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Abstract

Malaysian graduates have a serious lacking in speaking English and this situation has raised an alarming concern
in securing employment in the future. Many Malaysian graduates perceive speaking in a foreign language as an
intimidating task. This is due to the existence of foreign language anxiety that serves as a hindrance for the
undergraduate learners to speak in a foreign language. This study aims to determine the level of speaking anxiety
among Malaysian undergraduate learners. The Foreign Language Speaking Anxiety Scale (FLSAS) by (Balemir,
2009; Huang, 2004) was adapted and administered to measure the level of students’ speaking anxiety. 42
undergraduate learners from one of the public universities in Malaysia have been selected to participate in this
study. Data collected through questionnaire was analysed using statistical analysis. The result from the study
showed that undergraduates have English language speaking anxiety to a certain level. The findings of this study
will assist both undergraduates and educators to be more aware of the level of English language speaking anxiety
in order to overcome this perturbing issue.
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1. Introduction

Second language or foreign language speaking anxiety has sparked a lot of attention in the recent years.
Numerous studies have been conducted to investigate the level of speaking anxiety experienced by students
(Subasi, 2010; Mak, 2011; Kayaoglu & Saglamel, 2013). Speaking has been cited as the most anxiety-inducing
skill in language learning and it is the most conspicuous source of anxiety in language classroom (Ozturk &
Gurbuz, 2013). The fact that most Malaysian graduates still face difficulty in producing sentences in English and
speaking in that language is puzzling, despite the fact that they have been exposed to this language since
kindergarten. The case where graduates faced problem in conversing in English at job interviews might lead to
the increasing number of unemployed graduates in our nation (Mehar Singh & Chuah, 2012).

1.1 Background

The importance of mastering second language has been well acknowledged by most people especially students in
the past few years. As language plays a prominent part in human life, it is crucial for one to learn and acquire
language for effective daily interaction and communication. Many have started to recognize the benefits of
mastering a second language.

Thousands of schools around the world offer English as a learning subject. In Malaysia, the Ministry of
Education has taken various measures to introduce English language as early as kindergarten till varsity (Lin,
2013). Besides, English has been designated as a compulsory subject to pass at all level of education, which
highlights the importance of mastering the language.

English is pivotal for the future generation hence, lots of new and improved efforts have been taken by the
Ministry of Education. The government re-introduced the teaching and learning of Science and Mathematics in
English back in 2002 and later, the introduction of MBMMBI (Upholding the Malay Language and
Strengthening Command of English) in 2009 to improve students’ English proficiency as the second language in
Malaysia. Students will be able to explore vast knowledge areas when they are competent in English language
(Rokiah @ Rozita Ahmad et al., 2012).
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In spite of all the above efforts, graduates still face difficulty not only in producing sentences in English but also
using the language for communication. Most potential employers prefer graduates with good English language
proficiency skills as it is important for employability (Mehar Singh & Chuah, 2012) without which will increase
unemployment in the country. So, a shift in the Education Blueprint was done to ensure graduates are equipped
with fluent communication skills upon graduating (Malaysian Educational Blueprint, 2011).

There are several other factors that lead to poor communication skills among graduates and one of them is
anxiety. Language anxiety has a prominent influence on language learning. Brown (1994) asserted that learning a
second language can be a complex process and causing these learners to have anxiety. Horwitz et al. (1986)
asserted that speaking is one of the most anxiety-provoking situations for most learners. Since speaking covers
many processes of language learning such as word pronunciation, word recognition, meaning and grammar rules,
it can be overwhelming for learners to master all of these processes (Fielding et al., 2007).

There is an urgent need to address the issue of anxiety as it can lead to undeveloped proficiency and affect the
performance and achievement in language learning (Brown, 1987). This study investigated the level of English
language speaking anxiety and the dominant factor that contributes to English language speaking anxiety among
Malaysian undergraduates.

1.2 English Language Speaking Anxiety

Second language or foreign language speaking anxiety has sparked a lot of interest in the literature (Subasi, 2010;
Mak, 2011). Speaking has been highlighted as the most anxiety-provoking skill and it is the most prominent
source of anxiety in language classroom (Saltan, 2003; Ozturk & Gurbuz, 2013). According to Balemir (2209),
speaking anxiety can be defined as the fear of using the language orally.

Suleimenova (2013) noted that the concern over communication competence among second or foreign language
learners in the recent years may trigger a high level of speaking anxiety. In his study, the foreign language
learners stated that they feel stressful, nervous and anxious while learning to speak using the target language and
said to have ‘mental block’ against language learning. Similarly, Karatas et al. (2016) supported Suleimenova
(2013) notion in which students in language classroom have to perform orally in front of their peers and they
need to participate in group discussions. When communication competence is the center focus in language
classroom, learners will feel intimidated to perform such task and perceived it negatively.

Writing and speaking are considered as output skills in language learning. However, unlike writing, the
grammatical, lexical and discourse pattern in speaking differs in various ways. Speaking is both a productive as
well as an interactive skill (Carter & Nunan, 2002). Therefore, many students fumbled when they are asked to
perform oral communication task as speaking requires more complex skills than other language tasks.

1.3 Level of Speaking Anxiety

The literature has indicated studies that focused on the level of English language speaking anxiety in relation
with gender, motivation, proficiency and the time the learners’ start to learn English (Dalkilic, 2001; Huang,
2004; Wilson, 2006; Batumlu & Erden, 2007).

Huang (2004) investigated the relationship between maotivation for learning and anxiety for speaking foreign
languages in the Taiwanese context. The study aimed to investigate the relationship between anxiety and gender
in foreign languages, the time of learning English and the willingness to study after school. Foreign Language
Speaking Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) by Horwitz et al. (1986) was distributed to 502 EFL learners in a university in
Taiwan. The results showed that the female participants are more anxious than the male. Students who have
started learning English in kindergarten are less anxious than those who have started learning English in
secondary school. In addition, students who study English after class were less anxious than those who were not

Karatas et al. (2016) explored the relationship between students’ foreign language speaking with gender, level of
language, English preparatory training and the type of secondary school from which they graduated. The
respondents include 320 males and 168 female English preparatory students at Istanbul Technical University.
Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale by Horwitz et al. (1986) adapted by Saltan (2003) was used. The
result showed that, in terms of gender, their findings are parallel with Huang (2004) and Ozturk and Gurbuz
(2013) that female respondents have higher anxiety level than male respondents. In terms of English preparatory
training, students who received English preparatory training has lower anxiety than those who did not received
any. Students’ level of language and the kind of high school they graduated from did not have any effect on their
speaking anxiety.

Llinas and Garau (2009) examined the impact of anxiety in foreign languages on Spanish students at three
different levels of proficiency. 134 students taking Spanish courses at a university in USA were selected as
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participants and the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (Horwitz et al., 1986) was administered. The
results showed that the participants at the advanced level were the most anxious while the participants at the
beginner level were the least. Their final grades were also compared to analyze how anxiety of languages affects
their achievement in the course. It showed that advanced students are the most worried and have a higher grade
than the other students. The researcher inferred that the advanced level participants are aware of their purpose in
learning the foreign language which is to prepare themselves for employability. Therefore, they feel more
pressure and anxious than learners who take the language course to pass the requirement.

Llinas’ and Garau’s (2009) findings, however, contradict with Hismanoglu’s (2013) findings. Hismanoglu (2013)
investigated English language teacher candidates’ language learning anxiety in Turkey. The findings showed that
learners in the advanced level are less anxious than learners at the beginner level. Skehan (1989) asserted that
students at an advanced level of study enjoy “a wider repertoire of behaviors” which aid them in overcoming
their anxiety in learning a language (p. 116).

1.4 Factors of Speaking Anxiety

Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986) who pioneered the term foreign language anxiety as a specific syndrome
have stem three other form of anxieties: 1) communication apprehension 2) fear of negative evaluation 3) test
anxiety. The description of these three aspects in foreign language anxiety will lay the basis for foreign language
anxiety concept thus giving insights to further comprehend the concept.

Communication apprehension can be defined as the worry about oral communication (Horwitz et al., 1991).
McCroskey (1997) defined communication apprehension as ...an individual’s level of fear or anxiety associated
with either real or anticipated communication with another person” (p. 78). The personality traits of individuals
such as shyness, quietness or reluctance are among the causes of an apprehension of communication. McCroskey
and Anderson (1976) stated that communication apprehension has been depicted to have harmful impact on the
performance of learners in communication-based classrooms, such as the foreign language teaching. Therefore,
communication apprehension appears to have such a weakening effect on language learners and can negatively
contribute to language anxiety.

The second type of anxiety according to Horwitz et al. (1986) is the fear of negative evaluation. Fear of negative
evaluation according to Horwitz et al. (1986) is an “apprehension about other’s evaluation, avoidance of
evaluative situations and the expectation that others would evaluate oneself negatively” (p. 128). Using a foreign
or second language is regard as a case of being evaluated by some learners. They are concerned about portraying
improper social impression about themselves especially if they are aware about their lack of necessary linguistics
competence to produce the language (Aydin, 2001).

The third anxiety proposed by Horwitz et al. (1991) is test anxiety which refers to “type of performance anxiety
stemming from fear of failure” (p. 127). Test anxiety has four phases: test anticipation, test preparation,
test-taking stage and test reaction (Covington, 1985). In the test anticipation phase, students begin to evaluate
their own preparation, their prior knowledge, the test difficulty level and predict their possible performance
(Balemir, 2009). Students will start to feel anxious when they know they are going to fail a test (Aydin, 2001). In
the second phase which is test preparation, learners will start to prepare for the test, perceive the effectiveness
and their test preparation. They put impracticable demands on themselves and they feel that any grade less than
excellent is unacceptable for anxious learners even if it is good enough for others (Namsang, 2011). The third
phase of test anxiety is test taking phase where the learners feel repressed and frustrated caused by anxiety. In the
last stage, their negative perceptions of taking a test is usually recognized (Aydin, 2001).

2. Method

This study employed a survey research design. It provides quantitative or numeric description of trends, attitudes
or opinions of a population studying a sample of that population (Creswell, 2014). The participants were 42
third-year undergraduates taking one of the compulsory English subjects for undergraduates, which is English
for Professional purpose subject. These participants are from Universiti Teknologi Malaysia. The third year
undergraduates are selected because they have done a lot of oral presentations throughout their three years of
study in the university. The subject that they were taking focused on oral communication skills among the
undergraduate hence, making them the suitable participants for this study. Since English is the medium of
instruction in the university, these students must deliver their presentation in English language. The participants
were chosen based on random sampling method as to avoid biasness and to ensure good representative of the
population (Alvi, 2016).

This study utilized a set of questionnaire adapted from Balemir (2009) on Foreign Language Speaking Anxiety
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Scale (FLSAS) as instrument for data collection, which was also utilized by Nur Afigah Ab. Latif (2015) and
Hismanoglu (2013). Researchers have proven that FLSAS is a relevant instrument to be used to determine the
level of English language speaking anxiety. The Cronbach’s Alpha value of all the 28 items in this questionnaire
is .822 which suggests that the items have relatively high internal consistency (Tercan & Dikilitas, 2015). This
instrument is used to collect the data related to the level of English language speaking anxiety and the dominant
factor that contribute to the English language speaking anxiety among Malaysian undergraduates based on the
three factors that have been identified by Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986) which are communication
apprehension, fear of negative evaluation and test anxiety.

This study is conducted by distributing and recollecting the questionnaire to the selected participants. 45
questionnaires were distributed and 42 were returned. The data obtained from the questionnaire were analysed
using statistical analysis SPSS version 23.0 and presented in the form of descriptive statistics together with
percentage and mean.

3. Results
3.1 Level of English Language Speaking Anxiety

The FLSAS used to measure the level of English language speaking anxiety among Malaysian undergraduates
contained 28 items. FLSAS used a 5-point Likert scale in which it ranged from one ‘strongly disagree’ to five
‘strongly agree’. The items in FLSAS that are negatively worded were scored reversely.

Table 1 below presents the level of English language speaking anxiety among Malaysian undergraduates. It can
be noted that 32 participants (76%) have moderate level of English language speaking anxiety. 5 participants
(12%) have high level of English language speaking anxiety and another 5 participants (12%) have low level of
English language speaking anxiety.

Table 1. Level of English language speaking anxiety among Malaysian undergraduates

Total FLSAS Anxiety Level Frequency Percentage
98 — 140 High 5 12%
70-97 Moderate 32 76%
28 - 69 Low 5 12%

Table 2 below illustrates the factors of English language speaking anxiety for learners with high level of
speaking anxiety.

Table 2. Factors of English language speaking anxiety for learners with high level of speaking anxiety

Factor of Speaking Anxiety Items Mean
Communication apprehension 1,3,7,8,11, 14, 17, 20, 24, 25, 28 3.83
Fear of negative evaluation 2,4,6,9,10, 13, 15, 18, 22, 23 3.62
Test anxiety 5,12, 16, 19, 21, 26, 27 3.62

Based on the table, it can be seen that communication apprehension has the highest mean (M=3.83) followed by
fear of negative evaluation (M=3.62) and test anxiety (M=3.62). Therefore, communication apprehension is the
dominant factor that contribute to English language speaking anxiety among Malaysian undergraduates for high
anxiety learners.

Table 3 below presents the factors that contribute to English language speaking anxiety for learners with
moderate level of speaking anxiety.

Table 3. Factors of English language speaking anxiety for learners with moderate level of speaking anxiety

Factor of Speaking Anxiety Item Mean
Communication apprehension 1,3,7,8,11, 14, 17, 20, 24, 25, 28 3.20
Fear of negative evaluation 2,4,6,9,10, 13, 15, 18, 22, 23 3.03
Test anxiety 5,12, 16, 19, 21, 26, 27 2.90

The result from Table 3 shows that communication apprehension has the highest mean (M=3.20) compared to
fear of negative evaluation (M=3.03) and test anxiety (M=2.90). Hence, the dominant factor that contribute to
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English language speaking anxiety for moderate anxiety learners is communication apprehension, which is
similar to high anxiety learners.

Table 4 below shows the contributing factors of English language speaking anxiety for learners with low level of
speaking anxiety.

Table 4. Factors of English language speaking anxiety for learners with low level of speaking anxiety

Factor of Speaking Anxiety Item Mean
Communication apprehension 1,3,7,8,11, 14, 17, 20, 24, 25, 28 2.34
Fear of negative evaluation 2,4,6,9,10, 13, 15, 18, 22, 23 2.16
Test anxiety 5,12, 16, 19, 21, 26, 27 242

As shown is Table 4, the factor with the highest mean is test anxiety (M=2.42), followed by communication
apprehension (M=2.34) and fear of negative evaluation (M=2.16). It is apparent that test anxiety is the dominant
contributory factor of English language speaking anxiety for low anxiety learners.

4. Discussion

The first question in this study was to investigate the level of English language speaking anxiety among
Malaysian undergraduate learners. The result from FLCAS indicates that majority of the participants (76%) have
moderate level of English language speaking anxiety which is similar to the findings by Balemir (2009),
Abdullah and Abdul Rahman (2010) and Chan, Abdullah and Yusuf (2010). However, even with moderate level
of English language speaking anxiety, it is still worrying as this level of anxiety can be debilitative to the learners’
performance. It can affect the students’ ability to express their thoughts and opinions in English (Cagatay, 2015)
and their readiness to communicate (Wu & Lin, 2014).

The second question in this study was to determine the dominant factor that contributes to English language
speaking anxiety among Malaysian undergraduates. This study found that for high and moderate level of
speaking anxiety, the dominant factor for English language speaking anxiety among these learners is
communication apprehension. The students will start to feel self-conscious when they are asked to speak English
in front of their peers. This finding is in line with a study done by McCroskey (1992) which indicated that
majority of learners experienced communication apprehension when they to speak in a formal setting in front of
a group people, for example in a classroom. Besides, based on FLCAS, when learners with moderate and high
level of speaking anxiety cannot express their thoughts and opinions effectively while speaking English, they
will start to get anxious, which corroborates the finding by Suleimenova (2013). His study found anxiety
tampered with the capability of the learners to focus on what is said in the target language and even if they had
ideas, anxiety has taken over the situation. It means anxiety can hamper their speech performance and leads to
communication apprehension.

However, for learners with low level of speaking anxiety, the dominant contributory factor of English language
speaking anxiety is test anxiety. A study done by Llinas and Garau (2009) showed that high proficiency students
are more aware of their purpose in learning a foreign language. This explains that low anxiety learners are
anxious about their oral test conducted in English language as they need to pass the requirement that is highly
demanded for employability. Daikilic’s (2001) and Huang’s (2004) studies also depicted the same result that
learners did experienced test anxiety in speaking class. The fear of exams creates an intimidating atmosphere for
the learners (Kayaoglu & Saglamel, 2013) and it can impede learners’ performance (Horwitz et al., 1986).

5. Conclusion

The present study was designed to determine the level of English language speaking anxiety and the dominant
factor that contributes to English language speaking anxiety among Malaysian undergraduate learners. Based on
the findings, it suggests that majority of these undergraduates have moderate level of speaking anxiety. The
dominant factors that contribute to this issue is communication apprehension for high and moderate anxiety
learners while for low anxiety learners, it is test anxiety. These negative factors have the ability to influence the
learners’ effort to learn English and impede their learning performance and causing them to not be able to speak
English.

It is believed that English language speaking anxiety could obstruct the performance of learners in speaking the
target language. The findings from this research can serve as a guidance for both instructors and learners to
further improve their speaking skill and to tackle the issue of speaking anxiety in English classroom. Greater
efforts are needed to ensure that instructors inculcate a stress-free and supportive classroom environment. Being

5



ass.ccsenet.org Asian Social Science Vol. 15, No. 1 2019

sensitive to learners’ anxiety and helping them in overcoming those anxiety will give a tremendous impact on
their learning performance. The instructor may consider having more group work to lower the level of anxiety
experienced by learners. Oral test can be done in a less intimidating way by giving some options on the topics for
learners to choose and treat it as practice to encourage learners to speak rather than a requirement for the students
to pass. Further research should be undertaken in this field to explore other factors that may be related to English
language speaking anxiety and the strategies that can be used to overcome this issue.
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