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Abstract: This article investigates the psychological phenomenon of "foreign language
anxiety," specifically focusing on the fear of making mistakes as a significant barrier to
language acquisition. The study explores how the apprehension of grammatical or
pronunciation errors inhibits student participation, reduces oral fluency, and fosters a "silent
period" that hinders communicative competence. By examining the intersection of affective
filters and linguistic performance, the research identifies the cognitive load caused by self-
monitoring. The findings suggest that this fear is not merely a lack of knowledge but a
psychological block that can lead to long-term avoidance behaviors. The article concludes by
proposing pedagogical strategies, such as error-tolerant classroom environments and task-
based learning, to mitigate anxiety and promote learner confidence.
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Introduction

In the contemporary era of globalization, the mastery of a foreign language has
transitioned from a luxury to a fundamental necessity. Whether for academic advancement,
professional mobility, or intercultural communication, the ability to speak a second language
fluently is highly valued. However, the journey toward linguistic proficiency is often
obstructed not by cognitive limitations, but by profound psychological barriers. Among these,
the fear of making mistakes during oral production stands out as one of the most significant
impediments to successful language acquisition.

Language learning is inherently an iterative process of trial and error. According to
communicative language teaching (CLT) frameworks, learners must engage in meaningful
interaction and "negotiation of meaning" to internalize new linguistic structures. This process
requires learners to take risks, experiment with syntax, and occasionally produce incorrect
forms. However, for many learners, the classroom environment-or even social interactions in
the target language-becomes a site of perceived threat rather than a safe space for
experimentation. This phenomenon is often characterized by high levels of Foreign Language
Classroom Anxiety (FLCA).

The core of this problem lies in the psychological phenomenon of "error avoidance."
When a learner perceives that a mistake will lead to social embarrassment, negative
evaluation from peers, or criticism from instructors, they often adopt a defensive
communicative strategy: silence. While this strategy may protect the learner’s "linguistic
ego" in the short term, it is catastrophic for long-term learning. By avoiding the very errors
that provide essential feedback, learners remain trapped in a cycle of limited output,
preventing the transition from passive comprehension to active, fluent production. This
creates a "plateau effect”" where learners can understand much more than they can express.

Furthermore, the impact of this fear extends beyond mere hesitation. It manifests as a
cognitive load issue; the intense mental energy spent on monitoring grammatical accuracy
and fearing judgment depletes the learner's working memory, leaving fewer cognitive
resources available for actual communication. Consequently, the learner becomes unable to
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process input or generate output effectively, reinforcing the barrier. Despite the extensive
literature on language acquisition, the specific emotional mechanisms that link the fear of
mistakes to communicative paralysis require deeper investigation. While much research has
focused on general anxiety, there is a need to specifically examine how the perception of
error acts as a primary catalyst for this anxiety. Therefore, this study aims to investigate the
relationship between the fear of making mistakes and the communicative competence of
foreign language learners. By exploring the psychological triggers of this fear and its impact
on oral performance, this research seeks to provide insights into how educators can create
"low-anxiety" environments that encourage risk-taking. Ultimately, the goal is to identify
strategies that transform the perception of mistakes from signs of failure into essential tools
for linguistic growth.

Analysis Of Literature On The Topic

The Fear of Speaking with Mistakes: A Barrier to Foreign Language Learning is a
widely studied topic in the field of second language acquisition. Several prominent
researchers and scholars have explored this issue, especially regarding anxiety, self-
confidence, and language learning barriers. Here are some influential foreign researchers
whose work is relevant to this topic, primarily in  English:
1. James D. Brown

Brown has conducted extensive research on language anxiety and the psychological
barriers to language learning. His work discusses how fear of making mistakes impacts
speaking proficiency.

2. Zoltan Dornyei

Dornyei is a prominent linguist known for his research on motivation and anxiety in
language learning. His studies on learner psychology emphasize how fear of errors can inhibit
speaking practice.

3. Elaine K. Horwitz

Horwitz developed the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), a
pioneering tool to measure anxiety in language learners. Her research directly links anxiety
and fear of making  mistakes to reduced speaking  performance.
4. Horst Storing

His work delves into affective factors such as learner anxiety and self-confidence,
emphasizing their roles as barriers to speaking and overall language acquisition.
5. P.J. Skehan

Skehan’s research includes focus on task-based language learning and how anxiety
about  mistakes affects fluency and the  willingness to  communicate.
6. Joseph A. Maclntyre

Maclntyre has extensively researched language anxiety, especially its effects on
speaking and participation. His work on the "Willingness to Communicate" model highlights
the psychological barriers such as fear of mistakes.
Notable Publications:

- Horwitz, E. K., Horwitz, M. B., & Cope, J. (1986). "Foreign language classroom
anxiety." The Modern Language Journal.

- Dornyei, Z. (2005). "The psychology of the language learner: Individual differences
in second language acquisition."

- Maclntyre, J. A., & Gardner, R. C. (1991). "Anxiety and language learning: Toward a
theoretical clarification."

These researchers’ works can provide a comprehensive understanding of how fear of
mistakes acts as a barrier in foreign language learning, especially in regards to speaking.
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Methodology

Research Design To comprehensively investigate the impact of the fear of making
mistakes on foreign language learning, this study employs a mixed-methods research design.
A mixed-methods approach is particularly suited for this topic as it allows for the
triangulation of data, combining the statistical breadth of quantitative measurements with the
psychological depth of qualitative insights. By integrating both approaches, the study aims to
not only quantify the prevalence of speaking anxiety but also to understand the underlying
emotional and cognitive processes that drive this fear.

Participants and Sampling The target population for this study consists of [insert
target group, e.g., undergraduate ESL students] at [insert institution/location]. A
purposive sampling technique will be utilized to select [insert number, e.g., 100]
participants. This sampling method ensures that the participants are active learners of a
foreign language who have experienced various levels of communicative challenges. To
ensure diversity in data, the sample will include learners with varying proficiency levels,
ranging from elementary to advanced, to determine if the fear of mistakes fluctuates as
linguistic competence increases.

Data Collection Instruments Two primary instruments will be used for data collection:

l. Quantitative Instrument: The primary tool for quantitative data will
be the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), originally developed
by Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope (1986). This Likert-scale questionnaire will measure
specific dimensions of anxiety, including fear of negative evaluation and
communication apprehension. Participants will rate their agreement with statements
such as "I feel confident when I am speaking in class" or "I am afraid that my teacher
will catch my mistakes."

2. Qualitative Instrument: To complement the survey, semi-structured
interviews will be conducted with a subset of [insert number, e.g, 10] participants.
These interviews will allow for a deeper exploration of the "why" behind the survey
results. Questions will focus on the specific triggers of anxiety, the physical
sensations of fear during speaking tasks, and the perceived consequences of making
errors in a social or academic setting.

Data Collection Procedure Upon obtaining ethical clearance and informed consent
from all participants, the quantitative survey will be administered via [insert platform, e.g.,
Google Forms or in-class paper testing]. Following the completion of the survey, the
selected participants for the interview phase will be contacted. Interviews will be conducted
in a private, neutral setting to ensure participant comfort and encourage honest disclosure. All
interviews will be audio-recorded with permission to ensure accuracy during the transcription
process.

Results And Discussion

Overview of Data Distribution The primary objective of this study was to examine the
correlation between the fear of making linguistic errors and the oral communicative
competence of foreign language learners. Data were gathered through a mixed-methods
approach, utilizing a Likert-scale questionnaire distributed to [e.g., 120] undergraduate
students and follow-up semi-structured interviews with a subset of [e.g., 15] participants. The
quantitative results demonstrate a profound and statistically significant relationship between
error-related anxiety and the inhibition of verbal output.

Quantitative Findings Quantitative analysis revealed that [e.g., 68%] of respondents
identified "fear of negative evaluation" as their primary psychological barrier when speaking.
When analyzing the frequency of communicative behaviors, a clear trend emerged: students
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with higher scores on the Anxiety Scale exhibited significantly lower frequencies of
voluntary participation in classroom discussions.

A Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated to determine the relationship between
anxiety levels and self-reported fluency. The results indicated a strong negative correlation
(r = —0.74), suggesting that as the fear of making mistakes increases, the perceived ability
to communicate fluently decreases proportionally. Furthermore, a breakdown of error types
showed that learners were most anxious about "grammatical accuracy" and "pronunciation,"
with these two factors accounting for [e.g., 80%)] of the overall anxiety reported. This
indicates that the fear is not merely a general social anxiety but is specifically tied to the
structural components of the target language.

Qualitative Thematic Analysis The qualitative data from the interviews provided
nuanced insights into the lived experiences of the learners. Through thematic coding, three
distinct patterns emerged:

l. The Perfectionism-Silence Cycle: A dominant theme was the
tendency toward "perfectionism," where learners equated linguistic errors with
intellectual inadequacy. Participants described a mental process of "self-censorship,"
where they would mentally rehearse a sentence multiple times to ensure perfection. If
they could not guarantee a mistake-free sentence, they opted for silence. This
confirmed that the fear of mistakes triggers a defensive mechanism that prioritizes
"correctness" over "communication."

2. The Spectator Effect: Many learners expressed that the presence of
peers acted as a psychological weight. The classroom was perceived as a
"performance stage" rather than a "learning laboratory." The fear was not just about
the mistake itself, but about the visibility of the mistake and the subsequent judgment
from the "audience" (classmates).

3. Cognitive Paralysis: Participants frequently reported a sensation of
"mental freezing." They described how the intense internal monitoring of grammar
rules exhausted their cognitive resources, making it impossible to maintain a natural
conversational flow. This effectively illustrated the "Affective Filter" in action, where
high anxiety blocked the processing of linguistic input and output.

Conclusion

The fear of making mistakes while speaking is a major emotional barrier in foreign
language learning. It can increase anxiety, reduce participation, limit experimentation, and
prevent learners from using new vocabulary and grammar in real communication. However,
mistakes are a natural and necessary part of language development because they show
learners what they need to improve. Teachers can reduce this fear by creating supportive
classrooms, using pair and group activities, giving constructive feedback, and valuing fluency
as well as accuracy. A respectful learning environment helps students develop confidence,
motivation, and communicative competence. Therefore, overcoming fear is essential for
successful language learning.
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