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Abstract 

A STUDY OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE ANXIETY AMONG 

CHINESE COLLEGE STUDENTS 

 

Qiu Di (Kiko) 

The aims of this paper are to determine whether English language anxiety in Chinese college 

students affects their learning of English, to identify what these effects are, and to discover 

strategies for countering such anxiety. A brief review of literature on the previous studies of 

English language anxiety was conducted. A second review of literature relating to definitions, 

classifications, causes of these anxieties, and relations with other variables was also conducted. 

Through a review of the literature, the corresponding countermeasures of anxiety were 

summarized and a variety of recommendations were provided: 1) create a relaxing and pleasant 

learning atmosphere, 2) increase learners’ self-confidence, 3) reduce learners’ test anxiety, and 4) 

adopt cooperative learning in the English class. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

Anxiety, as a common psychological reaction, is a complex state of restlessness, 

apprehension, and frights that results from a prolonged threat to self-esteem when someone 

encounters difficulties to reach a goal or overcome difficulties. Anxiety plays a significant role in 

language learning and communication and is a real challenge in second and foreign language 

teaching and learning. English language anxiety has long been the major discussion issue for the 

language researchers such as Krashen, Horwitz, Oxford, etc. in the aspect of language teaching. 

Teachers and educators have been seeking for the countermeasures to deal with anxiety. This 

paper is a report on studies on English language anxiety and corresponding countermeasures 

based on the subjects of Chinese college students. 

In western countries, a large number of studies (e.g., Aida, 1994; Horwitz, 1988; Young, 

1991) have confirmed that foreign language anxiety has great influence on the language learning 

process and is one of the best predictors for individual differences in language learning success. 

For example, Krashen’s (1982) Affective Filter Hypothesis notes that acquirers with 

optimal attitudes are hypothesized to have low affective filters that corresponded to high 

motivation, self-confidence, and a lack of anxiety. The importance of anxiety in language 

acquisition has become a matter of debate and extensive research among language teachers, 

linguists and researchers (Andres, 2002). Campbell and Ortiz (1991) consider the levels of 

language anxiety among university students to be alarming and estimate that up to half of all 

language students experience debilitating levels of language anxiety. In general, foreign 

language classrooms appear to be particularly prone to anxiety arousal (Price, 1991). According 

to Gardner and Macintyre (1993), language anxiety is a fear or apprehension occurring when a 

learner is expected to perform in the second or foreign language. Macintyre argues that anxiety 
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can make the difference between success and failure in language learning. Macintyre (1995) and 

Macintyre and Gardner (1989) show that anxiety might negatively correlate with language 

learning outcomes, and they insist that reducing anxiety might enhance learners’ motivation and 

improve their foreign language learning.  

The economic globalization has heightened the need for English language learning and 

teaching in China. Although most teachers and students stress the importance of English learning 

and have made great efforts in teaching and learning English, the results sometimes fail to meet 

their expectations, which frustrate them over a long period of time (Zhang, 2007). As a result, to 

the students, learning English language has become an unpleasant and stressful task. Macintyre 

(1995) suggests that affective factors, especially anxiety, are the obstacle in the process of 

language learning. Based on the argument, how to lower the anxiety and promote students’ 

English language learning appears to be urgent and important.  

This paper intends to study the anxiety of college students in China. It involves the 

following questions: 1) What are the causes of English language anxiety? 2) What kind of roles 

should a teacher perform to lessen English learning anxiety? 3) What particular strategies can he 

or she employ to reduce it?  
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Purpose of the Research 
 

Language anxiety may cause cognitive interference in the learning process, and we should 

find ways to deal with these. The main purpose of this research paper is to see if the theories of 

foreign language anxiety are applicable to Chinese English language learning students and to 

what extent it affects the language learning. To find the reasons and sources of foreign language 

learning anxiety in such contexts is another aim of the research. While the final and necessary 

purpose is to find the countermeasures on how to provide a low-anxiety environment for the 

students and make them learn English more efficiently and happily. 

Significance of the Problem 
 

Since the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) was designed and 

published by Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986), research on foreign language anxiety has made 

great progress. Many researchers, such as Aida (1994) and Young (1991), agree that foreign 

language anxiety can be measured validly and reliably and it plays an important role in foreign 

language learning. They found that foreign language anxiety was pervasive and has a negative 

correlation with foreign language learning. 

The significance of the present study is as follows: first, it can help Chinese foreign 

language learners be aware of the nature of foreign language anxiety, and thus, it can let learners 

know how to reduce their English language anxiety and to increase their English language level 

by using appropriate learning countermeasures. Second, learners with different anxieties use 

different strategies and thus have different levels. It is of great importance to create a low-anxiety 

and supportive classroom environment that facilitates language learning. Finally, it can help 

foreign language teachers know the harmfulness of anxiety and the importance of strategy 

instructions. 
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Assumptions 
 

For the purpose of this paper, it is assumed that all research and review of the current 

literature was accurately reported. It is also assumed that the literature will make 

recommendations on how best to use the research available. 

Delimitations of the Research 
 

The research was conducted in and through the Karrmann Library at the University of 

Wisconsin-Platteville and other sources over eighty-eight (88) days. Primary searches were 

conducted via the Internet through EBSCO host with ERIC, Academic Search Elite, 

Google/Google Scholar and other search engines. Key search topics included “English language 

anxiety,” “countermeasure,” and “ESL.” 

Method 
 

A brief review of literature on the previous studies of English language anxiety was 

conducted. In addition, a second review of literature relating to the related definitions, 

classifications, causes of these anxieties, and relations with other variables were conducted. The 

findings were summarized and recommendations were made.  

Definition of Terms 
 

Anxiety--the psychological term that refers to the unpleasant emotional state or condition 

characterized by subjective feeling of tension, apprehension, and worry, and by activation or 

arousal of the autonomic nervous system (Spielberger, 1972). 

 

Language Anxiety--refers to the uneasy and anxious mood caused by something related to 

foreign language learning.  

 

Foreign Language Anxiety--a kind of fear or apprehension occurring when a learner is expected 

to perform in a foreign language or second language (Gardner & Macintyre, 1993). 
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Chapter Two: Review of Related Literature 

Definitions of Foreign Language Anxiety 

Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986) define foreign language anxiety as “a distinct complex 

of self-perceptions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors related to classroom language learning 

arising from the uniqueness of the language process” (1986, p. 128). According to the authors, 

foreign language anxiety is a kind of fear dealing with a learner’s self-esteem resulting from the 

limitations of communicating and poor foreign language ability, and it shows that foreign 

language anxiety is most clearly associated with the oral aspects of language use, i.e., listening 

and speaking (Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope, 1986).  

Gardner and Macintyre (1993) maintain that language anxiety should be seen as “a stable 

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

speaking in the second language” (1993, p. 5).  

Aida (1994) suggests that foreign language anxiety consists of the five parts: 1) speech 

anxiety and fear of negative evaluation, 2) fear of falling the class, 3) discomfort in speaking 

with native speakers, 4) negative attitudes toward English class, and 5) test anxiety. 

Arnold (2000) believes that anxiety is quite possibly the affective factor that most 

pervasively obstructed the learning process. It was associated with negative feelings such as 

uneasiness, frustration, self-doubt, apprehension and tension. Language anxiety ranks high 

among factors influencing language learning, regardless of whether the setting is informal or 

formal. 
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Classifications of Foreign Language Anxiety 

To satisfy different needs of research into anxiety, researchers classify anxiety into different 

categories.  

According to Macintyre and Gardner (1991), anxiety can be interpreted from three 

categories: trait anxiety, state anxiety and situation-specific anxiety. A distinction can be made 

between the three categories that provide an important insight to our understanding of foreign 

language anxiety.  

Trait anxiety may be defined as a more permanent predisposition to having anxiety. It is 

perhaps best viewed as an aspect of personality. Spielberger (1983) considers trait anxiety as an 

individual’s likelihood of becoming anxious in any situation. 

State anxiety is a blend of the trait and situational approaches (Macintyre & Gardner, 1991). 

It is apprehension experienced at a particular moment in time, for example, prior to taking 

examinations (Spielberger, l983). It occurs when evoked by threatening stimuli, and usually 

endures for only a limited period after the disappearance of the threat. Brown (2001) holds that 

trait anxiety is more permanent predisposition to be anxiety and it can be regarded as a stable 

part of a person’s personality since some people are predictably and generally anxious about 

many things.  

Several research studies (Aida, 1994; Macintyre & Gardner, 1991; Oxford, 1999) of anxiety 

have adopted a situation-specific approach, which can be seen as trait anxiety measures limited 

to a given context. Situation-specific anxiety has the characteristics of trait anxiety related to a 

specific situation, such as public speaking, writing examinations, performing math, or 

participating in foreign language class. This category is quite different from the previous two and 

particularly concentrates on relatively independent anxiety-provoking situations.  
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Foreign language anxiety is situation-specific, because it is mainly related to the specific 

situation in classroom performances, including listening to the teacher, speaking before the 

whole class, class quizzes, evaluations by teachers and classmates and apprehension about 

classroom activities. Aida (1994) finds a high correlation between the two FLCAS scores of the 

same subjects in the fall and in the spring. Perhaps it starts as a situation-specific anxiety and 

later becomes trait anxiety; as Oxford (1999) puts it, “language anxiety starts as transitory 

episodes of fear in a situation of performing in the language, it diminishes over time, . . . but if it 

does not decrease, it becomes a trait and will affect language learning pervasively” (1999, p. 62). 

For the brief description of the three research perspectives, some have taken a trait anxiety 

approach, some are concerned with state anxiety and others employ situation specific measures. 

Alpert and Haber (1960) point out that while some language researchers assert that a positive 

mode of anxiety exists, most language research shows a negative relationship between anxiety 

and performance. Based on its effects on performance, anxiety is divided into debilitating 

anxiety and facilitating anxiety.  
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Debilitating Anxiety 

Gardner and Macintyre (1993) state that the strongest negative correlation with language 

achievement is anxiety. Debilitating anxiety is harmful, related to plummeting motivation, 

negative attitudes and beliefs, and language performance difficulties (Oxford, 1999). It occurs 

when the students participate in oral reports, role-plays and other types of interactive activities. 

Moreover, frustrating experiences in listening, speaking, writing and reading also create harmful 

anxiety because the learning experiences are frequently incomprehensible or negative in nature. 

It is estimated that almost half of all language students experience debilitating level of foreign 

language anxiety (Campbell & Ortiz, 1991).  

Facilitating/Facilitative Anxiety 

Facilitating anxiety is considered to be an asset to performance. This kind of anxiety shows 

the predicted positive correlations with learner’s willingness to attempt difficult linguistic 

structures in the second language. Some suggest that language anxiety is actually “helpful” or 

“facilitating” in some ways, such as keeping students alert (Scovel, 1978). In Bailey’s (1983) 

study of competitiveness and anxiety in second language learning, facilitative anxiety was one of 

the keys to success, and closely related to competitiveness. Terrell and Krashen (1983) agree that 

a certain amount of anxiety, which they termed as “attention,” can be a helpful aspect of anxiety 

in language acquisition.  

Facilitating anxiety enhances language learning while debilitating anxiety hinders language 

learning. Willams (1991) suggests that the distinction between these two types of anxiety may 

correspond to the intensity of anxiety, with a low-anxiety state having a facilitating function and 

a high-anxiety state a debilitating effect. The Yerkes-Dodson Law “describes a curvilinear 

relationship between anxiety and performance as a function of task difficulty to illustrate the 
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double-effect of language during the process of foreign language learning” (MacIntyre, 1995, p. 

92) (see Figure 1). Yerkes-Dodson Law is an empirical relationship between anxiety arousal and 

performance, originally developed by psychologists, Robert M. Yerkes and John Dillingham 

Dodson in 1908 (Yerkes & Dodson, 1908). 

 

The figure shows “two different conclusions arising from a focus on two different points in 

the continuous, cyclical process involving anxiety cognition, and behavior” (Macintyre, 1995, p. 

92). From a cognitive aspect, it means that when a given task is relatively simple, anxiety seems 

to have little negative effect and may actually improve performance. However, the increased 

effort may not fully compensate for the cognitive interference, and anxiety will begin to have a 

negative effect. As demand further exceeds ability, the impairment caused by anxiety arousal 

worsens.  

 



 

10 

 

Causes for the Existence of Foreign Language Anxiety 

Causes of foreign language anxiety have been addressed by a lot of researchers. Any 

negative factor appearing in the course of language learning may cause learners to have 

apprehension, nervousness or tension. In order to conquer those obstacles, the analysis of causes 

of foreign language anxiety seems to be necessary and helpful.  

Oxford (1999) states that the causes of language anxiety range from highly personal to 

procedural and lists the following causes of language anxiety: self-esteem, tolerance of 

ambiguity, risk-taking, competitiveness, social anxiety, test anxiety, identity and cultural shock, 

beliefs, classroom activities and methods, and instructor-learner interactions.  

Self-esteem 

Self-esteem is a self-judgment of worth or value, based on feelings of efficacy and a sense 

of interacting effectively with one’s own environment (Oxford, 1999). Horwitz, Horwitz and 

Cope (1986) note that foreign language learning may make students feel a risk to their 

self-esteem since their normal means of communication are eliminated, their freedom to make 

errors, and their ability to behave like normal people. An investigation carried out by Gao (2003) 

reveals that self-esteem could result in the different anxiety levels of the students. The subjects 

with high self-esteem might control their anxiety better and their language performances were 

better than those with low self-esteem. Low self-esteem may be a significant factor causing 

language anxiety because students are expected to perform orally more often in language 

classroom than in other classes. 

Tolerance of Ambiguity 

Language learning is highly interpersonal and fraught with ambiguities and unpredictability. 

Tolerance of ambiguity is the acceptance of confusing situations (Oxford, 1999). Second 
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language learning has a great deal of ambiguity about meanings, referents and pronunciation. If 

the students cannot tolerate this ambiguity, language anxiety often rises. Horwitz, Horwitz and 

Cope (1986) find that increased levels of anxiety influenced students’ interpretations of 

ambiguous scenes. Anxious students showed less willingness to be interpretive in their 

comments and relied more upon descriptions of the scene itself. Shi (2003) found that the lack of 

ambiguity tolerance was the basic cause of anxiety. 

Risk-taking 

Risk-taking ability in language learning refers to the ability to guess meaning based on 

background knowledge and speak up despite the possibility of making occasional mistakes, 

rather than taking no risks at all or taking extreme, uninformed risks (Oxford, 1999). According 

to Oxford (1990), students who are highly anxious about language learning are often reluctant to 

take risks. In fact, it is more useful for language learners to take moderate but intelligent risks 

than taking no risks at all or taking extreme, uninformed risks (Oxford, 1990).  

Competitiveness 

Bailey (1983) asserts that competitiveness can lead to language anxiety when language 

learners compare themselves with others or with an idealized self-image, which they can rarely 

attain. He suggests that “anxiety can be caused and/or aggravated by the learner’s 

competitiveness when he sees himself as less proficient than the object of comparison” (1983, p. 

27). Scarcella and Oxford (1992) find that competitiveness could relate to language anxiety, 

though not in all students. According to Zhang (2007), Chinese students have higher anxiety in 

English learning because in China, individuals are often placed in the competitive instead of 

cooperative environment, which can easily cause anxiety. 
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Social Anxiety 

Oxford (1999) states social anxiety occurs along with the prospect or actual presence of 

interpersonal evaluation. Students who are highly sensitive to others’ evaluations of them tend to 

avoid taking part in the activities that may cause others’ negative assessments. Lindy (2002) 

finds that the major stressors were performance in front of others in English class and interaction 

with native speakers of English. Because the Chinese students were influenced by Confucian 

cultures, their anxiety was higher than that of European students. 

Test Anxiety 

Test anxiety is defined by Sarason (1988) as the tendency to view with alarm the 

consequences of inadequate performance in an evaluative situation. Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope 

writes, “Test anxious students often put unrealistic demands on themselves and feel that anything 

less than a perfect test performance is a failure” (Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope, 1986, p. 127-128). 

Students with test anxiety frequently experience cognitive interference and have a difficult time 

focusing on the task at hand (Aida, 1994). 

Identity and Culture Shock 

Identification with a language group or target culture implies that the learner is an insider 

(Oxford, 1999). The fear of losing one’s own identity is part of culture shock. According to 

Adler (1987), culture shock is defined as “a form of anxiety that results from the loss of 

commonly perceived and understood signs and symbols of social intercourse” (1987, p. 25). 

Young (1992) suggests that anxiety is lower if a student feels such identification, and anxiety is 

higher if the student does not identify with the target language group, whereas for other learners 

anxiety can arise because of over-identification with the language group or fear of the loss of 

personal identity.  
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Beliefs  

Research findings suggest that the beliefs of both learners and instructors are linked to 

language anxiety (Oxford, 1999). Foreign language learners in Horwitz’s (1988) study believed 

that they should be able to speak with great accuracy and an excellent accent. Some of these 

beliefs were extremely unrealistic and led to language anxiety.  

Instructor beliefs about language teaching are a further source of language anxiety. Many 

language teachers maintain the belief that they must correct every error. However, these 

behaviors can lead to language anxiety (Young, 1991). 

Classroom Activities and Methods 

Most classroom activities, like listening comprehension, oral presentations, reading and 

writing, can make students anxious. Koch and Terrell (1991) find oral skits and oral 

presentations in front of the class are most anxiety-producing activities and that oral quizzes and 

being called on to respond orally were also anxiety-producing. Writing, reading or listening can 

also create fear (Horwitz and Young, 1991). Some teaching methods, such as community 

language learning, the audio-lingual method, etc., can reduce language anxiety for many learners 

(Samimy and Rardin, 1994). 

Instructor-learner Interactions 

Many researchers relate language anxiety to instructor-learner interactions. Harsh error 

correction, ridicule and the uncomfortable handling of mistakes in front of a class are among the 

most important instructor-learner interaction issues related to language anxiety (Oxford, 1999). 

In Li and Fan’s (2004) study, they summarized that instructor-learner interaction means too 

much corrections of the students’ errors. 
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Previous Studies on Foreign Language Anxiety in China  

In the chapter of introduction, previous studies on anxiety in Western countries have been 

elaborated, and thus, here, previous studies on anxiety in China are presented as follows. 

In China, some studies have been done on Chinese students to examine the effects of 

foreign language anxiety on foreign language learning.  

Wang (2005) studied 222 non-English major students in Henan University of Technology, 

126 males and 96 females. She used Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) and 

FLCAS were employed as the instruments. The results of her study showed that Chinese college 

students experienced comparatively high levels of anxiety in their foreign language class. There 

were also significant gender differences in foreign language anxiety, with female students were 

less anxious than male students in English class. 

Li (2007) investigated the relationships between foreign language anxiety, learning 

strategies and Test for English Major (TEM)-4 scores in Chinese English majors. A total of 188 

English majors from the School of Foreign Languages of Ludong University took part in the 

study as subjects. The revised questionnaire of FLCAS and SILL by Oxford (1990) and the 

scores of TEM-4 were used. The results revealed that Chinese sophomores majoring in English 

are likely to experience foreign language anxiety. Foreign language anxiety has a negative 

correlation with TEM-4 scores: the higher the students’ anxiety is, the poorer their scores are; 

and the relationship between foreign language anxiety and learning strategies is negative. The 

higher the students’ anxiety is, the lower the frequency of use of learning strategies.  

Jin (2007) selected 223 students of non-English major in her second grade in Jiangxi 

Normal University for the study, including 109 students of social science and 114 of science. 

From these, 12 students were interviewed. She used FLCAS of the scale in this study and scores 
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of College English Test (CET)-4 were obtained to access students’ English proficiency. The 

findings of her study indicate that there exist significant differences between social science and 

science students in language anxiety. Science students are universally more anxious than social 

science students. And there also exist significant differences between high proficiency and low 

proficiency students in language anxiety. Low proficiency students are commonly more anxious 

than high proficiency students.   

The above is a review of foreign language anxiety, involving its definitions, classification, 

causes related to it and previous studies of it. This can help us have a clear picture of foreign 

language anxiety. Therefore, we can get several corresponding countermeasures to deal with the 

anxiety.  
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Chapter Three: Conclusions and Recommendations 

The reviewed studies have proved that among affective factors of language learners, anxiety 

seems to be the biggest obstacle of foreign language learning. On the other hand, 

countermeasures we should take play an important role in effective language learning.  

Creating a Relaxing and Pleasant Learning Atmosphere 

A relaxing and pleasant learning atmosphere or environment is important to reduce 

students’ anxiety. When a teacher becomes a facilitator or director, it is helpful to create a 

learner-friendly, supportive and secure classroom atmosphere. In such a class, the teacher and the 

students are all actors and all the students are actively involved in the classroom activities such 

as playing games, singing English songs, role playing, etc. These can make students relax in 

class and concentrate on learning tasks. 

Crookall and Oxford (1991) suggest that playing games with the language can reduce 

language anxiety. If the learning of a new language provokes inhibition and caution in the part of 

the student who fears ridicule due to incompetence in a real situation, the activity of play through 

game scenarios has great potential (Young, 1991). In fact the person at play can be more easily 

forgiven for errors of judgment and poor communication. So it is an effective way to create 

students’ interest, motivate, encourage participation and reduce anxiety. Laroy (1998) believes 

that music has sometimes been described metaphorically as a language without words. Using 

music or songs is a good approach to make the class relaxing and pleasant to some extent. It can 

improve the class dynamics and reduce language learners’ anxiety, develop their language skill 

and contribute to their success. There are a variety of English songs, such as folk songs, protest 

songs, pop songs or rap songs, which when properly chosen during class, are a useful tool to 

teach stress and phonology. Because some songs are suitable for structure and vocabulary 
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learning, they can be used for oral and written expression, while other songs can be taught to 

language learners for introducing culture. For example, “Jingle Bells” can be taught to introduce 

something about Christmas Day, an important holiday in English-speaking countries.  

Besides, role playing is an extremely useful method to reduce language anxiety for second 

language learning. According to Tompkins (1998), role playing lets students learn and practice 

new language in a non-threatening setting, which can encourage students’ thinking and creativity, 

and help them develop and improve their language skills. In addition, role playing can provide a 

“real” communicative environment for students to practice the foreign language. The active 

involvement and absorbing interaction can make students forget they are learning a foreign 

language. Students can try out new behaviors in a safe environment, which helps them develop 

confidence to acquire a new language.  

In addition, teachers should have a good sense of humor and be friendly, kind and patient all 

the time. The teacher should apply proper and non-threatening ways to correct students’ errors in 

the ESL/EFL classroom, for example, using encouraging words and minimizing criticism. 

Teachers can reduce language anxiety by believing in the notion that mistakes are a natural part 

of the language learning process and that everyone has to make certain mistakes to become 

fluent in language communication. Therefore, students can take an optimistic view on language 

errors and realize that making mistakes during language learning is evitable and normal. Students 

feel more at ease when the teacher’s manner of correction is not harsh and when the teacher does 

not overreact to mistakes (Young, 1991).  
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Increasing Learners’ Self-confidence 

Based on the above review of literature-related anxiety, we find that self-confidence is an 

important factor that strongly influence on students’ language anxiety. Students with high 

self-confidence may have less fear about negative assessments and are therefore more willing to 

engage in the classroom activities and put themselves in learning situations. However, those who 

low self-confidence may feel more anxious in the English classroom and tend to underestimate 

their ability. They may keep feeling that they are looked down upon by others or not relaxed in 

language classroom, and they are preoccupied with fear of failure in examination or speaking 

English before others. This kind of disheartening and frustrating English learning experience 

constitutes an enormous obstacle to their further learning, and must be overcome. Therefore, in 

order to develop students’ self-confidence, teachers can give students enough time and more 

positive experience in their foreign language learning. They can offer students various 

opportunities of receiving success in English classroom.  

Increased ability will build up learners’ self-confidence and thus reduce their anxiety. In this 

case, self-talk helps a lot to ease the anxious feelings. The students may always say to themselves 

“I can do it.” When building up a positive conception of himself or herself by using self-talk, the 

negative feelings may be replaced gradually. Proper self-talk removes students’ affective 

obstacles in English learning and also brings them benefits of building a healthy concept and 

developing a positive and optimistic attitude toward life in the long run. 

Correcting students’ misconception of language learning is also helpful in raising their 

self-confidence. A number of students would not to speak English because they believe nothing 

should be said in English until it can be said correctly and fluently. Teachers should discuss with 
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their students reasonable commitments for successful language learning and the value of some 

language ability if it is less developed (Young, 1991).  

Having realistic expectations is very crucial for language learners, especially those of a low 

level or poor proficiency. The students may be frustrated by their high or unrealistic expectations, 

so the realization of their proper expectations will help the learners build up their self-confidence, 

produce a more positive self-image and make them show much competitiveness in their future 

tasks. Only when the expectation one makes is well within his reach, he can make it come true 

with confidence, and thus avoiding anxiety.  

Reducing Learners’ Test Anxiety  

As a result of the competition among students, teachers often use tests to evaluate their 

students, which is easy to cause the students’ test anxiety. Test anxiety directly affects test results, 

and test results may create or deflate learners’ self-confidence and self-esteem. Students with test 

anxiety might be afraid of tests because of previous experiences of failure. Thus, they are 

conscious of their fear and anxiety from the beginning to the end. Therefore, it is necessary to 

seek out how to avoid the terrible situations and reduce test anxiety.  

First, teachers, parents and students should have a reasonable attitude toward tests. Teachers 

and parents should not exert excessive demands on the students, but help them estimate 

themselves properly and students should be concerned about the process of study and know the 

material well enough to recall it even if under stress. Both teachers and students should make 

clear that the emphasis is on proficiency rather than test results. After all, a test is only a transient 

summary of students’ achievements. The key points are to find out deficiency and then make up 

for it. 
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Second, teachers should reduce the number of tests, because test is a kind of source 

producing learners’ anxiety (Oxford, 1999). Testing is a commonly used means of assessing 

what and how students learned in the past and it is also a means of assessing instructors’ teaching 

level. However, if the teachers employ tests frequently, students may lose their interest and 

increase their anxiety. So it is necessary to reduce the number of tests (Li, 2007).  

In addition, teachers should give students some instructions about the test. On the one hand, 

before the test, the teacher should tell students about the test’s range, types, and the way of 

making answers etc. On the other hand, the teacher could guide students into an imagery activity. 

For example, they can close their eyes and take deep breaths to relax themselves as a physical 

preparation. Then they are advised to enjoy some pleasant mental scenes. The wonderful 

imagination will reduce their fear to a certain degree. According to Oxford (1999), positive 

self-talk is very important and beneficial to decreasing students’ test anxiety. For example, 

students can speak in mind that “I am sure to do well in the test” or “I don’t need to be anxious 

as I have experiences so many tests” before they engage in a foreign language tests. 

Finally, teachers should pay attention to the process of evaluation rather than test results. Li 

(2007) suggests that when evaluating the students, teachers, parents and students themselves 

should participate in work together to build a portfolio, which contains the following items: 1) 

summary of learning methods, strategies and learning environments, 2) samples of work or 

products, 3) self-assessment and improvement, 4) personal goals or objectives for the next 

several years, 5) recognition of learning achievement, including awards, published papers and 

invited presentations, 6) an index to further evidence of archive of materials, 7) feedback from 

parents, peers and teachers, 8) reflection on feedback, including self-reflection and so on. If the 
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students’ achievements don’t depend on examination only, their test anxiety will decrease more 

or less. 

Adopting Cooperative Learning  

Cooperative learning is a suitable method to reduce learners’ anxiety. It is gaining broad 

acceptance in a multitude of language learning classrooms, because of its contributions to 

improving the overall climate of the classroom and its potential for providing supportive and 

expanded opportunities for learners to use the language (Wang, 2005).  

Lili et al. (2006) defines cooperative learning through highlighting some important factors. 

Ideally the cooperative teams consist of four people and last for several times in which members 

provide mutual support. In cooperative management, the teacher manages the learning process 

and arranges the classroom to make sure that students have equal access to the view of the 

teacher and the blackboard. The class should also have a will to cooperate, and the teacher must 

form task and reward structures to encourage students to participate. Students must be taught the 

cooperative skills so as to listen to each other, to solve conflicts and to continue the on-going 

task. 

All in all, cooperative learning allows students to work together to reach common goals. 

Compared to competitive or individualistic students, cooperative learning promotes greater 

achievement motivation, more insistence in completing the tasks. Learners will hold more 

positive attitudes toward language learning in such learning situations (Gardner, 1985). Teachers 

should, therefore, conduct class activities in groups and form support groups for 

performance-concerned students so they can discuss concerns and difficulties encountered in 

language learning. By cooperative learning, students of different major and on different levels 

will help each other and facilitate each other in language learning.  
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There are many different types of cooperative activities such as Think-Pair-Share, Jigsaw, 

Roundtable, 3 Step Interview, Discovery Method, Cooperative Note-Taking Pairs, Peer Editing, 

and Team Learning etc. Teachers can choose a suitable method with regard to learners’ needs 

and possibilities specific to learning contexts. 

Based on cooperative learning’s structure, whatever type is chosen, a cooperative group 

should be formed by the students of different characters, different sexes, different proficiency 

and abilities, and even different family backgrounds to work together and reach common goals. 

Because cooperation means group participation in one project in which the outcome results from 

common effort, the goal is shared and each person’s success is linked with every other person’s 

success. In practice, this means that ideas and materials are shared, labor is divided, and 

everyone in the groups are rewarded for the successful completion of the task. Therefore, in the 

cooperative group, each individual will play a unique role. For instance, an introvert is suitable 

for the recorder of the group while an extrovert could act as a reporter. Assigning proper roles 

can increase the individual’s sense of success.  

In order to make students cooperate well, cohesiveness must, firstly, be stressed. Strong 

group cohesiveness makes group cooperation more dynamic and effective. Secondly, the 

students could be taught some specific skills to interact, such as turn-taking, active listening, and 

positive feedback, etc. Finally, every member in each group has to express their ideas in foreign 

language. From above, we see that competitive, individualistic or cooperative learning situations 

bring less anxiety and promote greater achievement motivation. It can improve ESL/EFL 

students’ self-esteem, arouse motivation of learning, increase the participation chance in 

language use, and develop interpersonal skills. All these help to reduce the anxiety of learning 

foreign language. 
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In conclusion, the countermeasures decreasing foreign language anxiety should be adopted 

by the teachers in the English classroom. Although English teaching in China has made great 

strides in recent years, the phenomenon low efficiency still exists. Most of the students have the 

strong will to learn English well, but the results might fail to meet their expectations. One of the 

biggest problems they face in English learning is the high pressure of communication and 

examination in the language classroom, which has been an obstacle in their process of language 

learning. The above countermeasures, to a certain degree, may effectively improve the anxiety 

level of Chinese college students. However, apart from these techniques, some other useful 

measures dealing with foreign language anxieties need to be further studied in the future. For 

example, further research could focus on the relationship between some other skill-specific 

anxieties and specific language skills. In addition, some kinds of research methods, such as 

quantitative approach, qualitative approach, and questionnaires can be adopted to investigate 

relationship between foreign language anxiety and language learning.  
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