. From phonetics to pragmatics, and for almost every current teaching methodology, this 

study on both secondary research and my own teaching practice has indicated that many 

traditional (old e.g., grammar and vocabulary intensive) language-teaching techniques are 

extremely inefficient, resulting in high anxiety and low student performance. The discussions 

and the case studies above have also shown that FLA problems can be narrowed down to 

three main causes: the educator, the learner, and our common instructional practice. 

 

In my extensive literature review, it became clear that language ego affects learner’s’ self-

esteem or confidence because certain learners seem to think that perfectionism is key to 

learning a language, when in reality this is of course not the case. This can come from the 

programme itself, the educator or just how the individual feels in regard to their own 

learning. In turn, this causes learners to doubt their ability - which has a negative impact on 

their performance as they put too much pressure on themselves to perform. This can be seen 

across all LA skills, but it mostly affects speaking. Having low self-esteem or low self-

concepts can make learning more difficult, as the learner is not concentrating fully on the task 

and constantly keeps doubting themselves. Therefore, difficulties in FLA seem to escalate 

from one problem to two, as the learner’s mind is split between the task and an excessive 

concern about their ability and worth. When there is less energy to complete the task, learners 

become overwhelmed and start making the learning experience unpleasant - which leaves 

them less motivated to learn and this can finally result in poor performance.  

 

As I have argued above, learning a foreign language can cause one’s ego and self-perception 

to become vulnerable. Speaking in the foreign language involves taking risks and, in any 

situation, learners may feel judged by what they are saying due to a lack of exposure to the 

culture and experience in the target language. Michael Byram mentions “Their knowledge of 

another culture is linked to their language competence through their ability to use language 

appropriately…and their awareness of the specific meanings, values, and connotations of the 

language” (Byram, 1997, p.71) therefore reiterating that other factors outside of their 

linguistic ability account for their errors, in this case its lack of understanding of certain 
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cultural aspects which are mainly taught through immersion. This only allows students to see 

a limited version of their second identity and some fear that they will never become more 

than what they are in that present moment. The case studies I introduced in chapter 4 went 

some way to address the importance of the classroom environment and how it is supposed to 

be supportive and constructive. I have outlined how this can be achieved in lecturers’ 

approaches to students and their mistakes outside of class time or individually within the 

classroom. Using the correct tone and the correct words to explain the reasoning as to why a 

student made a mistake is important to improve the class environment. If the classroom is not 

supportive, it will be more difficult for students to take the necessary risks involved in 

attempting to communicate freely. Both lecturers and students often underestimate the 

discomfort students experience when required to display their ability to speak in the 

language, especially in front of their peers. By making students aware of the fact that teachers 

do not want them to be a “model student” all the time and to allow room for mistakes, they 

can take the pressure off. In no way is this to say that teachers do not want the best for their 

students; it rather implies that teachers cannot get the best from learners if there is an 

affective interference in their cognitive processing. It is important to recognise that not all 

errors are due to L1 interference and when the learner begins to master the L2 learners 

develop a series of “transitional dialects” (Corder, 1971) which link to the idea of 

interlanguage (Selinker, 1972). When focusing on errors learners, teachers and researchers 

fail to see the “whole picture” (Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991, p.61) which means there is a 

lack of attention on what learners do correctly. 

 

As mentioned, state anxiety, situation-specific anxiety and trait anxiety all play a vital role in 

the language acquisition process. But understanding the difference between general and 

language anxiety has always been difficult to define due to the terms’ innate overlap. The 

best way to separate general and language anxiety is to note that language anxiety only 

occurs when learning a foreign language and general anxiety occurs more frequently. State 

anxiety in language learning, for example, affects the way the information is stored as a result 

of “panic,” mostly whilst trying to learn within the classroom or when sitting a test. Situation-

specific anxiety would class as language anxiety itself, as it entails every aspect of learning 

the language in general rather than one particular part of it. Trait anxiety, furthermore, can 

interfere with cognitive ability disrupt thought processes – which in turn creates an 

impossible learning environment.  
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In the case studies presented in chapter 4, each type of anxiety could be seen amongst my 

students, and this was later reinforced in the questionnaires I designed. I taught the first 

beginners’ group before creating the questionnaires and the other two groups were taught 

after due to the pandemic. The negative relationship between foreign language anxiety and 

achievement was highlighted throughout the literature review and in my case studies. It also 

highlighted the link between having low self-esteem and FLA, as foreign language anxiety + 

negative relationship = poor performance. As could be shown, target language and specific 

skills, language proficiency and background all play a vital role in language anxiety and 

achievement. What has become apparent is that the creation of a second identity in the target 

language does not come without its difficulties. The L1 can sometimes become broken or 

limited whilst learners are trying to form an L2 identity. If a learner is learning a new 

language for self-improvement, then anxiety is not usually present or is significantly reduced. 

However, for learners with low self-esteem this allows for more anxiety to be present, which 

mostly results in poorer performance.  

 

The concept of language ego can present a struggle for second language learners, as they 

need to develop a new way of thinking. But despite the many difficulties surrounding it, 

language ego is a necessary part of the acquisition process, and it allows learners to build 

their second identity in a foreign language. This process can result in anxiety, as the learners 

feel defenceless, as could be seen in the studies mentioned in my main body and in my own 

case studies. As I have noted, there are learners with thick and thin ego boundaries, and both 

types of boundaries can result in language anxiety, if for very different reasons. Overall, it 

can be said that the extent of that anxiety seems to be worse amongst thick learners. But the 

best outcome for a learner is probably to have a mix of both thick and thin boundaries to have 

a better outcome in their language performance. A good example of this would be if a learner 

was analytical, learnt through exposure, great with roleplays and liked structure and rules as it 

is easy to cater to these needs within the classroom, however, it is not something a learner can 

control but they can adapt to over time. 

 

As could be seen in my main discussion, identity development can be categorised in three 

ways: environmental, personality and cognitive. All these factors contribute to language 

anxiety. Environmental components relate to the place in which the learner acquires a 

language, i.e., the foreign language a classroom. Within the classroom other learners could 

judge the student, and this could cause FLA. But it could also have an impact on her 
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personality because learners usually become more anxious in stressful situations like 

presenting in front of the class. For those who are thinner ego boundary learners, their 

cognitive ability in these situations is hindered, as they are focusing on too many aspects at 

once.  

 

Ego boundaries divide learners into thick and thin categories, whereas tolerance ambiguity 

looks at the learner’s ability to understand and take on new information/stimuli without it 

interfering with their cognitive ability to acquire a second language. Both aspects have been 

found to be anxiety inducing, as not all learners could take in new information without 

“overloading” themselves.  

 

It became obvious from my secondary research that children find it easier to acquire a second 

language than adults because the process for children is similar to them acquiring a first 

language. At a later age, secondary sources suggest that adults tend to feel more 

uncomfortable, as the learning situation is not as natural as it is for children. Adults therefore 

feel less confident, and they fear making mistakes, which again ties in with the idea of self-

esteem and anxiety as being closely related. Children seem to learn better through example 

and adults prefer rules. This provides an important element to my own argument because it 

emphasises that anxiety is created through an environmental dimension, through personality, 

and also through cognitive ability. These factors are not as concrete in children as they are in 

adults, because children are still developing. 

 

From my findings in the student questionnaire, we can establish that a great number of 

students do not feel good enough to speak in class and that they keep comparing themselves 

to others. It is important to make students aware that everyone learns at their own pace. 

Anxiety can readily develop in students who feel they do not possess a special aptitude for 

languages, since they believe they should be able to learn. However, anxiety can also occur in 

students that possess this “special aptitude” for languages, as some of them can be made to 

feel bad by their peers for doing well in the language. In some cases, the only time a student 

feels appreciative of her own language ability is when she is proven right.  

From the lecturer questionnaires I received, it stood out that some language lecturers have 

themselves had experiences with language anxiety, and that it had happened at different 

points in their lives and careers (see questionnaires for reference). Self-esteem and the effect 
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it can have on performance is not only an issue for students, but it can also present and form 

part of the lecturers/teachers’ experience. As the person that is responsible for other people’s 

education, this can put a lot of stress on teachers to perform. As students, we are led to 

believe that foreign language teachers are supposed to be “perfect” speakers, but this is 

obviously not always the case. Lecturers and teachers also make mistakes because they are 

not nor can they be perfect all the time, and the idea of perfectionism is one of the most 

detrimental concepts in language teaching and in the learning process. This applies to 

lecturers that are native speakers of the target language and those that are teaching it as a 

second language. However, native speakers are not always the best foreign language teachers, 

simply because they are native speakers - as non-native teachers’ strong point is that they 

might understand the difficulties of the FL learning process. This was pointed out by 

numerous students when I was teaching them; they seemed to feel more comfortable with 

someone having had the same experience as them. 

From the analysis of my observations, teaching and from the questionnaires I designed, it 

seems obvious to me that certain students are struggling more than others. The biggest 

difference could be seen between the first beginners’ class and the second beginners’ class I 

taught. While the first beginners’ class consisted mainly of anxious students who were afraid 

to speak, the second class mainly had students who were quiet but not as anxious. Most of 

them had taken German as their third or fourth language and had some idea of what would be 

expected of them. The first class, however, was mostly composed of British students and 

German was their second language. The reason I highlight this is to also expose that the 

British educational system is very different to other parts of Europe e.g., Poland, when it 

comes to teaching foreign languages. Polish students are taught English and are exposed to it 

from a very young age, therefore they have more experience in learning a second language 

than most British students. However, it became apparent very quickly that neither beginners 

class liked to be looked at when asked a question or presenting something to the class, despite 

the second class showing considerably more confidence. If the questions were not directed at 

a single person, students seemed to feel far more comfortable. Final year students, on the 

other hand, were just experiencing normal nerves, no signs of anxiety or stress. For the most 

part both students I observed were really relaxed within the classroom. It would be good to 

see all years and levels that comfortable and willing to participate in class.  

One of the most surprising outcomes of the FLA questionnaire was to see students and 

lecturer’s opinions of language anxiety, classroom performance and strategies to reduce 
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classroom anxiety. The majority of students, 16/25 to be exact, did not know that language 

anxiety existed but guessed rather quickly what it was all about. On the other hand, all the 

lecturers taking part in the study knew about FLA. It is essential that this is addressed, 

learners should be aware of the topic, so that if students are experiencing problems with 

language anxiety, they can come forward and lecturers or teachers can help. Mentioning 

foreign language anxiety to students at the beginning of their studies could dramatically 

change the impact it would have on their work and performance.  

In the questionnaire, students were asked if they felt nervous when speaking another 

language, and 22 out of 25 said “yes.” Out of those 22, 15 believed that making mistakes or 

being misunderstood was the main cause of their nerves, 10 believed their language ability to 

be the other cause, and nine believed being judged on their performance by peers and 

lecturers was the reason they felt anxious. With some of these answers, students elaborated 

and said it also depended on the language they were speaking, and how long they had been 

learning the language for. Students were also asked how they felt during a conversation class 

or oral exam and the top answer here was “I am nervous,” with 21/25 students feeling that 

way. The second most popular answer was “My mind goes blank;” with 19 out of 25 

respondents, which shows again that when students are under pressure to perform, they are 

more likely to suffer from language anxiety. It is worth mentioning, interestingly, that 15 out 

of 25 students said, “I can do this.” 

“I feel nervous as some people might be more advanced than me and people might expect 

more of my language abilities as I'm an mfl student.” This quote highlights two important 

points which have played a big part in this thesis, namely peer perception/negative evaluation 

and language ability. Both these factors are two of the bigger contributors to language 

anxiety, as discussed in the main body above. But 20 out of25 students thought the classroom 

environment could be seen as problematic. The most common answers for these claims were 

the way the classes are taught and fear of negative evaluation. As one student said, “Being 

forced to speak for one. Especially when there’s students with amazing accents than can 

speak pretty much fluently, it’s so daunting,;” and another said, “teachers are not used to 

correcting students' grammatical mistakes and it therefore slows down learning process.” 

Both situations are problematic because a) students are comparing their ability to someone 

else’s - which learners should never do, as everyone is different and learns at their own pace, 

and b) because teachers should correct students, so they know where they are going wrong 

without offering on the spot correction. 20/25 students have experienced error-correction 
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whilst speaking. The reason on the spot correction should be limited in the classroom is 

because it can make the student feel self-conscious about their abilities and can give the 

others in the class a reason to judge that person. Despite this, 18/25 students said they felt 

comfortable in the language learning classroom. Students were asked “can you think of ways 

that lecturers can make the classroom environment more positive for learners?,” to which the 

most common answers were smaller groups, stop picking on people, awareness of speaking 

language anxiety and encouragement in the classroom. I make these points in my sections on 

the methods of teaching for the case studies above.  

It has to be noted that only six lecturers filled out the questionnaire, so results might not be as 

valuable because a higher number would have given more conclusive answers. Lecturers 

were asked if they could identify signs of an anxious student, and 6/6 said yes. The top 

reasons behind this were that the student was reluctant to participate in class, looked 

uncomfortable and presented with poor attendance. These were all classic signs of anxious 

students, as I have stated above. Next lecturers were asked to state two differences between a 

student that has anxiety and one that lacks motivation. One answer in particular was 

noteworthy, as the lecturer noted that   

“the two are very much tied together - anxiety can very, very often result in lack of 

motivation. There were students who were motivated to learn despite their deep-

seated anxiety, but when a student lacks motivation very often under the lack of 

motivation there is in fact anxiety. Usually, students who do well and are comfortable 

find it rewarding to continue studying. Students who suffer from anxiety (whether 

generally or if its anxiety induced specifically by learning a foreign language) can 

sometimes grow discouraged as everything seems overwhelming, or hide their anxiety 

under beliefs that they "lack motivation" or are lazy etc.”  

I here include the whole quote because all of it is relevant to this study as it states both go 

hand in hand. FLA is incredibly hard to distinguish from a student that lacks motivation due 

to the fact that students that are unmotivated often have anxiety deep down and those that 

have anxiety can be unmotivated to learn. The difference between the two would come down 

to their attitude towards learning, if they want to learn but have anxiety it could prevent them 

from performing to the best of their ability but if they are unmotivated from the beginning 

then anxiety will set in as they will consider themselves “failures” for underperforming. This 
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backs up my findings in the literature and in my discussion as it confirms that there is no one 

way to define the difference between a lack of motivation and anxiety. 

In the lecturers’ opinions, fear of negative evaluation is the most likely cause of language 

anxiety, and 6/6 lecturers agreed on this, 5/6 then said test anxiety was a factor and 4/6 for 

communication apprehension. All three are common factors between the lecturers’ thoughts 

on anxiety and the students’ thoughts on anxiety. 6/6 lecturers think the classroom 

environment is problematic. One lecturer states, “error correction in front of peers should not 

happen in classrooms to avoid adding to anxiety,” this further highlights what has previously 

been said. Only one lecturer mentioned that it is up to the lecturer to “create the best 

classroom environment” for the students. The next question to touch upon is how do you 

encourage anxious students to participate in a particular speaking task, the most common 

answer was through pair work which has been a consistent result with my investigation. 

Prompting students was another common answer which is believed to only help to a certain 

extent because there is no-one to help prompt the students in an oral exam so they could 

become reliant on this, and this could cause them to break down in the exam. Free 

participation was also a common answer as it gives students the time they need to prepare and 

build confidence to answering/asking questions. To gain some insight into the lecturers’ 

experience with language anxiety, by asking them if they had ever experienced it while 

learning a language and how they overcame it: 4/6 said no. One comment on this question 

was “I overcame my fear by telling myself that all that mattered was passing the grammar 

part. I did on my second try. The pass in that section is still one of my proudest achievements 

- despite later achieving several excellent results in other areas of language learning.” This 

comment implies that by changing the negative way of thinking to a positive it will help a 

learner to achieve the true result, however, making the change is the hardest part. Another 

comment, “I accepted that feeling a little nervous when speaking a foreign language is a 

common feeling,” this states that by accepting you overcome. Once a learner accepts 

mistakes and accepts that nervous are a part of learning they are more likely to be successful 

in their output. Overall, there are common themes between both questionnaires in terms of 

answers. 

It also became apparent in both the questionnaires and the classroom observations that, as 

learners progressed from beginners to advanced, they had more or less overcome their fear of 

speaking the language, but I must point out this is not the case for all learners as the literature 

has specified. It was stated numerous times in the questionnaires that the main reason 



103 
 

students did not feel confident in their language abilities was because it was a new language. 

Due to the limitations in vocabulary and structures in the relevant languages, it made students 

feel more stressed. The only solution to this problem is for learners to keep practising, since 

everyone starts somewhere, and some learners develop quicker than others. Students have to 

remember that acquiring a language is a long process. It does not matter how many other 

languages you can speak, there will always be struggles. What the case studies and my 

questionnaires have shown is that lecturers/teachers should regularly re-enforce this point.  

In the personal interviews I asked the question of ‘do you consider yourself to be a 

perfectionist?’ since having reflected on this I can see how this could be considered a leading 

question and as a result should have been worded differently such as e.g., ‘does perfectionism 

play a role in language learning?’  

Moreover, teaching today is extremely demanding, both cognitively and emotionally. It is 

generally agreed that pedagogy restricted to teaching grammar rules and vocabulary lists does 

not give students the ability to use the L2 with accuracy and fluency; the only way to do this 

is through active communication and interactive learning strategies. Two methods mentioned 

in Byram’s Routledge Encyclopedia of Language Teaching and Learning: the direct method 

in which the learner relies on oral production in the L2 to communicate efficiently and the 

Zagreb method where the L1 is used to help achieve comprehension on a collection of texts 

which can train learners to store the words for core vocabulary have however proved to be 

beneficial (Byram, 2000, p.293).  Students are likely to sense their teachers’ uncertainty in 

foreign language environments, so teachers with less experience in creating a supportive 

classroom should have access to support and training prior to their teaching career. I think it 

is important that courses on language anxiety are made available to lecturers and teachers 

across the languages and on all levels of training, so that they can be more aware of FLA in 

the classroom and the seminar. In the case of high-ability students who fail to perform at 

expected levels in language classes, learners often react negatively to this perceived affront to 

their self- image. Learners with a positive self-perception, on the other hand, often perform at 

levels beyond that of peers with low self-esteem related to language learning.  

In sum, my research study has tried to prove the importance of language anxiety and how it 

affects many areas of the acquisition process. By looking closely at the works of Guiora, 

Beneviste, MacIntyre and Horwitz I have been able to draw my own conclusions and created 

an investigation using case studies and questionnaires. Several themes occur in discussions of 
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foreign language anxiety and its effect on language ego and performance. Language anxiety 

is present in the language learning classroom and overall, it has a negative impact on 

language ego and performance. However, it also proves that language anxiety can be reduced 

within the classroom with the number of methods applied correctly within a supportive 

classroom environment. It is evident that students do not know a lot about language anxiety, 

if they were made aware of this concept from the beginning, I think that students would be 

more likely to ask for support and guidance on how to handle it. This being said, I think that 

it would be helpful for a training course to be made available to lecturers and teachers 

demonstrating how to handle this type of situation to allow for a better understanding on how 

anxiety can prevent students from learning a language. In addition, understanding the 

debilitating factors of language anxiety and the problems of language ego will help to 

improve academic performance and give students the self-confidence to fully expressive 

themselves in their second identity. 

 

Taking all the theoretical tenets and the results of the research findings presented above into 

consideration, it becomes clear that the relationship between ego boundaries, understood as 

both a personality dimension and a cognitive style require further investigation. The nature of 

the ego boundary construct in relation to oral skills has received a more in-depth analysis, as 

it deserves precedence over reading or writing. But as it is the teachers’ role to act in response 

to student’s needs, teachers should systematically monitor classroom behaviour in all 

categories of language learning, in order to offer suitable remedies — not only temporarily, 

but also on a long-term basis that caters to their students’ specific needs.  

 

In sum, the significance of this research was to find a suitable answer to tackling foreign 

language anxiety in a classroom setting according to one’s language ego boundaries. In order 

to do this the research had to be broken down into five significant areas language ego and 

boundaries, L1 and L2 identities, foreign language anxiety, performance, and classroom 

setting. Therefore, this is a contribution to the existing literature on these areas as it looks at 

the problem from a UK HE perspective from both the learner and the lecturer to find the 

causes and consequences of FLA in the classroom and what needs to be implemented from 

the perspective of the two groups of participants to reduce language anxiety in language 

teaching.  
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For further evaluation, it is clear that there is still room for discussion in the following areas: 

Is classroom anxiety able to discourage active learning? Are the same combinations of ego 

boundaries beneficial in accuracy-oriented classrooms with form-focused instruction? Does 

thickness in particular ego boundaries have different effects on success in learning different 

language aspects and skills? Looking further afield, there is also scope for future work in 

other areas, e.g: in relation to the impact gender has on language anxiety and on ego 

development, or if language anxiety is a prohibitor or enabler in foreign language acquisition 

for students with autism. In a longitudinal study which tracked L1 literacy development 

among American schoolchildren as well as their L2 aptitude, proficiency and anxiety, Sparks 

and Ganschow (2007) showed that early L1 literacy achievement is a very strong predictor of 

both L2 proficiency and L2 anxiety in later schooling; from this they conclude that anxiety 

arises primarily from poor achievement, and not the other way around. More work of this 

type is needed to resolve such debates. The ongoing Covid-19 pandemic has further opened 

up an interesting new aspect for future work regarding language learning online and the 

implications it can have on the students’ ability to acquire a second language proficiently. 
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APPENDICIES  

Below is Appendix A and B which show the results of the two questionnaires that I gave to 

lecturers and students in the Modern Languages department.  

Appendix A 

Lecturers Perceptions of Language Learning 

 

1. Did you always want to teach languages?  

  
Respons

e Percent 

Respons

e Total 

1 Yes   

 

33.33% 2 

2 No   

 

66.67% 4 

Statistic

s 

Minimu

m 
1 Mean 

1.6

7 

Std. 

Deviation 

0.4

7 

Satisfaction 

Rate 

66.6

7 

Maximu

m 
2 

Varianc

e 

0.2

2 
Std. Error 

0.1

9 
  

 

answered 6 

skipped 0 

 

 

2. Have you heard of the term language anxiety?  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

1 Yes   

 

100.00% 6 

2 No    0.00% 0 

Statistics Minimum 1 Mean 1 Std. Deviation 0 Satisfaction Rate 0 

Maximum 1 Variance 0 Std. Error 0   

 

answered 6 

skipped 0 
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3. Would you be able to spot the signs of an anxious student? If yes, name three in 

your opinion.  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

1 Yes   

 

100.00% 6 

2 No    0.00% 0 

Statistics Minimum 1 Mean 1 Std. Deviation 0 Satisfaction Rate 0 

Maximum 1 Variance 0 Std. Error 0   

 

answered 6 

skipped 0 

Comments: (6) 

1 18/12/2020 22:00 PM 

ID: 155023734 

Avoids having to speak in class in front of others (not necessarily in front of 

instructor); often attempts to over-correct which leads to further errors; feedback 

and advice struggle to go through the negative attitude. 

2 19/12/2020 18:02 PM 

ID: 155052140 

External physical signs (fidgeting or trembling, blushing, unability to speak loud 

enough to be heard); student stops attending class; student engages in distracting / 

sabotaging behaviour in class (forgets to bring documents, sidetracks conversation, 

makes irrelevant remarks, ""class clown"" behaviour) 

3 22/12/2020 11:59 AM 

ID: 155179532 

I would be more inclined to respond here that I hope I would be able to spot an 

anxious student, but it is not always easy. Often it depends on the student and can 

come to light as a result of being able to build a good working relationship, but 

some results of anxiety prevent this. Some of the signs which would suggest 

anxiety to me would be, in no particular order: a) poor attendance, b) disinclination 

to speak up in class in front of peers, c) avoidance behaviours 

4 02/01/2021 13:22 PM 

ID: 155545040 

Anxious students appears to be very nervous, they look uncomfortable, and they 

find it difficult to maintain focus (they are too worry to focus on what is happening in 

the class). 

5 05/01/2021 21:11 PM 

ID: 155741058 

hesitant in conversation classes or not contributing, shy and not answering in target 

language, mood problems or feeling down a lot - especially in listening or oral 

exercises or exams 

6 06/01/2021 09:07 AM 

ID: 155753200 

The students avoid oral participation in the classroom or online. 

The students start to stammer. 

The students try to look in other directions than the lecturer.  

 

 

4. In your opinion, what are two differences between a student that has language 

anxiety and a student that lacks motivation?  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

1 Open-Ended Question 100.00% 6 
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4. In your opinion, what are two differences between a student that has language 

anxiety and a student that lacks motivation?  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

1 18/12/2020 22:00 PM 

ID: 155023734 

The student lacking motivation goes for the minimum effort; student with language 

anxiety attempts but often sabotages themselves. An error for a student lacking 

motivation is meaningless, for the anxious student the end of the world. 

2 19/12/2020 18:02 PM 

ID: 155052140 

I would say that the two are very much tied together - anxiety can very, very often 

result in lack of motivation. I have had students who were motivated to learn despite 

their deep-seated anxiety, but when a student lacks motivation very often under the 

lack of motivation there is in fact anxiety. Usually students who do well and are 

comfortable find it rewarding to continue studying. Students who suffer from anxiety 

(whether generally or if it's anxiety induced specifically by learning a foreign 

language) can sometimes grow discouraged as everything seems overwhelming, or 

hide their anxiety under beliefs that they ""lack motivation"" or are lazy etc. So, I 

cannot really give two differences - in my experience lack of motivation very often 

stems directly from overwhelm and anxiety, they're one and the same. 

3 22/12/2020 11:59 AM 

ID: 155179532 

A student who suffers with anxiety would submit all/most assessments showing 

engagement with class and other materials, while a student lacking motivation 

would submit assessments that show lack of engagement with class material. Clear 

improvements can be seen in an anxious student's work over time, again showing 

engagement. An anxious student might not wish to speak in class, but could attend 

everything or show engagement via other means. Anxious students would also 

contact me personally to ask questions or request support - though this can take 

time to occur.  

4 02/01/2021 13:22 PM 

ID: 155545040 

Student with language anxiety never feel ready for the task, even if they have spent 

a lot of work preparing for it. They are always dissatisfied with their performance, 

even if their mark is good. Students that lack motivation do not appear to be 

concerned about a low mark and do not look anxious in class. 

5 05/01/2021 21:11 PM 

ID: 155741058 

while less motivated students sometimes find ways to achieve good marks without 

a lot of work, anxious students tend to overprepare and be much better in language 

learning areas that allow for good preparation or written work. anxious students also 

don't respond well to critical feedback or correction in front of peers - this is not a 

problem for those students lacking motivation 

6 06/01/2021 09:07 AM 

ID: 155753200 

Very difficult question.  

The student presents lacks motivation when he is doing another thing than being 

focused during the classroom (looking at his mobile phone, talking with another 

student...) 

 

  

answered 6 

skipped 0 
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5. In your opinion, what are the causes of foreign language anxiety?  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

1 Error Correction   

 

33.33% 2 

2 Fear of Negative Evaluation   

 

100.00% 6 

3 Linguistic Incompetence   

 

16.67% 1 

4 Classroom Environment   

 

50.00% 3 

5 Test Anxiety   

 

83.33% 5 

6 Communication Apprehension   

 

66.67% 4 

Statistics Minimum 1 Mean 3.71 Std. Deviation 1.72 

Maximum 6 Variance 2.97 Std. Error 0.38 

 

answered 6 

skipped 0 

 

 

6. Do you think that the classroom environment can be problematic for language 

learning? Explain why.  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

1 Yes   

 

100.00% 6 

2 No    0.00% 0 

Statistics Minimum 1 Mean 1 Std. Deviation 0 Satisfaction Rate 0 

Maximum 1 Variance 0 Std. Error 0   

 

answered 6 

skipped 0 

Comments: (6) 

1 18/12/2020 22:00 PM 

ID: 155023734 

Yes and no. Specific social anxieties can grow in the classroom environment. 

However, for socially more active students, a positive classroom environment can 

be a positive prompt. THe nature of the peer group can be very important. 

2 19/12/2020 18:02 PM 

ID: 155052140 

Students can be terrified of the opinion of their peers. If a few students are already 

very fluent and confident, this can have a dampening effect on the other students: 

they feel self conscious about speaking less well than the ""star"" students, or fear 

that they will never be able to 'catch up' with them. And teaching style is also a 

factor - impatience with students' mistakes, a rigid teaching style that focuses solely 
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6. Do you think that the classroom environment can be problematic for language 

learning? Explain why.  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

on correcting mistakes, solely on the negative, or a teacher who openly mocks 

students' mistakes can be extremely problematic for language learning. 

3 22/12/2020 11:59 AM 

ID: 155179532 

It can be an intimidating environment where students are put on the spot or feel 

exposed. It can also mitigate against 'natural' or comfortable communication. There 

can also be a sense not of a sharing of knowledge but of a hierarchical structure of 

instructor/recipient rather than of facilitation or guidance. 

4 02/01/2021 13:22 PM 

ID: 155545040 

Comparing their language ability with other students and their different level of 

confidence can be hard on students with anxiety. 

5 05/01/2021 21:11 PM 

ID: 155741058 

If it is focussed on good cohorts and doesn't allow for benchmark setting according 

to individual levels - this is particularly problematic in big groups and in oral classes, 

error correction in fron of peers should not happen in classrooms to avoid addig to 

anxiety. 

6 06/01/2021 09:07 AM 

ID: 155753200 

The lecturer has to create the best classroom environment in order to invite 

students to express and commit errors or not. The lecturer needs to integrate 

absolutely times for students interactions in each session.  

 

 

7. How would you create a positive learning environment?  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

1 Open-Ended Question 100.00% 6 

1 18/12/2020 22:00 PM 

ID: 155023734 

This question is very general. There are countless scenarios and types of 

environments. I certainly aim to create an environment of respect, avoiding any 

form of shaming and criticizing (although I was raised in a time and culture where 

shaming was fully accepted, up to university). I try to offer a classroom and learning 

environment where people can take as much as they wish. The metaphor I would 

use is the swimming pool - I heard it used for something else, but appropriate here 

as well. The knowledge offered is a swimming pool: there are students in the fast 

lane, but everything is there for the slow lane as well to do everything all the way. 

2 19/12/2020 18:02 PM 

ID: 155052140 

1. I always pretend that students know very little and I'm always very ready to 

reexplain. I never say or let it be understood that I think they should already know 

something (unless we specifically studied it together, then I will reexplain and point 

out that if they didn't get it the first time, they should have asked). 

2. I try as much as possible to give students time to formulate their thoughts, I try 

never to interrupt them if they need time to piece together their thoughts / sentence. 

3. I try as much as possible to affirm students - I repeat students' answers out loud 

for the benefit of the whole class, I point out students' original ideas, especially if 

they give an answer that I hadn't planned or wasn't expecting. 

4. If a student makes a mistake, I point out the thought process that could have led 

them to make that mistake, saying their mistake was understandable - I try to show 

empathy and to walk them back through their own thought process (""I see why you 
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7. How would you create a positive learning environment?  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

would have thought that, it's because you believed that X / you thought that verb 

worked on the same model as that other verb, but that's not the case""). By doing 

that, I hope to show students that there is no shame in making mistakes, and that 

even though they made a mistake, they are not stupid - they thought logically, but 

maybe there was some information they were missing or misremembering. 

3 22/12/2020 11:59 AM 

ID: 155179532 

I would try to create a less intimidating environment where students feel able to 

make mistakes without being censured and where communication is the important 

thing. I would also hope to act as a guide and facilitator. I would promote more 

group / peer work to allow students to learn from each other and to see that they 

often share the same issues. I would also therefore be freed up to move around the 

classroom so students could ask me questions more privately rather than in front of 

everyone. I would also try to use tools to help me to test knowledge without singling 

individuals out. 

4 02/01/2021 13:22 PM 

ID: 155545040 

It is essential to create an environment in which all students feel they can contribute 

how they can. It is wrong to expect students to speak the same amount of time, or 

in the same way. Each student should feel like they are contributing to the class. I 

avoid correcting students in front of the class and I try to make it clear that, the only 

way to learn is to make mistakes. 

5 05/01/2021 21:11 PM 

ID: 155741058 

I use forum or peer marking to avoid correcting individual student mistakes. I set 

different benchmarks for separate groups and base a lot of language work in oral 

classes on creative exercises aimed at navigating through problems with ego 

permeability and anxiety 

6 06/01/2021 09:07 AM 

ID: 155753200 

Try to create bridges between classroom topics and students life realities. The 

lecturers have to show an open mind spirit and encourage students constantly to 

participate during the classroom.  

 

  

answered 6 

skipped 0 
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8. How do you encourage pair or group work?  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

1 Open-Ended Question 100.00% 6 

1 18/12/2020 22:00 PM 

ID: 155023734 

The type of classes I teach (such as written expression) make little use of it. There 

are methods such as peer correction that could be used, but my experience in this 

particular institution is that students don't always react well to it.  

2 19/12/2020 18:02 PM 

ID: 155052140 

Very early on in conversation classes I noticed that asking students to speak out 

loud in front of the whole class didn't work. If I asked the whole class a question and 

expected students to raise their hand and answer out loud, that wasn't working 

because they felt too self-conscious. Now all my conversation classes are done 

through pair work (or sometimes groups of 3 max), students chat to the person next 

to them, working though a list of conversation starters or questions. 

3 22/12/2020 11:59 AM 

ID: 155179532 

I build such exercises into my lesson plans so students are introduced to a 

particular linguistic area and then are asked to work on something together. This 

can be done in various ways. However, it can mean a slower syllabus as working 

this way takes time, though it brings other benefits. 

4 02/01/2021 13:22 PM 

ID: 155545040 

It is not always easy to use pair work in small groups, I prefer when the all class is 

working together, but I use pair work to release the stress during difficult tasks. 

5 05/01/2021 21:11 PM 

ID: 155741058 

see above 

6 06/01/2021 09:07 AM 

ID: 155753200 

This is a very good methodology in order to create this best environment. Anxious 

students use to appreciate working in a group because he can openly share his 

comment and answer without fearing evaluation. So, for example, I choose a topic 

to talk about and each group has to work on it for 15 minutes and present the result 

based on an answer with strong arguments. 

 

  

answered 6 

skipped 0 
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9. How do you encourage anxious students to participate in a particular speaking 

task?  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

1 Open-Ended Question 100.00% 6 

1 18/12/2020 22:00 PM 

ID: 155023734 

I do not teach conversation, thus the question is not fully relevant. Anxiety can be 

eased by pairing people who know each other, by providing prompts etc. However, 

in a fast-paced environment, there might not be time to do this, which is of course 

an issue. 

2 19/12/2020 18:02 PM 

ID: 155052140 

Mostly through pair work. I've noticed that anxious students will naturally stick with 

a conversation partner, another student that they feel comfortable chatting to. If I 

ask an anxious student to speak up, which I do as little as possible, I will provide 

prompts, isolated words, to help them find stepping stones if they draw a blank. Or 

if I hear them say something really interesting to their conversation partner, I will not 

ask them to repeat it to the whole class, but I will say out loud ""Oh, listen, So-and-

so had a great idea, this is what they said (I quote the student), is that right So-and-

so, did I understand that right?"" I act as a sort of microphone so that the student 

won't have to speak out loud but will be affirmed and will get a boost for their good 

idea. 

3 22/12/2020 11:59 AM 

ID: 155179532 

I don't often teach Conversation classes so this is not something I do very often. 

However, much of this is down to creating a positive classroom environment where 

communication is more important than error correction. The environment should 

also be relaxed. Games can work to help with this, as can peer-to-peer work. 

4 02/01/2021 13:22 PM 

ID: 155545040 

I make it clear that every little contribution is important and I wait for anxious 

students to feel comfortable enough to speak. I don't try to force them. If they never 

speak, I start by asking a very easy question. I never judge students and I never put 

a student on the spot for making a mistake, not speaking enough, etc.  

5 05/01/2021 21:11 PM 

ID: 155741058 

I allow for free participation. One of the worst things is to call on students if they feel 

they are not prepared. I give out preparatiopn tasks and offer individual tutorial 

sessions to work out problems. I also allow for a lot of free group work and use led 

writing exercises as tools for oral prep work in groups 

6 06/01/2021 09:07 AM 

ID: 155753200 

Try to make the students comfortable if he makes errors telling that committing 

errors is necessary to progress in learning a language. 

 

  

answered 6 

skipped 0 
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10. Have you experienced language anxiety whilst learning a language? If yes, please 

explain how you overcame it.  

  
Respons

e Percent 

Respons

e Total 

1 Yes   

 

33.33% 2 

2 No   

 

66.67% 4 

Statistic

s 

Minimu

m 
1 Mean 

1.6

7 

Std. 

Deviation 

0.4

7 

Satisfaction 

Rate 

66.6

7 

Maximu

m 
2 

Varianc

e 

0.2

2 
Std. Error 

0.1

9 
  

 

answered 6 

skipped 0 

Comments: (4) 

1 18/12/2020 22:00 PM 

ID: 155023734 

Rarely - I can remember only one occasion, where I had to recite a poem in front of 

the class, and I ask to be allowed to do it after class because of stress. Other than 

that, I usually just went for it. My background in performance, and coming from a 

famly where everybody talks all the time, might have been helpful. 

2 22/12/2020 11:59 AM 

ID: 155179532 

By increasing my knowledge of the language, rather than avoiding the problems, and 

by focusing not on the errors I was making but on communicating a message. 

3 02/01/2021 13:22 PM 

ID: 155545040 

I did not experience language anxiety at the level some of my students do, but I was 

not a particularly confident student. I accepted that feeling a little nervous when 

speaking a foreign language is a common feeling. Keep on practicing in a friendly 

environment seems to me the best way to overcome the anxiety. 

4 05/01/2021 21:11 PM 

ID: 155741058 

When learning Welsh and French. I constantly felt I unerperformed in French - this 

was mainly due to the strict regime of our language tutor and her draconian 'learning 

by heart' grammar sessions. I overcame my fear by telling myself that all that 

mattered was passing the grammar part. I did on my second try. The pass in that 

section is still one of my proudest achievements - despite later achieving several 

excellent results in other areas of language learning.  

 

In Welsh I still feel uncomfortable speaking with Welsh speakers - especially with my 

Welsh teacher. This is mostly due to my fear of seeming incompetent (language 

identity problem). Being fluent in three languages (one of them at native level) 

doesn't help.  
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Appendix B 

Students Perceptions of Language Learning 

1. Do you enjoy language learning?  

  
Respons

e Percent 

Respons

e Total 

1 Yes   

 

96.00% 24 

2 No   

 

4.00% 1 

Statistic

s 
Minimum 1 Mean 1.04 

Std. 

Deviation 
0.2 

Satisfaction 

Rate 
4 

Maximu

m 
2 

Varianc

e 

0.0

4 
Std. Error 

0.0

4 
  

 

answered 25 

skipped 0 

 

2. How many languages do you speak?  

  
Respons

e Percent 

Respons

e Total 

1 1   

 

4.00% 1 

2 2   

 

20.00% 5 

3 3   

 

28.00% 7 

4 4   

 

32.00% 8 

5 5   

 

12.00% 3 

6 Other   

 

4.00% 1 

Statistic

s 
Minimum 1 Mean 3.4 

Std. 

Deviation 

1.1

7 

Satisfaction 

Rate 

4

8 

Maximu

m 
6 

Varianc

e 

1.3

6 
Std. Error 0.23   

 

answered 25 

skipped 0 
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3. Have you heard of the term language anxiety?  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

1 Open-Ended Question 100.00% 25 

1 18/12/2020 21:54 PM 

ID: 155023776 

Yes 

2 18/12/2020 22:10 PM 

ID: 155024207 

Yes 

3 18/12/2020 22:15 PM 

ID: 155023827 

No. 

4 18/12/2020 22:31 PM 

ID: 155024672 

No 

5 19/12/2020 12:00 PM 

ID: 155038329 

No 

6 19/12/2020 18:41 PM 

ID: 155052550 

Yes 

7 19/12/2020 20:32 PM 

ID: 155056551 

Yes 

8 19/12/2020 21:09 PM 

ID: 155057402 

No 

9 20/12/2020 14:40 PM 

ID: 155075113 

Not really, but I can guess what it is related to.  

10 20/12/2020 16:51 PM 

ID: 155079701 

No 

11 20/12/2020 21:18 PM 

ID: 155088142 

Yes. 

12 22/12/2020 09:43 AM 

ID: 155171480 

Yes 

13 22/12/2020 11:47 AM 

ID: 155179748 

No 

14 22/12/2020 17:37 PM 

ID: 155202548 

Yes. 

15 05/01/2021 21:06 PM 

ID: 155741055 

Not before no  
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3. Have you heard of the term language anxiety?  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

16 05/01/2021 21:08 PM 

ID: 155741134 

no 

17 05/01/2021 21:34 PM 

ID: 155742106 

No 

18 06/01/2021 10:11 AM 

ID: 155758392 

yes 

19 06/01/2021 10:54 AM 

ID: 155763138 

No  

20 06/01/2021 13:48 PM 

ID: 155781914 

No, I have not. 

21 07/01/2021 19:43 PM 

ID: 155896973 

No but I would like to understand more about it, as I like many people have 

experienced being nervous and anxious when speaking in a foreign language. 

22 07/01/2021 19:53 PM 

ID: 155896552 

No 

23 14/01/2021 16:14 PM 

ID: 156533911 

Yes 

24 14/01/2021 17:29 PM 

ID: 156547552 

no  

25 14/01/2021 21:10 PM 

ID: 156569080 

No - Only in this questionaire 

 

  

answered 25 

skipped 0 
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4. Do you feel nervous when you have to speak in another language? If yes, explain 

why.  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

1 Open-Ended Question 100.00% 25 

1 18/12/2020 21:54 PM 

ID: 155023776 

Depends on the level of knowledge. I have no issues talking in English (I'm Polish), 

however in Spanish or in French I feel nervous when I talk.  

2 18/12/2020 22:10 PM 

ID: 155024207 

Absolutely! I always feel under pressure when it comes to planned speaking. 

When I was in the respective countries, I found that I was at ease a lot quicker 

when speaking the languages but when everything becomes structured, I tend to 

flail more.  

3 18/12/2020 22:15 PM 

ID: 155023827 

I get nervous that I will be misunderstood as it’s much harder to express myself as 

particularly as I can normally. 

4 18/12/2020 22:31 PM 

ID: 155024672 

Only if I feel like I don't have enough abilities to speak in that language yet and I'm 

being forced to  

5 19/12/2020 12:00 PM 

ID: 155038329 

Yes, only in the classroom, because I'm not fluent and I'll probably make lots of 

mistakes, however everyone else seems to be way more advanced than I am. 

6 19/12/2020 18:41 PM 

ID: 155052550 

Yes - that I might make mistakes (especially those that I shouldn't be making), or 

not know what to say, or be judged (for my mistakes, poor accent, opinions). Often 

my brain seems to freeze when asked a question 

7 19/12/2020 20:32 PM 

ID: 155056551 

Yes, because sometimes I feel that people will judge me when I say something 

wrong in their language 

8 19/12/2020 21:09 PM 

ID: 155057402 

When it’s with a bitchy know it all person. 

9 20/12/2020 14:40 PM 

ID: 155075113 

I feel nervous only when I know that my level of a foreign language is not fluent or I 

have troubles with communication when I hear that person that I am talking to 

speaks different dialect.  

10 20/12/2020 16:51 PM 

ID: 155079701 

Yes 

11 20/12/2020 21:18 PM 

ID: 155088142 

Yes, mostly because I might not know a word, and then the conversation becomes 

stuck. Not worried about being viewed as a non-native speaker, although it irritates 

me if the other person starts to speak English, so I am concious of being as 

precise as possible. 

12 22/12/2020 09:43 AM 

ID: 155171480 

Yes, I worry that I may not pronounce words correctly. I also struggle to put 

together sentences in languages I didn't learn to speak first. 

13 22/12/2020 11:47 AM 

ID: 155179748 

Yes if i’m put on the spot. In french it’s not so bad as i’ve been learning it for a lot 

longer but with italian it’s a lot worse as i’ve only been learning it for a few months. 

For the last few weeks of term i just wouldn’t go to my speaking lessons and the 

one time i did go i got asked to speak so i just left the call. I hate it!!  
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4. Do you feel nervous when you have to speak in another language? If yes, explain 

why.  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

14 22/12/2020 17:37 PM 

ID: 155202548 

It depends on the language and the situation, but if I feel pressured to be 

understood then yes. If I don't know a language well, I feel like I'm wasting the 

other person's time trying to find the right words, while they have to just stand 

there patiently. And it can be embarrassing/lead to embarrassing situations if I 

can't understand what is being said to me. It is also true that people often view 

others who can't speak their language well as being less intelligent, even if it's 

unconscious. I don't want to be viewed as stupid, so I feel it necessary to make as 

few mistakes as possible.  

15 05/01/2021 21:06 PM 

ID: 155741055 

Only sometimes to native speakers or to someone I know will judge me  

16 05/01/2021 21:08 PM 

ID: 155741134 

sometimes, because i’m worried i’ll make a mistake, embarrass myself and people 

will laugh at me 

17 05/01/2021 21:34 PM 

ID: 155742106 

Yes because I feel people will judge me for getting things wrong. 

18 06/01/2021 10:11 AM 

ID: 155758392 

no 

19 06/01/2021 10:54 AM 

ID: 155763138 

Yes, because I’m afraid that I’m not pronouncing the words correctly or that I’m not 

structured in the way I speak. 

20 06/01/2021 13:48 PM 

ID: 155781914 

Yes, the main reason is that it is harder to speak spontaneously in different 

language than write or translate texts.  

21 07/01/2021 19:43 PM 

ID: 155896973 

Yes, but it also gives me a nervous-excitement buzz. It feels very different to 

speaking you mother-tongue and you become much more aware of yourself and 

insecurities. I get nervous of saying something wrong, especially when it comes to 

pronunciation and accent. Despite being nervous I always still give speaking a go 

and having a native understand me really boosts my confidence. 

22 07/01/2021 19:53 PM 

ID: 155896552 

I feel like I sound silly/stupid and that I'm not at the level I should be after studying 

the language for as long as I have. I think I also feel like I am being judged for how 

I say things and what I am saying.  

23 14/01/2021 16:14 PM 

ID: 156533911 

Yes. I am worried about making mistakes or freezing up and saying nothing. I am 

worried about the lecturers/other native language speakers realising that I’m worse 

at my foreign language than I appear to be/should be. (i.e., disappointing people 

and myself) 

24 14/01/2021 17:29 PM 

ID: 156547552 

yes i am always worried that i am saying something completely wrong or offending 

someone by not using the right form of the verb or nowadays the right pronoun. 

also when speaking to lecturers i am afraid of coming across dumb  

25 14/01/2021 21:10 PM 

ID: 156569080 

Yes, especially if I'm learning or beginning to speak a different language. The 

nervs stem from being misunderstood. Although making mistakes is a big reason 

for this misundestanding, I think being misunderstood is the biggest barrier and 
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4. Do you feel nervous when you have to speak in another language? If yes, explain 

why.  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

why people tend to swtich to the language learners are more comfortable 

speaking, in order to understand and for learners to be understood.  

 

  

answered 25 

skipped 0 

 

5. Do/Have you experience/d any of the following thoughts during a conversation 

class or oral exam? Tick the ones that apply to you.  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

1 I cannot do this   

 

44.00% 11 

2 My mind goes blank   

 

76.00% 19 

3 I have a ringing in my ears   

 

8.00% 2 

4 I need more time   

 

52.00% 13 

5 This is hard   

 

56.00% 14 

6 I want to leave   

 

56.00% 14 

7 I am nervous   

 

84.00% 21 

8 This is my weakest skill   

 

44.00% 11 

9 I am confident   

 

40.00% 10 

10 I can do this   

 

60.00% 15 

11 This is easy   

 

16.00% 4 

12 I am happy   

 

32.00% 8 

13 I wish it could be longer   

 

12.00% 3 

14 I enjoy this class/exam   

 

40.00% 10 

15 This is my strongest skill   

 

4.00% 1 
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5. Do/Have you experience/d any of the following thoughts during a conversation 

class or oral exam? Tick the ones that apply to you.  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

Statistics Minimum 1 Mean 6.86 Std. Deviation 3.75 

Maximum 15 Variance 14.1 Std. Error 0.3 

 

answered 25 

skipped 0 

Comments: How do/did they make you feel? (22) 

1 18/12/2020 21:54 PM 

ID: 155023776 

On the one side some of the feelings make me feel nervous, on the other side I 

often feel motivated to learn more.  

2 18/12/2020 22:10 PM 

ID: 155024207 

Conversation and oral classes are more often nerve wracking for me than 

enjoyable. It is rare that I enjoy an oral class.  

3 18/12/2020 22:15 PM 

ID: 155023827 

I enjoy conversation classes because it gives me a chance to put new vocabulary 

into perspective as well as practice pronunciation. However it is nerve-wracking 

that it takes place in real-time and everyone hears it and sees it when you make a 

mistake. 

4 18/12/2020 22:31 PM 

ID: 155024672 

I love language learning. For me it's a journey which has ups and downs like in any 

other field. Being able to think and speak in another language makes me feel 

confident, smart, and creative despite the fact that sometimes it's difficult and effort 

demanding but like I said one needs to put in a lot of effort to become proficient in 

whatever one's pursuing. 

5 19/12/2020 12:00 PM 

ID: 155038329 

Sometimes my heartbeat goes really fast but afterwards I'm usually happy that I 

spoke (oral class) or relieved that I finished what I had to do (oral exam) 

6 19/12/2020 18:41 PM 

ID: 155052550 

When with students who I am comfortable with and who have a similar language 

level to me, I can feel comfortable and enjoy oral classes (and even sometimes 

exams). However, this is not always the case. In my second year in particular, I 

disliked oral classes in my ex-beginner language I my second year as it was my 

weakest skill and I was the only ex-beginner in the class, making me feel 

uncomfortable as the other students had stronger speaking skills. Later in the 

semester, another ex-beginner (who I was also friends with) moved into the class 

and I felt much more comfortable as our levels were similar and I had someone to 

talk to. In classes where there are many students and we speak altogether as a 

class (rather than in twos or threes), I tend to feel uncomfortable and speak less 

7 19/12/2020 21:09 PM 

ID: 155057402 

Conversation is the most important part 

8 20/12/2020 14:40 PM 

ID: 155075113 

At the beginning normally I am very stressed and I tend to forget a lot of the words 

and sometimes it feels like all the time I've spent on the preparation for an 

exam/class disappeared but then, after a while when I get to feel more comfortable 

in the situation I find myself in, the memory and preparation comes back to my 

mind and I can even enjoy the class/exam. It only happens if I know that I've done 

everything what I could to prepare as thoroughly as I could and I know that my 

knowledge is somewhere there, I just need more time to access it and release the 

stress from my mind and body. 
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5. Do/Have you experience/d any of the following thoughts during a conversation 

class or oral exam? Tick the ones that apply to you.  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

9 20/12/2020 21:18 PM 

ID: 155088142 

I felt nervous and a bit sick when I was in the class studying my weaker language, 

but generally once I started, I felt better, although this didn't always happen and 

some classes were awful. I was probably bottom of the class for most of the time. 

 

For the classes of my stronger language I had much less anxiety and enjoyed the 

relaxed (for me) atmosphere. I looked forward to these classes as I knew that I 

could talk about what I wanted. 

10 22/12/2020 09:43 AM 

ID: 155171480 

I worry that I will not be able to speak well, but the anxiety will only cause more 

issues, thus I try to be as positive as possible. 

11 22/12/2020 11:47 AM 

ID: 155179748 

Oral exams are the bane of my existence. It’s weird, outside of class I can happily 

speak french or italian with me french/italian friends, but in a classroom/exam 

situation I just shut down and i feel like a blubbering idiot  

12 05/01/2021 21:06 PM 

ID: 155741055 

Make me feel pressured to perform perfectly. I don’t like how oral exams are 

based. They are more on memory than our actual ability to speak. It i was given 

one topic and that I’m super interested in I would be so confident to deliver an oral 

exam in a given language. Having to learn 6+ topics makes my anxiety go more 

than the actual speaking tasks.  

13 05/01/2021 21:08 PM 

ID: 155741134 

i love speaking french, so the conversation is fun but when my mind goes blank 

and i forget literally everything it makes me panic 

14 05/01/2021 21:34 PM 

ID: 155742106 

I feel nervous as some people might be more advanced than me and people might 

expect more of my language abilities as I'm an mfl student 

15 06/01/2021 10:11 AM 

ID: 155758392 

they motivate me to try and do my best 

16 06/01/2021 10:54 AM 

ID: 155763138 

I felt nervous to begin but if I’ve prepared enough, I get into the flow of it and I try 

to stay positive. 

17 06/01/2021 13:48 PM 

ID: 155781914 

They made me feel anxious and uncomfortable. 

18 07/01/2021 19:43 PM 

ID: 155896973 

Although I feel nervous and as if I wish I could speak better, I still really enjoy the 

experience and thrill of not having much time and just having to think on your feet. 

The representation of a real life situation using languages and being able to hold a 

conversation, even if it does feel weak and too difficult, gives me a sense of 

accomplishment. 

19 07/01/2021 19:53 PM 

ID: 155896552 

More anxious and like I truly cannot do it  

20 14/01/2021 16:14 PM 

ID: 156533911 

I feel so much worse at my language than I am. I feel like I have proficiency in my 

target language when I write but when I have to speak I freeze and forget 

everything I know. It shatters your confidence. I often have mild panic attacks in 

the lead up to or during a speaking class or test. This sometimes makes me too 

nervous to attend class. 
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5. Do/Have you experience/d any of the following thoughts during a conversation 

class or oral exam? Tick the ones that apply to you.  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

21 14/01/2021 17:29 PM 

ID: 156547552 

they make me feel stressed  

22 14/01/2021 21:10 PM 

ID: 156569080 

It completely depends on how much I've prepared. In my second year studying 

Spanish, I prepared for every topic exept the one that came up and all I wanted to 

do was leave and start again because I couldn't convey what I thought, I couldn't 

make myself be understood. On the otherhand, in my final year, I'm much more 

confident even if I know I make mistakes because in a lot of circumstances I can 

make myslef be understood.  

 

 

6. Do you think the classroom environment can be problematic for language learning? 

Explain why.  

  
Respons

e Percent 

Respons

e Total 

1 Yes   

 

80.00% 20 

2 No   

 

20.00% 5 

Statistic

s 
Minimum 1 Mean 1.2 

Std. 

Deviation 
0.4 

Satisfaction 

Rate 

2

0 

Maximu

m 
2 

Varianc

e 

0.1

6 
Std. Error 

0.0

8 
  

 

answered 25 

skipped 0 

Comments: (20) 

1 18/12/2020 22:10 PM 

ID: 155024207 

I often think that people compare themselves against other students, which can be 

problematic when some students only have one language to focus on and so will in 

theory be better than someone studying 2+ languages. I also think that the harsh 

structure of classes can take away from the natural flow of what a conversation 

should and would naturally be like. 

2 18/12/2020 22:15 PM 

ID: 155023827 

Yes, particularly when skill levels are varied. It tends to be the more confident 

students who speak out and answer questions which raises the class standard. 

There are a few in my class who have more experience with the language than the 

rest and they seem to laugh and make fun when someone makes a mistake. It’s 

daunting to practice a language in front of people who are a similar level to you, but 

it’s terrifying when people in your class are a much higher level. 

3 18/12/2020 22:31 PM 

ID: 155024672 

Personally, the most problematic thing for me is that teachers are not used to 

correcting students' grammatical mistakes and it therefore slows down learning 

process which has negative impact during exams. Students are not aware of their 

level which prevents them from improving, learning from their mistakes, and 

comprehending the language profoundly. 
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6. Do you think the classroom environment can be problematic for language learning? 

Explain why.  

  
Respons

e Percent 

Respons

e Total 

4 19/12/2020 12:00 PM 

ID: 155038329 

If the teacher is not approachable or friendly, and the same thing goes for the 

classmates, you won't feel as confident. 

5 19/12/2020 18:41 PM 

ID: 155052550 

I prefer smaller groups so that I receive a reasonable amount of attention from the 

teacher/lecturer without having to speak in front of a large class. 

6 19/12/2020 20:32 PM 

ID: 155056551 

Sometimes not everyone participates in the class 

7 19/12/2020 21:09 PM 

ID: 155057402 

People are at different levels - all classes are taught in English so there is less 

exposure. 

8 20/12/2020 14:40 PM 

ID: 155075113 

It depends really. If the group is engaging with what others say or is generally 

supporting with one another then the environment is welcoming and every person 

feels that, it gives an emotional support. It is simple as that: if you can see that 

others are also here to learn and are not afraid to make mistakes but at the same 

time they are not judgemental, you feel better and more comfortable in that 

environment. It very much depends only on the group you find yourself in but on 

your actions and your attitude too. You create the atmosphere, the environment too.  

9 20/12/2020 21:18 PM 

ID: 155088142 

Speaking in front of even a small class can be very intimidating, so I often preferred 

smaller classes. I think it mostly comes down to the quality of the teacher and 

personal ability, which are more difficult problems to fix than just reducing class 

sizes. 

10 22/12/2020 11:47 AM 

ID: 155179748 

Being forced to speak for one. Especially when there’s students with amazing 

accents than can speak pretty much fluently, it’s so daunting  

11 22/12/2020 17:37 PM 

ID: 155202548 

I think the calssroom environment can be problematic for any kind of learning. For 

example, for years I was stuck studying with people who didn't care about the 

language at all. There were about 7 of us with me and my friend being the only ones 

who paid attention and had motivation to learn. Because the majority of the 

classroom was behind on everything, we advanced very slowly and it got boring 

quite quickly. None of the others were learning because they didn't care, and my 

friend and I weren't learning because we were following the needs of the rest. 

 

I've also heard of another problem regarding language learning in class. I haven't 

experienced it myself, but I've heard that in some countries specifically the teaching 

can be faulty. Apparently, this often concerns pronunciation because the teachers 

purposefully avoid sounding native. I'd imagine problems like this could be amplified 

in a classroom environment, where one teacher is supposed to be the all-knowing 

authority. The teacher can technically teach whatever they want, no matter how 

wrong it is, and present the information as correct. But I don't think this kind of issue 

is very common in places of high-quality education. 

12 05/01/2021 21:06 PM 

ID: 155741055 

During a pandemic there isn’t the ability to speak as much as you would do before.  

13 05/01/2021 21:08 PM 

ID: 155741134 

i think it’s great to have someone who can speak the language teaching you, and 

being able to speak with others at a similar level to you can help affirm what you 

already know and improve 
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6. Do you think the classroom environment can be problematic for language learning? 

Explain why.  

  
Respons

e Percent 

Respons

e Total 

14 06/01/2021 10:11 AM 

ID: 155758392 

it can always seem problematic for someone with anxiety, or simply if there are 

people not willing to participate. however it is better to learn in a classroom 

environment still i believe, even if someone does have anxiety. it's harder, but it's 

better learning-wise. 

15 06/01/2021 10:54 AM 

ID: 155763138 

I haven’t really thought about it but sometimes it can be intimidating however 

sometimes I feel at ease. It truly depends on how the class interacts. 

16 07/01/2021 19:43 PM 

ID: 155896973 

Because it is much more awkward and everyone feels a bit nervous and like it is 

forced. It feels much more attainable and comfortable when it is in a more real life 

situation. However, that being said you have to learn the skill somewhere before 

you are able to apply it in the country. 

17 07/01/2021 19:53 PM 

ID: 155896552 

I like learning the rules of languages and a structured environment but sometimes 

classroom environments can feel hostile? especially in oral/conversation classes 

where it sometimes feels like students are being compared which can be 

problematic when the class is designed to boot confidence. 

18 14/01/2021 16:14 PM 

ID: 156533911 

I often fear humiliating myself in front of my peers in class who often seem better at 

the language than I am. You have to speak in front of everyone. 

19 14/01/2021 17:29 PM 

ID: 156547552 

in my class people are at a much higher calibra of language so i feel as though 

lecturers expect us all to be fluent like the few that are  

20 14/01/2021 21:10 PM 

ID: 156569080 

Some teachers are unfortunately not good at explainig or teaching material new to 

the students. Some teachers make students feel more nervous and on edge 

because of the way they react to being wrong or unable to answer questions. On 

the other hand, teachers can be very encouraging and clear, creating an 

atmosphere which students feel confident in therefore less afraid to make mistakes 

and open to be corrected.  

 

 

7. What best describes your learning style? Tick the ones that apply to you.  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

1 Structure and rules   

 

56.00% 14 

2 Perfectionist   

 

56.00% 14 

3 Organised   

 

48.00% 12 

4 Analytical   

 

36.00% 9 

5 Dislike role plays   

 

24.00% 6 

file:///C:/survey/results/responses/id/828644%3fu=155758392
file:///C:/survey/results/responses/id/828644%3fu=155758392
file:///C:/survey/results/responses/id/828644%3fu=155763138
file:///C:/survey/results/responses/id/828644%3fu=155763138
file:///C:/survey/results/responses/id/828644%3fu=155896973
file:///C:/survey/results/responses/id/828644%3fu=155896973
file:///C:/survey/results/responses/id/828644%3fu=155896552
file:///C:/survey/results/responses/id/828644%3fu=155896552
file:///C:/survey/results/responses/id/828644%3fu=156533911
file:///C:/survey/results/responses/id/828644%3fu=156533911
file:///C:/survey/results/responses/id/828644%3fu=156547552
file:///C:/survey/results/responses/id/828644%3fu=156547552
file:///C:/survey/results/responses/id/828644%3fu=156569080
file:///C:/survey/results/responses/id/828644%3fu=156569080


126 
 

7. What best describes your learning style? Tick the ones that apply to you.  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

6 Dislike unexpected events   

 

32.00% 8 

7 Prefer drills   

 

20.00% 5 

8 Not analytical   

 

8.00% 2 

9 Prefer exposure and experience   

 

60.00% 15 

10 Intuitive   

 

44.00% 11 

11 Imaginative   

 

48.00% 12 

12 Difficulties analysing data   

 

24.00% 6 

13 Content-based learning   

 

56.00% 14 

14 Like to see the bigger picture   

 

68.00% 17 

15 Structure is secondary   

 

12.00% 3 

16 Unorganised   

 

28.00% 7 

Statistics Minimum 1 Mean 8.19 Std. Deviation 4.78 

Maximum 16 Variance 22.84 Std. Error 0.38 

 

answered 25 

skipped 0 

 

8. Do you feel comfortable in the language learning classroom? Please state your 

reason/s why?  

  
Respons

e Percent 

Respons

e Total 

1 Yes   

 

72.00% 18 

2 No   

 

28.00% 7 

Statistic

s 
Minimum 1 Mean 

1.2

8 

Std. 

Deviation 

0.4

5 

Satisfaction 

Rate 

2

8 

Maximu

m 
2 

Varianc

e 
0.2 Std. Error 0.09   

 

answered 25 

skipped 0 
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8. Do you feel comfortable in the language learning classroom? Please state your 

reason/s why?  

  
Respons

e Percent 

Respons

e Total 

Comments: (25) 

1 18/12/2020 21:54 PM 

ID: 155023776 

I feel like I'm actually learning something and I enjoy practicing my language skills 

with others.  

2 18/12/2020 22:10 PM 

ID: 155024207 

Yes, I feel comfortable but I still believe that there are many areas for improvement 

especially when it comes to oral classes  

3 18/12/2020 22:15 PM 

ID: 155023827 

I do because in my ‘beginners’ language classes the groups are very small, and in 

my ‘advanced’ language class I am very confident using the language. I am 

fortunate to have lived in France so I enjoy speaking the language and feel 

comfortable doing so. 

4 18/12/2020 22:31 PM 

ID: 155024672 

I feel comfortable because the environment is really calm and stress free. 

5 19/12/2020 12:00 PM 

ID: 155038329 

I am used to it, although I don't like being asked - that makes me anxious. If I want 

to participate, I will do it without having to be asked. 

6 19/12/2020 18:41 PM 

ID: 155052550 

I am comfortable in my oral class (of the semester just ended) as the size of the 

class is small and I am comfortable with the other students and the lecturer. I am 

comfortable with the room as it is an appropriate size for the class and the position 

of the desks we sit at allow us to talk easily. Regarding my other rooms, I am not 

uncomfortable but less comfortable than with the oral classroom. I generally used to 

avoid sitting on the front row and started this year doing the same (instead opting 

for the second row which would be my usual choice), but after a few weeks 

switched to the front row as I struggled to see the board with the extra distance. I 

found this uncomfortable at first as I used to dislike the front row (I feel on show, 

that I have to answer lots of questions, and that other students will judge my choice 

to sit there) but grew to feel more comfortable, in some lessons more than others. I 

don't feel uncomfortable with having to keep my distance - (in a normal, non-

pandemic situation) I can feel uncomfortable sitting too close to others and worry 

about who to sit by (at the start of term - we tend to keep to the same places in each 

room afterwards). I like having my own desk/space but then dislike it if others lean 

over from their desk. 

7 19/12/2020 20:32 PM 

ID: 155056551 

I don’t have to be ashamed when I don’t know something because the lecturers 

answer every question  

8 19/12/2020 21:09 PM 

ID: 155057402 

It is relaxed 

9 20/12/2020 14:40 PM 

ID: 155075113 

Mainly yes, although I don't know most of the people from my class but it doesn't 

matter. I am there to learn and I am very focused on that. I expose myself to make 

mistakes and to be able to identify them when I make them, because this type of 

learning works for me best. I am not intimidated if the mistake takes place in the 

forum of the class, it is the way it is and I accept it. I am grateful we can have some 

of the classes in person, not everything online. Face to face contact while learning a 

language is very important and stimulates us more, I think.  
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8. Do you feel comfortable in the language learning classroom? Please state your 

reason/s why?  

  
Respons

e Percent 

Respons

e Total 

10 20/12/2020 16:51 PM 

ID: 155079701 

I don't feel comfortable speaking a language that I haven't mastered with native 

speakers around and they sometimes study their mother tongue.  

11 20/12/2020 21:18 PM 

ID: 155088142 

I want to be there and I know that if I put the effort in I can progress well and quickly 

from nothing. This is due past experience though. When I was a student for the first 

time this was not the case and I had to rely on encouragement, perserverance and 

willpower to keep going. It helps to remember that you are not alone in class and 

there is always one other person who might be near your level. 

12 22/12/2020 09:43 AM 

ID: 155171480 

Yes, but only to a certain degree. I think learning a language in a classroom setting 

adds to performance anxiety, but it is critical to learn a language in an organized 

manner. 

13 22/12/2020 11:47 AM 

ID: 155179748 

Really i feel indifferent. I enjoy learning languages a lot but there’s just this pressure 

to perform in every class 

14 22/12/2020 17:37 PM 

ID: 155202548 

Mostly yes. When the learning environment is welcoming and non-judgemental, I 

have no problem participating. 

15 05/01/2021 21:06 PM 

ID: 155741055 

With the small bubbles in Aber uni, it helps me feel more relaxed and confident with 

my peers compared to a bigger university theatre hall etc.  

16 05/01/2021 21:08 PM 

ID: 155741134 

even though sometimes i’m worried i’ll make a mistake, i know that everyone is 

learning and trying to improve which makes it easier.  

17 05/01/2021 21:34 PM 

ID: 155742106 

Yes, as even though I can feel nervous at times I also know the reason I'm doing 

this and that most of the time the people I'm learning with are just as nervous.  

18 06/01/2021 10:11 AM 

ID: 155758392 

it is always great to confront my abilities with others, and speaking and listening 

skills are even more important than writing in my opinion, which one can do alone, 

but to communicating with others is the best way to learn a language i believe. 

19 06/01/2021 10:54 AM 

ID: 155763138 

Sometimes I have racing thoughts that I’m not good enough or that I’m not as good 

as those around me however if I’m confident on a topic and I’m prepared I feel 

comfortable but not with unexpected questions. 

20 06/01/2021 13:48 PM 

ID: 155781914 

My main fear is public speech in front of the other students. 

21 07/01/2021 19:43 PM 

ID: 155896973 

Most people are in the same boat as you, in the sense of really wanting to learn a 

language, despite the perseverance and the many mistakes you will make along the 

way. Everyone has the ultimate goal of becoming fluent and have a common 

interest with you. 

22 07/01/2021 19:53 PM 

ID: 155896552 

I think I get imposter syndrome and feel like I am not good enough to be in the 

classes I am. I constantly compare myself to my peers which also doesn't help and 

my A-level teacher was always negative about my performance which put me off 

the classroom language learning environment. 
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8. Do you feel comfortable in the language learning classroom? Please state your 

reason/s why?  

  
Respons

e Percent 

Respons

e Total 

23 14/01/2021 16:14 PM 

ID: 156533911 

I had to repeat a year in my language due to changing the other course in my joint 

honours. I feel like because I’ve already had a year at uni, I can’t get a single thing 

wrong in class because I don’t have an excuse to.  

24 14/01/2021 17:29 PM 

ID: 156547552 

i get nervous and HATE being picked on so much that i go home and cry if i say 

something wrong  

25 14/01/2021 21:10 PM 

ID: 156569080 

I do now because I have a lot more confidence in the language I'm learning as I'm in 

my final year. I'm more engaged when it's an interesting topic but overall, I feel 

happy to be in a language learning classroom. 

 

 

9. Have you experienced any of the following? Tick and state the following.  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

1 Mostly negative feedback   

 

24.00% 6 

2 Peer-correction   

 

44.00% 11 

3 Error-correction whilst speaking   

 

80.00% 20 

4 
Mostly negative comments said by 

teachers 
  

 

16.00% 4 

5 
Mostly negative comments said by 

peers 
  

 

8.00% 2 

6 Fear negative evaluation   

 

60.00% 15 

7 Embrace negative evaluation   

 

24.00% 6 

8 Mostly positive feedback   

 

52.00% 13 

9 
Mostly positive comments said by 

teachers 
  

 

48.00% 12 

10 
Mostly positive comments said by 

peers 
  

 

36.00% 9 

11 Like positive evaluation   

 

48.00% 12 

answered 25 
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9. Have you experienced any of the following? Tick and state the following.  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

Statistics Minimum 1 Mean 6.18 Std. Deviation 3.21 

Maximum 11 Variance 10.28 Std. Error 0.31 

 

skipped 0 

 

10. Can you think of ways that lecturers can make the classroom environment more 

positive for learners?  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

1 Open-Ended Question 100.00% 25 

1 18/12/2020 21:54 PM 

ID: 155023776 

I feel comfortable with my lecturers and other students, I don't know what else they 

could improve on.  

2 18/12/2020 22:10 PM 

ID: 155024207 

By not having a one size fits all approach. Especially following a year where 

coronavirus has affected so many student’s abilities and experiences.  

3 18/12/2020 22:15 PM 

ID: 155023827 

Maybe make a rule where you have to raise your hand to speak. A lot of the time I 

raise my hand to answer a question but someone speaks out without being called 

on and the lecturer accepts that as an answer. It is disheartening to keep raising 

your hand but being unable to fit a word in edgeways because there isn’t a set of 

rules. I personally am not confident enough to call out my answer, without being 

called on, but I would still like to offer an answer here and there. 

4 18/12/2020 22:31 PM 

ID: 155024672 

I think it is crucial to correct students and explain in detail why something is not 

correct and how it should be said instead. It seems like teachers are afraid to 

correct students and I do think that's a big flaw. It's the opposite of positive. 

5 19/12/2020 12:00 PM 

ID: 155038329 

I like approachable and friendly teachers, I also like conversational lecturers that 

are able to joke about things that might or might not be related to the module. 

6 19/12/2020 18:41 PM 

ID: 155052550 

If possible with the timetable, consider the size of the class and the combination of 

students in the class. 

7 19/12/2020 20:32 PM 

ID: 155056551 

I can’t, because the lecturers are already doing a great job! 

8 19/12/2020 21:09 PM 

ID: 155057402 

No subtitles 

9 20/12/2020 14:40 PM 

ID: 155075113 

Especially now when some of the teaching face to face is cancelled, we should 

focus on creating smaller groups for students to attend the classes. It gives more 

freedom of speech and creates less stressful environment, more welcoming. I 

think it is also very important to put more attention into oral classes, only one hour 

(exactly 40 mins when corona virus has started because of the shortage of 10 

mins per lesson) is not enough and not even every person has the possibility to 
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10. Can you think of ways that lecturers can make the classroom environment more 

positive for learners?  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

speak and connect to other classmates and the lecturer himself. Interactive 

classes would be also an interesting option. I mean trying to find a way for 

stimulating students while speaking or while listening. Checking only the grammar 

structures or analysing them is not necessarily the most important thing to do while 

studying a foreign language. Lecturers should try to engage students while not 

pushing them to be an active learners, but in a way to create such an 

interesting/non judgemental class that students naturally would like to get engage, 

get active. In this way a lot of responsibility is of course put on the lecturers but I 

think it is doable, it is just a matter of changing the structure of the 'traditional' 

'boring' way of teaching - meaning - question - answer. Or question and students 

stay silent most of the time. The fault then lays not only on the teachers' side but 

on the students' also.  

10 20/12/2020 16:51 PM 

ID: 155079701 

no 

11 20/12/2020 21:18 PM 

ID: 155088142 

Let learners speak in a conversation class and give them time to elucidate 

thoughts fully which will be beneficial for language learning as well as the ability to 

think. Lecturers need to have a capacity for empathy but not be too soft and not let 

mistakes become habitual. I don't think lecturers should interrupt but wait until the 

end and evaluate the good and bad points. Confidence in the student's own ability 

to progress if they desire it should be hammered into him/her from the start. 

12 22/12/2020 09:43 AM 

ID: 155171480 

By having student work together so that students don't feel alone in not 

understanding and have easier access to feedback. 

13 22/12/2020 11:47 AM 

ID: 155179748 

I honestly have no idea how to get around it  

14 22/12/2020 17:37 PM 

ID: 155202548 

If possible, ask the students how they want to be treated (do they want to be 

corrected while speaking, affirmations when doing well etc.) and not pressure 

students too much.  

15 05/01/2021 21:06 PM 

ID: 155741055 

Just ensure learners that making mistakes is completely normal.  

16 05/01/2021 21:08 PM 

ID: 155741134 

the experiences i’ve already had have been perfect to be honest 

17 05/01/2021 21:34 PM 

ID: 155742106 

Maybe not saying things like ""you should be at this level"" or ""this should already 

be common knowledge"" as we all progress at different speeds and some of us 

have vastly different language learning experiences.  

18 06/01/2021 10:11 AM 

ID: 155758392 

not really. maybe encourage everyone to participate, so not only 2/3 people talk, 

because it alienates them. 

19 06/01/2021 10:54 AM 

ID: 155763138 

I suppose being patient and encouraging to students and understanding any 

difficulties they have by giving constructive criticism rather than pointing out what 

was wrong. I believe it is important to say how someone can improve. 
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10. Can you think of ways that lecturers can make the classroom environment more 

positive for learners?  

  
Response 

Percent 

Response 

Total 

20 06/01/2021 13:48 PM 

ID: 155781914 

I would not change anything. 

21 07/01/2021 19:43 PM 

ID: 155896973 

In some of my larger language learning classes it would be more comfortable and 

less nerve-wracking to speak if there was more class or group discussion and 

positive chit-chat before and after class. However, I strongly believe that there is a 

nice and positive working environment in the classroom and the experience is 

enjoyable. 

22 07/01/2021 19:53 PM 

ID: 155896552 

I genuinely don't know. Maybe just emphasising that we're there to learn and enjoy 

the process of it and that not even native speakers are accurate 100% of the time.  

23 14/01/2021 16:14 PM 

ID: 156533911 

Nothing springs to mind except maybe more awareness of language speaking 

anxiety among the students. Perhaps more mention of it in class so students 

realise that it’s normal, as well as how to combat it. 

24 14/01/2021 17:29 PM 

ID: 156547552 

stop picking on people  

25 14/01/2021 21:10 PM 

ID: 156569080 

Working in smaller groups puts a lot less pressure on students, especially in 

conversation class but exposure is important to learn how to speak under 

pressure. Engaging content - possibly breaking up the exercises within the class. It 

would be better not to correct work done at home every session, a mix of both 

learning and correcting work would be a better structure. Avoiding talking during 

the whole session, especially if it's a seminar. During the final year, treating the 

classess as lecture is better becaue of the language level, but more interacitve 

classes would be more benificial to first and second year students.  

 

  

answered 25 

skipped 0 
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