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Abstract: Foreign Language Anxiety (FLA) is widely recognized as one of the most
influential affective factors affecting second and foreign language acquisition. Researchers
have consistently demonstrated that anxiety negatively influences learners’ speaking ability,
listening comprehension, academic achievement, participation, confidence, and overall
language performance. This article examines the effects of foreign language anxiety on
English as a Second Language (ESL) and English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners
through an analysis of empirical and theoretical studies. The paper discusses the origins,
dimensions, and psychological mechanisms of FLA, including communication apprehension,
fear of negative evaluation, and test anxiety. Furthermore, it explores how anxiety interferes
with cognitive processing during language learning and contributes to reduced learner
motivation and classroom participation. The study also analyzes pedagogical approaches that
can minimize anxiety in language classrooms, including supportive teaching methods,
collaborative learning, and positive classroom environments. The findings indicate that high
anxiety levels are strongly associated with lower academic performance and reduced
communicative competence. The article concludes that reducing anxiety should be
considered a central objective in ESL/EFL instruction to improve learners’ achievement and
psychological well-being.
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Introduction

Learning a second or foreign language is a complex cognitive and emotional process.
Among the emotional variables influencing language acquisition, Foreign Language Anxiety
(FLA) has received considerable scholarly attention. Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope identified
FLA as a distinct psychological construct specifically associated with language learning
situations.

Foreign language anxiety refers to feelings of tension, nervousness, apprehension, and
worry experienced during language learning or communication in a non-native language.
Unlike general anxiety, FLA is situation-specific and emerges particularly in language
classrooms where learners are required to speak, listen, write, or perform publicly in the
target language.

Research conducted across different countries and educational settings demonstrates
that anxiety is a major obstacle to successful language acquisition. Learners experiencing
high anxiety often avoid communication, hesitate to participate in classroom discussions, and
demonstrate lower self-confidence. These difficulties negatively influence language
achievement and communicative competence.

The Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), developed by Horwitz et al.
in 1986, became one of the most influential instruments for measuring anxiety in language
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classrooms. The scale identifies three principal dimensions of anxiety: communication
apprehension, fear of negative evaluation, and test anxiety.

Studies indicate that speaking activities often produce the highest levels of anxiety
among ESL/EFL learners because students fear making grammatical mistakes, receiving
criticism, or appearing incompetent before peers and teachers. Listening and reading tasks
may also generate anxiety when learners encounter unfamiliar vocabulary or fail to
comprehend input effectively.

In recent decades, globalization and international communication have increased the
importance of English language proficiency. Consequently, understanding the psychological
barriers affecting language learning has become increasingly significant for educators and
researchers. This article investigates the effects of foreign language anxiety on ESL/EFL
students and examines strategies that may reduce anxiety and enhance learning outcomes.

Methodology

This article employs a qualitative review methodology based on the analysis of peer-
reviewed journal articles, books, and academic studies related to foreign language anxiety in
ESL/EFL contexts. The selected sources include foundational theoretical works and
contemporary empirical studies examining the relationship between anxiety and language
performance.

The reviewed studies primarily utilized quantitative research methods, including
questionnaires, surveys, and statistical analyses. Many investigations used the Foreign
Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) developed by Horwitz et al. to measure anxiety
levels among language learners.

The analysis focuses on studies investigating:

* The causes and dimensions of foreign language anxiety;

* The relationship between anxiety and language achievement;

* The impact of anxiety on speaking, listening, reading, and writing skills;

* Psychological and pedagogical factors influencing anxiety;

+ Strategies for reducing anxiety in ESL/EFL classrooms.

The reviewed literature includes studies conducted in universities, secondary schools,
and language institutes across different cultural and linguistic contexts. Only factual and
evidence-based academic sources were included in this review.

Results

The reviewed studies demonstrate a strong negative relationship between foreign
language anxiety and language achievement. Learners with high anxiety levels generally
perform worse academically than learners with lower anxiety levels.

One of the most frequently identified effects of anxiety is reduced oral performance.
Speaking in a foreign language creates intense psychological pressure because learners fear
embarrassment, criticism, and grammatical mistakes. Research conducted among EFL
university students in Algeria found that speaking anxiety was widespread and significantly
affected students’ willingness to communicate.

Communication apprehension emerged as one of the strongest components of foreign
language anxiety. Many learners reported avoiding classroom participation and oral
presentations due to fear of negative evaluation.

Studies also revealed that anxiety negatively influences listening comprehension.
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Learners experiencing anxiety often fail to process spoken input efficiently because anxious
thoughts interfere with concentration and memory. Zhang’s study on listening anxiety
demonstrated a significant relationship between listening anxiety and reduced listening
performance.

Research further indicates that anxiety interferes with cognitive processing during
language acquisition. According to Maclntyre and Gardner’s cognitive processing model,
anxiety disrupts language learning at the input, processing, and output stages. Learners may
fail to absorb information effectively, experience difficulty organizing linguistic knowledge,
and struggle to retrieve vocabulary during communication.

Another important finding concerns learners’ self-confidence and motivation. High
anxiety levels contribute to low self-esteem, reduced participation, and avoidance behaviors.
Students experiencing anxiety are less likely to volunteer answers or engage actively in
classroom interactions.

Meta-analytic research has confirmed a consistent moderate negative correlation
between anxiety and academic achievement across multiple educational contexts.

Analysis and Discussion

Foreign Language Anxiety (FLA) has become one of the most extensively studied
affective variables in second and foreign language acquisition research. Modern linguistic
and psychological studies consistently demonstrate that emotional factors significantly
influence learners’ ability to acquire, process, and use a target language effectively. Among
these emotional variables, anxiety occupies a central position because of its direct impact on
communication, motivation, cognitive processing, and academic achievement. Researchers
increasingly recognize that language learning is not purely an intellectual activity; rather, it is
closely connected with learners’ emotional experiences, self-perception, and social
interaction.

The reviewed literature confirms that FLA is a multidimensional construct involving
psychological, cognitive, behavioral, and social components. Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope
define foreign language anxiety as a distinct form of anxiety specifically associated with
language learning contexts rather than a general personality characteristic. This distinction is
important because many students who perform confidently in other academic subjects may
still experience severe anxiety in language classrooms. Therefore, language anxiety should be
interpreted as a situation-specific phenomenon emerging from the unique communicative
demands of second language acquisition.

One of the most influential dimensions of FLA is communication apprehension.
Communication apprehension refers to fear or nervousness associated with speaking or
listening activities in the target language. In ESL/EFL classrooms, students are frequently
expected to express ideas spontaneously, respond to questions immediately, and interact
publicly in a language they have not yet mastered. These situations often create psychological
pressure because learners become highly conscious of their linguistic limitations. The fear of
making grammatical mistakes, incorrect pronunciation, or inappropriate word choices can
significantly reduce students’ willingness to communicate.

Studies conducted in various cultural contexts indicate that oral communication tasks
generate the highest levels of anxiety among language learners. Melouah’s research among
Algerian EFL students demonstrated that speaking activities such as presentations, classroom
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discussions, and oral examinations were consistently identified as the most stressful
classroom experiences [3]. Similar findings have been reported in Asian, Middle Eastern, and
European educational settings, suggesting that speaking anxiety is a universal phenomenon
among language learners. This widespread pattern indicates that oral communication involves
not only linguistic competence but also emotional vulnerability.

The psychological mechanism underlying communication apprehension can be
explained through self-perception theory and social evaluation processes. Learners often
interpret linguistic mistakes as indicators of intellectual inadequacy rather than normal
components of language development. As a result, students become excessively self-
conscious during communication and attempt to avoid situations where their language
competence may be judged by others. This avoidance behavior creates a negative cycle:
reduced participation limits opportunities for practice, which in turn slows language
development and further increases anxiety.

Fear of negative evaluation represents another major source of language anxiety. In
foreign language classrooms, students constantly evaluate themselves in relation to peers and
teachers. The possibility of receiving criticism or appearing incompetent may threaten
learners’ self-esteem and social identity. This concern is particularly strong in educational
systems emphasizing academic perfection, high examination scores, and teacher-centered
instruction. In such environments, students may perceive language mistakes as personal
failures rather than natural stages of learning.

Fear of negative evaluation affects not only speaking performance but also classroom
interaction patterns. Anxious learners often avoid volunteering answers, participating in
discussions, or asking questions because they fear embarrassment. Research demonstrates
that students with high anxiety levels tend to remain silent even when they know the correct
answer. Consequently, anxiety limits active participation, which is essential for
communicative language learning approaches.

Another important aspect of FLA is test anxiety. Language examinations differ from
many other academic assessments because they often require immediate processing and
spontaneous language production. Students must simultaneously remember vocabulary, apply
grammatical rules, organize ideas, and communicate meaning under time pressure. Anxiety
during examinations can interfere with concentration and memory retrieval, reducing
performance even among academically capable students.

Test anxiety becomes particularly problematic in high-stakes educational systems
where examination results determine academic advancement or career opportunities. Under
such conditions, language learning may become associated with fear and psychological stress
rather than intellectual curiosity or personal growth. Some researchers argue that excessive
testing practices may unintentionally strengthen anxiety and undermine communicative
competence. Students may focus more on avoiding mistakes than on meaningful language
use.

The relationship between anxiety and cognitive processing has been extensively
examined in second language acquisition research. Maclntyre and Gardner proposed that
anxiety negatively influences language learning at three stages: input, processing, and output.
During the input stage, anxious learners may fail to pay sufficient attention to linguistic
information because worry consumes cognitive resources. At the processing stage, anxiety
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interferes with organizing and storing new language knowledge. During output, learners may
struggle to retrieve vocabulary or grammatical structures despite previously understanding
them.

Tobias’s cognitive interference model further explains how anxiety disrupts mental
performance. According to this model, anxious thoughts occupy working memory capacity
that would otherwise be available for learning tasks. In language learning contexts, students
experiencing anxiety may focus excessively on fears of failure or negative evaluation instead
of concentrating on communication itself. This mental distraction reduces processing
efficiency and contributes to poorer academic performance.

The impact of anxiety is particularly evident in listening comprehension activities.
Listening in a foreign language requires rapid processing of unfamiliar sounds, vocabulary,
and grammatical structures. When learners become anxious, they may focus excessively on
individual unknown words instead of understanding the overall message. This tendency
disrupts comprehension because successful listening depends on extracting general meaning
rather than translating every linguistic element separately.

Research on listening anxiety demonstrates that students with higher anxiety levels
frequently report difficulty maintaining concentration during listening tasks. Anxiety may
also create anticipatory fear before listening activities begin, reducing learners’ confidence in
their ability to understand spoken input. Consequently, even relatively simple listening tasks
may appear overwhelming to highly anxious learners.

Reading and writing activities may also be influenced by language anxiety, although
usually to a lesser degree than speaking and listening tasks. Writing anxiety often emerges
when students fear grammatical inaccuracies, limited vocabulary, or negative teacher
feedback. Learners may spend excessive time editing sentences or avoiding complex
language structures in order to minimize errors. This perfectionistic tendency can restrict
creativity and fluency in written communication.

Cultural factors also play an important role in shaping the experience of language
anxiety. In collectivist societies where maintaining social harmony and avoiding public
embarrassment are highly valued, students may experience stronger fear of negative
evaluation. Educational traditions emphasizing teacher authority and error correction may
further intensify anxiety. By contrast, more student-centered learning environments may
encourage risk-taking and reduce fear associated with language mistakes.

Gender differences in foreign language anxiety have also attracted scholarly attention.
Some studies report that female students demonstrate higher levels of language anxiety than
male students, possibly because females tend to express emotional experiences more openly.
However, findings across studies remain inconsistent, suggesting that gender differences may
depend on cultural, educational, and contextual factors rather than biological characteristics
alone.

Motivation and self-efficacy are closely connected with anxiety in language learning.
Students who believe in their ability to succeed generally experience lower anxiety and
demonstrate greater persistence during difficult tasks. Positive self-efficacy beliefs encourage
learners to interpret mistakes as opportunities for improvement rather than evidence of failure.
Conversely, low self-confidence often strengthens anxiety and avoidance behavior.

Gardner’s socio-educational model suggests that motivation significantly influences
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emotional responses during language learning. Integratively motivated learners who value
communication with speakers of the target language may tolerate anxiety more effectively
because they perceive language learning as personally meaningful. Instrumentally motivated
learners, however, may experience stronger pressure when language achievement becomes
associated primarily with examinations or career requirements.

Teacher behavior is another critical factor affecting classroom anxiety. Research
consistently demonstrates that supportive teachers can significantly reduce students’
emotional stress. Positive reinforcement, patience, encouragement, and respectful feedback
contribute to psychologically safe learning environments where students feel comfortable
taking communicative risks.

In contrast, excessively critical teaching methods may intensify anxiety and reduce
learner participation. Constant interruption, public correction of errors, or humiliating
comments may damage students’ confidence and discourage communication. Modern
communicative teaching methodologies therefore emphasize constructive feedback strategies
that balance accuracy with emotional support.

Collaborative learning activities have been identified as effective tools for reducing
anxiety. Pair work, group discussions, and cooperative tasks distribute communicative
responsibility among several learners, reducing individual pressure. Students often feel more
comfortable practicing language skills with peers before performing publicly in front of the
entire class. Cooperative learning environments also encourage social support and mutual
encouragement among students.

Conclusion

Foreign Language Anxiety is a significant psychological factor affecting ESL/EFL
learners across diverse educational contexts. The reviewed literature demonstrates that
anxiety negatively influences speaking performance, listening comprehension, academic
achievement, classroom participation, and learner confidence. Communication apprehension,
fear of negative evaluation, and test anxiety remain the primary dimensions of FLA.

The findings further reveal that anxiety interferes with cognitive processing during
language acquisition, reducing learners’ ability to process, store, and retrieve linguistic
information effectively. Students experiencing high anxiety levels often avoid participation
and display lower motivation and self-confidence.

Educational institutions and language teachers must therefore recognize anxiety as a
critical issue in second language acquisition. Creating supportive classroom environments,
encouraging collaborative learning, providing constructive feedback, and promoting learner
self-efficacy can substantially reduce anxiety and improve language performance.

Future research should continue exploring the interaction between emotional factors
and language learning, particularly in technology-based and multilingual educational
environments. Understanding the psychological dimensions of language acquisition will
remain essential for improving ESL/EFL teaching practices and enhancing student success.
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