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Abstract: The issue of Malaysian graduates not having effecspeaking skill in English has
become a distressing matter. It seems that spedkirignglish is a daunting task that many
Malaysian graduates would avoid. This is due toekistence of second language anxiety that
hinders these undergraduate learners from speaiirignglish. This study aims to determine the
level of English language speaking anxiety amondai&an undergraduate learners and the
contributing factors that lead to this issue. Theréign Language Speaking Anxiety Scale
(FLSAS) by (Balemir, 2009) was adapted and adneirest to measure the level of students’
speaking anxiety and a semi-structured intervievg wanducted to investigate the factors that
contribute to English language speaking anxiety mgndlalaysian undergraduates. The findings
of this study will benefit both undergraduates addcators to be more aware of the existence of
English language speaking anxiety and to find appede strategies to curb this issue.
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A negative correlation between anxiety and secondoreign language speaking anxiety is
established in the literature (Balemir, 2009; Sukmova, 2013; Huang, 2004). Speaking has
been highlighted as the most anxiety-provokingl skild it is the most prominent source of
anxiety in language classroom (Ozturk and GurbQ232 The issue of Malaysian graduates not
having effective speaking skill in English has beeoa distressing matter especially in securing
employment in the future. Despite the fact thatythave been exposed to this language since
kindergarten, Malaysian graduates find it intimidgtto use the second language. This situation
is worrying as most employers put English proficieskills as a requirement to recruit future
employees. If this situation continues, we might Ibeking at an increasing number of
unemployed graduates in our country.

Despite the known importance of mastering Engleshglage, our graduates are still
struggling to use the target language in both avadand social context. Several factors may
contribute to poor communication skills among gegtduand one of them is anxiety. Language
anxiety has been known as one of the inhibitingofacin language learning (Ohata, 2005). Due
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to the limited exposure on the structure and famctf language, learners find it challenging to
acquire new language.

Though research on speaking anxiety has recenttyeased (Suleimenova, 2013;
Cagatay 2015), very limited research has been ateduin the context of undergraduates
learning second language. Looking at the impadt @haiety has on second language learning
process, there is a crucial need to deal with @hguage anxiety faced by learners in Malaysia,
especially in speaking skill. This study hopes nwestigate the level of English language
speaking anxiety and the factors that contributesspeaking anxiety among Malaysian
undergraduates.

English Language Speaking Anxiety

Speaking anxiety can simply be defined as the ééarsing or producing the language
orally (Balemir, 2009). Suleimenova (2013) notedattlthe concern over communication
competence among second or foreign language lsaimehe recent years may trigger a high
level of speaking anxiety.

Ozturk and Gurbuz (2013) who explored the effectgehder on foreign language
speaking anxiety and learners’ motivation found feaale participants are more anxious than
male participants in speaking English. Some stuldge® also explored the relationship between
foreign language anxiety and proficiency level,iagement of performance (Llinas and Garau,
2009, Hismanoglu, 2013). Most of these studiesvgldonegative relationship between language
anxiety and learners’ proficiency, achievement erfgrmance. Llinas and Garau (2009)
explored the effects of foreign language anxiety learners of Spanish in three different
proficiency levels. The results depicted that tlivamced level participants were the most
anxious while the beginner level participants wibeeleast anxious.

Factors Contribute to English Language Speaking Anbety

Kayaoglu and Saglamel (2013) conducted a studxjoeng the learners’ perceptions
of language anxiety in north-eastern state unityelisi Turkey found that learners’ personal
reasons, learners’ belief, teachers’ factors werers the three main sources of anxiety.

1. Personal reasons

Personal reasons are associated with learnersegalfiations and self-comparison to
others. Learners are inclined to evaluate their awifities and these kinds of evaluations can
either be positive or negative.

Anxiety has both positive and negative impact argleage learning. When it comes to
evaluations, research shows that any negative awahs promote anxiety (Nur Afigah Ab.
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Latif, 2015). But, if the evaluation is positiveé,dan help the learners to develop and improve
their language skills (Cagatay, 2015).

Another personal reason associated with speakirigtgris self-comparison to others. It
is referred to as learners’ competitive behaviaarghe language classroom (Aydin, 2001).
When learners feel that they have weaker languéiis than their peers, they will start to
compete with each other and causing them to feebas.

2. Learners’ belief

Learners’ own belief about language learning havenfluence over language anxiety
and speaking anxiety. Some students have this sehdhat specific skills are more important
than others in language learning.

Ohata (2005) stated that some learners choose gracahstructures over pronunciation
because they feel that grammatical knowledge ishnmugre important than pronunciation while
some other learners believe that reading is thet midal skill in language learning. The
unrealistic notion about language learning may hae inhibiting impact on their
accomplishment (Aydin, 2001).

3. Teachers’ factors

Teacher has a detrimental role to the successilarefan language learning (Kayaoglu
and Saglamel, 2013). Studies on the role of teacinelanguage and speaking anxiety showed
that teachers’ treatment of error and attitude tdwdhe students may provoke anxiety (Aydin,
2001).

In language learning process, the way the teadhsas error is pivotal because research
revealed that learners’ motivation and self-efficat language learning depend on the amount
of feedback; negative or positive, they receiveddif, 2001). Teachers’ harsh manner in
treating learners’ error can be said to be an &nkeeeding factor and studies also indicate
parallel evidence to this notion ( Kayaoglu and|8agl, 2013).

Apart from that, teachers’ attitude towards thelstis can also be a factor in language
and speaking anxiety. Cheng (2005) investigatedadleeof teachers’ manner and characteristics
in language anxiety found that teachers who weeadiy, supportive and patient result in less
anxiety among the learners. But, teachers who aoce pommunicator and rigid increased the
learners’ anxiety level.

It is a norm in speaking classes that studentseayaired to participate in oral activities.
However, many researches have shown that learn#éréeal anxious when they are asked to
speak in front of the teacher or their peers anchit be said that most learners would avoid
giving presentation as it is such an anxiety-pravglsituation (Suleimenova, 2013).
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Methodology

This study employed a mixed method design. The tijaime and qualitative data will
be collected and analyzed separately. There ars&wpling procedures used in this study. The
first sampling procedure is random sampling procedthat is used to distribute the
guestionnaire to 280 participants of third year emgdaduates in the selected university. The
second sampling procedure is purposive samplingegiare for the semi-structured interview.
For this interview, the participants were selectsed on their level of English language
speaking anxiety. 2 participants in each level péaking anxiety were selected for this
interview. This is to gain more insight on the @astthat contribute to speaking anxiety from
different level of speaking anxiety.

The first instrument used for this study is questare. The questionnaire utilized is
Foreign Language Speaking Anxiety Scale (FLSAS)ptthfrom Huang (2004) and Balemir
(2009). The second instrument used is semi-stredtunterview. The questions from the
interview were adapted from various sources (Bale2di09; Ozturk and Gurbuz, 2013).

The data obtained from the questionnaire were amdlyising statistical analysis SPSS
version 23.0 and presented in the form of desempdtatistics. The data collected from the semi-
structured interview were analysed using themataysis (Braun and Clark, 2006). The data
were coded into a few main themes which mainly $eclion the factors contribute to the
English language speaking anxiety among Malaysimlergraduates.

Findings
Level of English language speaking anxiety

FLSAS that is used to measure the level of Endbsiguage speaking anxiety among
Malaysian undergraduate contained 28 items. FLS#el @ 5-point Likert scale ranging from
one ‘strongly disagree’ to five ‘strongly agreehd&items in FLSAS that are negatively worded
were scored reversely.

Table 1 below illustrates the level of English daage speaking anxiety among
Malaysian undergraduates. It can be seen that a@tipants (73%) have moderate level of
English language speaking anxiety. 66 particip&n89) have high level of English language
speaking anxiety and the remaining 11 participg4®) have low level of English language
speaking anxiety.

Table 1: Level of English language speaking anxiety amiliadpysian undergraduates

Total FLSAS Anxiety Level Frequency Percentage
98 — 140 High 66 24%
70 — 97 Moderate 203 73%
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28 — 69 Low 11 4%

Factors contribute to English language speaking aaty
1. Personal reasons
High anxiety

Personal reasons are associated with learnerségalfiation and self-comparison
with others. The learners’ evaluation of themselaesl others can be facilitating or
debilitating. These evaluations can either improrvanpede learners’ language ability.

Based on the data, for learners with high levedpefaking anxiety, it is found that
they did have the tendency to evaluate themseloegver, this evaluation is debilitating
them from improving their language ability.

“I get nervous whenever | have tospeak in front of peopleno
matter in what language. Somehow | believe that ihithe reason
why | will never be confidentenough to speak English”
Student 1 | Self-evaluation |Semi-structuredrinéw

Excerpt 4.1 proves that Student 1 (S1) has a negatialuation about her ability
to speak in front of people. Her negative evaluatmvards herself has a negative impact
to her language improvement.

Another personal reason that has led these leatméegl anxious when speaking
English is self-comparison to others. Excerpt 4eReals learners comparing their
speaking skills with their classmates.

“I did compare my speaking skill with my friend. We have
students who are majoring in English in our cldsss intimidating
whenever | hear them speak because they have sgobdaEnglish
slang”
Student 2 | Self-comparison |Semi-structured img@rv

Student 2 (S2) admitted that she compared her sgeakill with her friends.
Since some of her classmates are majoring in Hngitseven adds more to her
nervousness and it is an ‘intimidating’ environmemther.

Moderate anxiety
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The data obtained from the interview shows thah bedirners, Student 3 (S3) and
Student 4 (S4) self-evaluate themselves but unfattly, it has negative impact on their
language learning performance. Student 3 (S3)erettcerpt expressed her worry about
being ‘judged and laughed at’ by her classmates.

“In our class, after we presented in Engliale will be judged and laughed at
by our classmates.So the confidence to use the language next time st
shaky”

Student 3 | Self-evaluation |Semi-structured inégsvv

In term of self-comparison to others, learners witbderate level of English
language speaking anxiety did compare their spgaaility with their classmates.

“Of course | have. | always wondblpw they can speak so fluenthand why |
cannot be like them. | feguite stressed outwhenever | compare myself with
my friends

Student 4 | Self-comparison |Semi-structured img@rv
Low anxiety

Learners with low English language speaking anxistem to have a very
positive attitude with regards to their self-evaiom in speaking or language learning as
a whole.

“I am not really worried about my English subject.l love to speak during
English class.

Student 5 | Self-evaluation |Semi-structured inésvv

“I do not feel that | have a low proficiencyin English but surely there aseme
skills that need to be improved

Student 6 | Self-evaluation |Semi-structured inésvv

Student 5 (S5) are ‘not worried’ about her Englitdss. She sees the class as an
opportunity for her to improve her communicationllsknd to use English
language. Student 6 (S6) believes that she doedawd a low proficiency in
English but admit that there are ‘some skills’ thla¢ needs to improve.

In terms of self-comparison to others, learnerfivatv speaking anxiety admitted
that they did compare themselves with their peatsbrprisingly, it does not affect them
negatively nor does it hamper their performancgp@aking.
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2. Learners’ belief
High anxiety

Learners with high level of speaking anxiety expess the belief that
‘vocabularies’, ‘writing’ and ‘speaking’ are the stoimportant that they need to master
in language learning. The excerpts below were etddh from the semi-structured
interview to highlight the findings.

“I think the most important would be vocabularies.If we do not
have enough vocabularies, we do not know whatyoAsad also my
speaking skill because when we speak, we cannot correct our
mistakes like writing”

Student 1 | Learners’ belief |Semi-structured inésv

Student 1 (S1) expressed the belief that vocalmdand speaking skill are the
two most important skills to learn in language ihéag. It can be inferred from her
comment that vocabularies and speaking are in&eetl because without ‘enough
vocabularies’, it will be difficult for them to spk.

“The most important skills for me would beiting and speaking in
which making me nervousbecause | know that | need those skills for
my study”

Student 2 | Learners’ belief |Semi-structuredririew

The comment by Student 2 (S2) above illustrateschecern for her writing and
speaking skill. She believe that these two skilsimportant and it can be suggested that
she has not yet master these two skills which ngaker ‘nervous’ as she need them for
her study.

Moderate anxiety

The excerpt below revealed that for Student 3 (8%®),most important skill for
her in learning English is speaking.

“Speakingis important from any other skills in English”
Student 3 | Learners’ belief |Semi-structuredriview

When further prompted whether her perception haslemaer anxious about
language learning, she said:

“It does sometimes because speaking is one of my weessesBut | know |
need to improve this skill to get a good gradetlfiss class”
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Student 3 | Learners’ belief |Semi-structured inésv

Student 4 (S4) in the excerpt below mentioned fbather the most difficult
aspect is to ‘respond to what they said’. Due toléek of vocabularies, it can be inferred
that she is having a hard time retrieving the rigbtds to use and at the same time to
construct sentences in English.

“I can understand when people speak in Englismbuproblem is that I find it
hard to respond to what they said Maybe becausay lack of vocabulary has
led me to this problem”

Student 4 | Learners’ belief |Semi-structured inésv
Low anxiety

When asked about the most difficult aspect of le@yor speaking, Student 5 and
Student 6 responded quite similarly.

“I think it is my expression of ideaslf | do not have any ideas or | do not find
the topic to be interesting, | cannot really speak”

Student 5 | Learners’ belief |Semi-structured inésv

“When | cannot convey my ideas effectivelyespecially in a spontaneous or
impromptu speech. | find it quite frustrating wheflace that problem”

Student 6 | Learners’ belief |Semi-structured inésv

Student 5 (S5) and Student 6 (S6) echoed each @seonses by saying that the
most difficult aspect of learning or speaking Eslglis their expressions of ideas. Student
5 (S5) revealed that when she cannot express leasidr find that the topic is not
interesting enough, she cannot speak well.

. Teachers’ factors

High anxiety

Based on the semi-structured interview, learners exkperienced high English
language speaking anxiety have both very diffeogimiion about their lecturers’ attitude
and error treatment manner in class. The excerptswbwere extracted from the
interview to highlight the interesting finding.

“My lecturer is veryfriendly so | do not feel stressed ouin her
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class”
Student 1 | Characteristics |Semi-structured irgerv

“Being in my English class can besery stressful and
overwhelming. The way she gave instruction also affecting us
because she speaks so fast and it's hard for ugrdoess and

comprehend what she wanted us to do”
Student 2 | Characteristics |Semi-structured irgerv

Talking about this issue, Student 1 (S1) mentiotied her lecturer is a friendly
person in nature. Therefore, she does not feedsséd out’ in class. As compared to
Student 2 (S2), she indicated that her class iesstul and overwhelming’. She further
explained the situation in her class by saying gf& cannot ‘comprehend’ what the
lecturer is saying in class due to her fast paspeaking.

Another important finding is about the teacherstturers’ treatment of error. The
following excerpts provide the learners’ commenttugir lecturers’ treatment of error.

“She usually gave ugedback after all of us have finished our presenten.
But it is general not one by one. She dmt comment on our grammar or
vocabulariesbut more towards our confidence level”

Student 1 | Treatment of error |Semi-structureerunew

The excerpt above by Student 1 (S1) revealed #ralelsturer usually gives them
a general feedback about their presentation (ask)tand it is done after they finished

their presentation.
The finding for this factor is different for Studeh(S2).

“She gave her feedback wedpmetimes in the middle of our presentation an
sometimes, after we finished our presentatianShe does not really give us
feedback but more likasking us bunch of questionsvithout giving us ample
time to answer them. | need time to construct mytesees in English and when

she did that, ifeels really stressful
Student 2 | Treatment of error |Semi-structureeriunew

Student 2 (S2) in excerpt above expressed hers&tre situation when the
lecturer starts to give her feedback on her orasg@ntation. She finds it stressful to have
to answer questions posed by her lecturer in tiiglimiof her presentation and not being
given enough time to answer the questions.

Moderate anxiety
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Learners with moderate level of English languageakmg anxiety that were
interviewed experienced a very different environtiantheir respective classroom. In
regards with the teachers’/lecturer’'s manner, Stu@e(S3) has a ‘fun’ lecturer to learn
with while Student 4 (S4) has a strict lecturedéal with.

“My lecturer is just afun person to be with. Since she is very friendly to her
students] did not feel too nervous to be in her class

Student 3 | Characteristics |Semi-structured irgerv

“I do not perceive my lecturer as friendly or fun She likes topinpoint our
mistakeswhen we present our oral tasks”

Student 4 | Characteristics |Semi-structured irgerv

If we now turn to the teachers’/ lecturers’ treattnef error, there are some
interesting findings that need to be highlighted.

“The way she treated our mistakes@ direct. She would not tell you that you
have made a mistake directly but she will make aeg® correction so that
everyone will take note and learn from it”

Student 3 | Treatment of error| Semi-structuregruew

Student 3 (S3) mentioned that her lecturer’s treatnof error is indirect.
Her lecturer did not tackle the learners’ mistaki@®ctly but instead she will
make a ‘general correction’ so that everyone camléom it as well.

“The way my lecturer gives us feedback is bgmbarding us with
guestionsin the middle of our speeckvithout giving us time to construct an
answerfor the question that she asked, she alreadyaaditerent question.

Student 4 | Treatment of error| Semi-structuregriuew

It is apparent from the excerpt that Student 4 (S4)verwhelmed with
how her lecturer treats her errors and mistakedass. The feedback is neither
general nor specific but more on posing unnecessaegtions in the middle of
her oral presentation. It can thus be suggestatl hbr lecturer has a harsh
manner in treating errors.

Low anxiety

Based on the semi-structured interview, learneth {@w speaking anxiety level
have the same perception about their lecturer’sneraim class.
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“She is afriendly lecturer Never did | feel stressed ouin her class. She
treats us like friends”

Student 5 | Characteristics |Semi-structured irgerv

“I have such driendly lecturer. She is always positive and always suppor
us to try to speak English”

Student 6 | Characteristics |Semi-structured irgerv

Student 5 (S5) and Student 6 (S6) have a ‘frientHgturer in class. Student 5
(S5) further expressed that she never feel stresseduring her English class and that
has a facilitating environment to her languageniea. Student 6 (S6) noted that her
lecturer is ‘positive’ and always ‘support the dla® try to speak English which is
another facilitating factor to learn English langaa

In terms of the teachers’/lecturers’ treatment obre these learners did not
receive any harsh treatment of error by their retope lecturer.

“Pronunciation, yes but | think it's normal. Shever critiques us in a
negative way. She will give usgeneral feedbackthe week after we
finished our presentation”

Student 5 | Treatment of error| Semi-structureeruew

Student 5 (S5) experienced a general feedback frermecturer. Never has she
received any ‘negative’ comments. Her lecturer doimment on their pronunciation
sometimes but it is just a way to help the leart@improve.

These learners commented that their lecturer hapes#ive attitude towards
correcting error. The learners feels more comfdetéd speak in class as the lecturer did
not ‘pinpoints’ their grammatical or pronunciati@rror ‘directly’ which can inhibit
learners’ performance.

“She likes toask us opinion on the topicdut never pressured us to speak
in class. But since sheever pinpoints our grammatical mistakes or
pronunciation directly, we do not feel embarrassed to speak”

Student 6 | Treatment of error |Semi-structureerunew
Conclusion

Level of speaking anxiety
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The first research question in this study is on ltheel of English language speaking
anxiety among Malaysian undergraduates. Findings fForeign Language Speaking Anxiety
Scale (FLSAS) revealed that majority of the Malagsiundergraduates (73%) experienced
moderate level of English language speaking anxuigh is parallel to the findings in the study
by Balemir (2009) and Hismanoglu (2013). Even thougoderate level of speaking anxiety
seems to be harmless, it is still worrying becaarsglevel of anxiety can still be debilitative to
the learners’ performance. It can affect the sttgleability to express their thoughts and
opinions in English and their readiness to commateién English (Cagatay, 2015). While the
result of this study is consistent with some stadieat have been previously done, it is however
inconsistent with the findings by Huang (2004) véhenajority of the Taiwanese learners of
English experienced high level of foreign languageaking anxiety. The difference might be
due to the cultural segregation as Taiwanese [Eaglish as a foreign language where there is
too little exposure of the language.

Factors contribute to English language speaking aaty

Personal reasons are closely related to learnelsegaluation and self-comparison to
others. For learners with high and moderate levdtmglish language speaking anxiety, it is
found that they have a negative perception abait twn speaking ability that leads to low self-
confidence. This finding is line with (Basic, 201that speaking-anxious people are those who
are self-conscious about their speaking ability hading a fear of being laughed at when they
speak. For low anxiety learners, they have morétipeperceptions with regards to their self-
evaluation in speaking. They are not worried alinglish subject which seems to be taking first
seat in term of anxiety-breeding nature (Ohata5208igh and moderate anxiety learners also
compare their speaking ability with their peersisTis parallel to a study done by Yan and
Horwitz (2008) who indicated that majority of tharpcipants compare their language ability
with their peers. It creates an intimidating enmiment to the learners when they feel that their
peers perform better than them. It is in contragh Wow anxiety learners in which that they
admitted of making comparison of their speakingligbto their classmates. This finding
corroborates with Cagatay (2015) study who revetilaticomparing one’s ability to another can
serve as a facilitative anxiety and promotes hgaltmpetition in language classroom.

Learners’ own belief about language learning hameirdluence over language and
speaking anxiety. They believe that specific stillreasons are more important than others in
language learning. Learners with high and moddeate! of English language speaking anxiety
believe that vocabulary and speaking are the mgstitant skills they need to learn or master in
language learning. The learners’ belief about vidhahportant may be influenced by the way the
teacher treat their error of whether the teachenecomore of their pronunciation or vocabulary
(Nur Afigah Ab. Latif, 2015). Learners with low lelof English language speaking anxiety
believe that the most difficult part about learnm¢anguage is the expression opinion and ideas
when speaking. This finding is parallel to Dorng2005) who mentioned that anxious learners’
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verbal production will decrease as a result of etyximaking it difficult for them to express their
ideas.

Learners who perceived their lecturers as fun aeddly they do not feel stressed out or
pressured being in English class as their lectureamaged to create a positive learning
environment. Cheng (2005) in his found that a fillgnsupportive and patient teacher may result
in less anxiety among the learners. Learners wHandt perceive their lecturers as friendly felt
stressed and overwhelmed when they go for theitig®inglass. Their lecturers like to pinpoint
their mistakes in class which makes them feel ari speak in English thus result in them
being silence in English class. This finding is gllat to some studies (Suleimenova, 2013;
Ozturk and Gurbuz, 2013) that leaners will tendtey silence to avoid making any mistakes in
class.

In terms of the treatment of error, it can be dhigt majority of the learners that are
interviewed received general feedback from theitueers. Their lecturers did not point out any
grammatical or pronunciation mistakes made by daenlers throughout their oral presentation.
An emphasis on grammar rules will make the learfees even more anxious when speaking
(Nur Afigah Ab.Latif, 2015). When learners feel @us, their cognitive process will be
interrupted (Suleimenova, 2013). This result in eniime needed to process the information.

Suggestion and Recommendations

Based on the findings, it is believed that Englishguage speaking anxiety has the
ability to inhibit the learners’ speaking perfornsanThe findings from this research can serve as
guidance for both instructors and learners to &rrtmprove their speaking skill and to tackle the
issue of speaking anxiety in English classroomitlees must inculcate a supportive classroom
environment and to treat error as a part of leafnlmguage learning process. It is also
suggested that the lecturers must be sensitivertsnthe learners’ speaking anxiety and help
them to overcome this issue. The lecturers mayidensral activities that are within the
learners’ linguistics competence. Giving learnentenesting and relatable topics may help
alleviate the learners’ speaking anxiety as it Hekrners to have more ideas to talk about.
Further research should be done in this field {@ae some other factors that may contribute to
learners’ English language speaking anxiety andctipeng strategies that can be employed by
the learners to curb this issue.
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