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Abstract 

This paper discusses relationships between language anxiety and self. Self refers to an individual’s (a) 
self-confidence, (b) language ego, L2/FL self or identity developed during second or foreign language learning, 
or a combination of both L1 self and L2/FL self. Based on previous literature on language anxiety and L2 or FL 
learning, language learners’ self-confidence might imply a lack of language anxiety which enhances language 
achievement (e.g., Casado & Dereshiwsky, 2004; Clément, 1980; Liu & Chen, 2013; Matsuda & Gobel, 2004; 
Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, & Daley, 1999; Peng & Woodrow, 2010; Ro, 2013). Language anxiety is an experience 
unique to the language learning process, and this unique emotion or experience may be associated with the 
anxiety of feeling limited, broken, incompetent, having another self or a different personality in a target language. 
I believe that while learning target languages, L2 or FL identities are developing, and L1 identities are 
reconstructed. Language learners may feel the loss of L1 identities in a target language context or may feel that 
they are not able to express their thoughts in a target language. When learners feel the loss of L1 identities, feel 
limited or broken, this may be language anxiety arising.  

Keywords: identity, language anxiety, self, self-confidence  

1. Introduction 

According to previous literature on language anxiety (e.g., Clément, 1980; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991), I 
believe that language anxiety relates to a learner’s self which may consist of (a) self-confidence, (b) language 
ego, L1 self, or L2/FL self or identity, or a combination of both L1 and L2/FL identity. In this paper, I will 
discuss the relationships between self and language anxiety. Markus and Kitayama (1991) claimed that universal 
aspects of the self are referred to as the physical (body), the ecological (environment) self, or the inner/ private 
(unshared feelings or emotions) self. I believe that for second or foreign language learners, self may be divided 
into two variables: (a) self-confidence, (b) language ego, L1 self, or L2/FL identity, or a combination of both L1 
and L2/FL self. First of all, I will define language anxiety, and later, I will explain its relationships to 
self-confidence and language identity.  
2. Defining Language Anxiety 

Language anxiety has been defined as an anxiety related to target language learning, the reaction or emotion of 
general anxieties, or simply associated with social or certain situations while learning the target language. 
Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope (1986) defined language anxiety as either a unique experience while learning the 
target language or the manifestation of other general types of anxiety. For example, shy students might be afraid 
of public speaking in the target language, and test anxious students might experience the anxiety while being 
tested in the target language. Their theory of foreign language classroom anxiety consisted of three elements: 
communicative apprehension, fear of negative evaluation, and test anxiety. MacIntyre (1995) defined language 
anxiety as a social anxiety, which a learner might have experienced this anxiety in specific social situations, such 
as speaking in front of a group of people. Similarly, Pappamihiel (2002) described language anxiety as social 
anxiety, and this anxiety is associated with learners’ interaction with target language speakers in class. Likewise, 
MacIntyre and Gardner (1991) defined language anxiety as a situation-specific anxiety, in which learners might 
continue to experience the same anxiety in specific situations over time. In the past decade or so, studies on 
language anxiety have developed a focus on specific language skills-related anxiety such as speaking (Öztürk & 
Gürbüz, 2014; Woodrow, 2006), reading (Aydın & Gönen, 2012; Matsuda & Gobel, 2004; Ro, 2013), writing 
(Scullin & Baron, 2013; Cheng, Horwitz, & Schallert, 1999; Leki, 1999), and listening (Vogely, 1999; Chang, 
2008) in a target language. 
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3. Self-Confidence 

Self-confidence plays a significant role in students’ language anxiety and FL or SL language learning. Anxiety 
and self-confidence might have a negative relationship. Daly, Caughlin, and Stafford (1997) found highly 
anxious individuals generally have lower self-confidence compared to less anxious people. Similarly, Clément’s 
(1980) integrative motivation model emphasized that self-confidence signifies a lack of anxiety and is an 
important factor to learning a second language. I agree with Clément’s theory that a highly confident language 
learner who has experienced language anxiety will learn the target language better than a less confident one who 
has experienced the anxiety because self-confidence (the lack of anxiety) affects students’ attitudes or motivation 
towards learning a target language in academic settings or in target language communities.  

I very much agree that self-confidence greatly influences a student’s second or foreign language achievement 
and might lower learners’ language anxiety by affecting their attitudes and motivations towards learning the 
target language and culture. Clément’s (1980) model suggested that self-confidence as a secondary motivation 
leads learners to pursue or take part in interactions in the target language community. Also, the frequency and 
quality of interaction between the students and the target language community affect their self-confidence; 
therefore, this self-confidence and motivation predicts their language achievement. This belief is similar to the 
findings of Selltiz, Christ, Havel, and Cook’s (1963) study that foreign students’ ratings of the target language 
group (i.e., attitudes) affect their adjustment and language achievement in the target language community. 
Foreign students’ attitudes toward the target language group and culture might be associated with the frequency 
or quality of the interaction with the local people or the students who speak English as their native language. The 
frequency or the quality of the interaction between foreign students and American students might lead them to 
develop more confidence in English and better language proficiency. In addition, this self-confidence might 
boost foreign students’ attitudes or motivation to frequently interact with the target language speakers. Therefore, 
this self-confidence might help to improve their language achievement and adjustment when studying in a 
foreign country.  

According to previous studies, relationships exist between language anxiety and either FL or L2 achievement or 
performance. In previous studies, language anxiety might have a negative relationship with language 
performance or achievement (e.g., Matsuda & Gobel, 2004; Ro, 2013). In Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, and Daley’s 
(2000) study, students’ perceptions of their own ability, intelligence, and academic competence (high or low 
self-confidence vs. language anxiety) were associated with language performance. Their results are the same as 
Ehrman and Oxford’s (1995) findings that students’ self-perceptions of their academic and foreign language 
competence (high or low self-confidence) significantly affected their foreign language achievement.  

Other studies also support the belief that self-confidence is an important factor for successful language learning 
(e.g., Casado & Dereshiwsky, 2004; Ehrman & Oxford, 1995; Matsuda & Gobel, 2004; Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, & 
Daley, 1999, 2000; Ro, 2013). For instance, Matsuda and Gobel’s (2004) research on language anxiety and 
performance in the foreign language classroom reported that self-confidence is an important factor in language 
performance in the classroom of first-year college students in Japan. In addition, Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, and 
Daley (1999) and Casado and Dereshiwsky (2004) found the same results examining university students’ 
language learning and language anxiety—self-confidence is the key to language learning.  

In addition, the effects language anxiety has on language learning might not all be negative. Anxiety—i.e., 
facilitating or debilitating anxiety (Alpert & Haber, 1960), has been shown to impact students’ avoidance 
behavior in using the linguistic structures not present in their native languages. Because of the anxiety, this 
avoidance behavior affects their opportunities to learn or practice the target language. In Kleinmann’s (1977) 
study, which employed contrastive analysis, he concluded that the ESL students experiencing facilitating anxiety 
did not avoid but chose to use linguistic structures not present in their native languages. On the contrary, the 
learners with debilitating anxiety avoided using the structures not present in their native languages. Therefore, 
the choice to use the linguistic structures not present in native languages might be associated with students’ 
affective factors: the types of language anxiety (i.e., facilitating or debilitating anxiety) and self-confidence. 
Students’ self-confidence (self-perception about one’s knowledge in the target language) might affect their 
decisions to use or avoid linguistic structures not present in their native languages (L1s).  

Self-confidence has been supported by the previous studies as a primary factor to language performance and the 
reduction of foreign language classroom anxiety or reading anxiety. Students’ experience studying abroad or 
traveling to target language countries might have an effect on their self-confidence in language learning as well. 
The results of Matsuda and Gobel’s (2004) study on the relationships among foreign language classroom anxiety, 
foreign language reading anxiety, and classroom performance for English-major college students in Japan, 
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suggested that students’ self-confidence is the key to students’ success in the classroom performance. Also, 
students’ overseas experience boosted their students’ self-confidence in speaking English (low language anxiety), 
and therefore, lead to better classroom performance. In their study, the main factor to students’ foreign language 
classroom anxiety and reading anxiety is self-confidence.  

Self-confidence might be positively related to language proficiency and acculturation for both students from 
minority or majority backgrounds. In Clément’s (1987) study on the relationship among Francophone university 
students’ language status on social-psychological variables (i.e., ethno-linguistic vitality, attitudes and 
motivation, integrativeness, fear of assimilation, frequency or quality of contact, and acculturation) and language 
proficiency, he concluded that self-confidence is strongly associated with proficiency in the second language and 
acculturation for both majority and minority background students at the Canadian bilingual university.  

Self-confidence also might have an effect on students writing and speaking in English. In Cheng, Horwitz, and 
Schallert’s (1999) study on university students in Taiwan, the results suggested that low self-confidence is one of 
the primary factors causing the students’ anxiety in speaking and writing in English.  

In Ro’s (2013) case study of an adult Korean woman, Liza, the scholar concluded that through an extensive 
reading (ER) treatment, Liza becomes less anxious in her reading in English (L2), and that confidence is the 
most significant factor in her reduction of L2 reading anxiety (p. 225). Pleasure and ease, and enjoyment in 
reading in L2 may have also lowered Liza’s level of anxiety and increased her motivation and language 
achievement (Ro, 2013).  

In Liu and Chen’s (2013) study on Taiwanese fifth and sixth graders’ foreign language anxiety and its 
association to multiple intelligence (MI), learning attitudes, perceived ability, and learning experience consisting 
of extracurricular English lessons outside class and years of learning English, the results suggested that half or 
more of these students experienced some level of language anxiety, and FL anxiety is significantly related to 
self-perceived English ability (p. 935).  

In Peng and Woodrow’s (2010) quantitative study on first-year and second-year non-English major Chinese 
undergraduates’ foreign language willingness to communicate (WTC) and other variables including 
communication confidence and communication anxiety in China, the results suggested that students’ 
self-confidence in communication is the most important predictor of WTC in various countries (p. 855). These 
two scholars stated that students who have a high level of self-confidence in FL competence and a lower level of 
anxiety may tend to communicate in class (p. 855). 

Also, Peng and Woodrow (2010) stated that students’ beliefs about what constitutes an appropriate classroom 
behavior also may affect students’ anxiety and self-confidence (p. 856). For example, in Chinese culture, 
students who often speak up may be considered to be “show[ing] off” (p. 856), so these “culture-fueled beliefs” 
(p. 856) can have an effect on students’ self-confidence (Peng & Woodrow, 2010). In addition, Peng and 
Woodrow (2010) pointed out that a pleasant-atmosphere classroom environment may boost students’ perceived 
confidence in the target language and lessen the level of anxiety (p. 857).  

To sum up, based on the previous studies on language anxiety, self-confidence has a negative relationship to 
language anxiety (e.g., Casado & Dereshiwsky, 2004; Cheng, Horwitz, & Schallert, 1999; Clément, 1980; Liu & 
Chen, 2013; Matsuda & Gobel, 2004; Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, & Daley, 1999; Peng & Woodrow, 2010; Ro, 2013). 
Next, I am going to analyze the relationship between language anxiety and language identity (L2/FL), and the 
development of language identities.  

4. Language Ego, L2/FL Self, or Language Identity  

By representing the previous studies on L2 or FL identities, I imply that language identities and language anxiety 
might have some associations. Horwitz et al. (1986) noted that language anxiety is associated with the 
experience or emotion of feeling limited or feeling like having an L2 self while learning the target language. I 
believe that this emotion or experience of feeling limited or not being able to express thoughts and feelings in the 
target language is associated with feelings of the loss of L1 identities or the development of L2 or FL identities 
while learning the target language in the target language context, as shown in Figure 1. Also, language anxiety is 
related to self-confidence which associated with L1 and/or L2 identities as shown in Figure 1. 

When speaking or writing in a L2 or FL, many learners report feeling like different people or having become 
different people in certain ways. For example, learners report thinking in the target language and adopting 
clothing or eating styles of the target language community in order to perform better in the target language or fit 
in better among the target language group. The concept of L2 self, language ego, or language ego boundaries to 
FL or L2 language learning or acquisition has been stated in the previous studies (e.g., Guiora et al., 1975; 
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Guiora & Acton, 1979; Horwitz et al., 1986). Horwitz et al. (1986) claimed that the concept of language anxiety 
could be a unique emotion or experience only associated with learning the target language. This anxiety (e.g., 
feeling like a different person or having an L2 self) is different from other anxieties associated with learning 
other subjects, such as physics or chemistry as Horwitz et al. (1986) pointed out. I especially agree with Horwitz 
et al.’s (1986) concept of the “‘true’ self” known by the learner (p. 31) and “limited self” in L2 (p. 31) that 
language learners feel limited or having another self, the L2 self, while speaking the target language. I believe 
that this type of emotion or experience is a part of the process of the development of L2 or FL identities; 
however, these language identities are limited ones—language learners may not feel like themselves or may feel 
like different people when speaking or writing the target language—due to the feelings of the loss of L1 
identities in the L2 or FL context. Also, language anxiety arises. Learners might have experienced the anxiety 
while learning the target language, or they might feel anxious due to experiencing the feeling of not being 
themselves, feeling limited, while using the target language, such as speaking with or listening to the target 
language group, or writing academic papers in the target language. I believe that learning L2 or FL languages 
might change learners’ thinking patterns and behaviors; however, their L2 or FL identities are still developing, 
and learners might feel incompetent or anxious in the target language environment while using or learning the 
target language.  

However, the effects of language anxiety are not always negative. In this sociolinguistic study in Mongolia, 
Marzluf (2012) stated that Mongolian traditionalist fundamentalists do not view English language (FL) as a 
threat to their linguistic and cultural identity (L1); instead, they utilize socialist English as a “mediating role” (p. 
212) to ease and express their anxieties to their neighbors such as China and other Asian countries. In other 
words, Mongolian fundamentalist nationalists hold little linguistic anxiety in English (Marzluf, 2012), which is 
facilitating anxiety as noted earlier.  

Language learners’ identities have been constructed or reconstructed in the process of learning the target 
language and are affected by the environment, culture, or society they are experiencing. According to Pierce’s 
(1995) theory of language learners’ social identity, L2 learners are negotiating their identities in the complex 
social world or learning context. Their social identity is constructed of or by the language they are learning and 
the social or cultural influences of the contexts they are in. While learning a L2, the learner experiences the 
construction and reconstruction of both identities―L1 identity and L2 identity. Similarly, Pavlenko (2001) 
reported that a L2 learner constructs and negotiates a new identity while learning a target language and 
participating in a target language community. Likewise, Scollon (1997) stated the relationship between an ESL 
student’s life experiences of learning English (speaking, writing, and reading English), his/her original culture, 
language, society, and the student’s language writing in the target language community, form a continua (p. 353). 
This continua represents L2 students’ life experiences learning English (the influence of popular culture, 
including media, TV, and videos), their native languages and the constant changing and developing identities.  

Other concepts of language identity such as language ego or permeability of language ego boundaries also 
explain what language identity is and how language learners feel or react to these changing identities, while 
learning a new language. Guiora et al. (1975) introduced the concept of language ego, which is similar to the 
concept of body ego. They assumed that “language ego is a maturational concept and likewise refers to 
self-representation with physical outlines and firm boundaries” (p. 45). Guiora and Acton (1979) claimed that the 
concept of “permeability of language ego boundaries” (p. 199) refers to language learners’ ability to “move back 
and forth between languages” (p. 199) and the switch of the “personalities” (p. 199) that seem to come from the 
immersion of the target language. This idea is similar to the common agreement that a language learner “feels 
like a different person” (p. 199) when speaking a L2 or FL and often acts somehow differently as well.  

In Cervatiuc (2009)’s qualitative study on twenty successful adult advanced non-native speaker (NNS) 
immigrants’ identity construction and language learning in Canada, one of the participants, Adi, claimed that he 
built his self-confidence including his language ability proficiency by affirming to himself that he speaks more 
than one language, how much he has achieved, and that native speakers (NS)—who are only monolingual—also 
make grammar mistakes. Some of Cervatiuc’s (2009) participants claimed that they felt the urgency to go to “the 
extreme” (p. 261) to start conversations with local community members to become extroverted in order to 
practice the target language (L2) due to the fact that they were not naturally extroverted (p. 261), which 
illustrates that the participants feel like another person or change their personalities during the process of L2 
identity developing or L1 reconstruction. I believe that this concept is also similar to the concept of contrastive 
rhetoric and in the sense that it indicates that a language learner’s L2 or FL identity is developing or L1 (old) 
language identity is being reconstructed or changing while learning a new language.  
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4.1 Thought Pattern and L2 or FL Self  

In accordance with this concept of contrastive rhetoric, over time, the learner’s logic of thought may change due 
to learning the target language; therefore, their identities might evolve as well; however, I believe their L2 or FL 
identities are developing while learning the target language, and their native language identities (L1) are limited, 
or language learners feel broken in the target language context. This concept can be supported by Cervatiuc’s 
(2009) study in Canada. One participant in the study, Veronica, stated that “[e]ven if I keep my first language 
identity [L1 identity], I would still say that I am at least 50 percent Canadian” (Cervatiuc, 2009, p. 263). The 
other participant, Bojana, revealed that “after the 5 years that I spent in Canada, I thought that I was living on an 
island, neither here, nor there” (p. 264). In Cervatiuc’s (2009) study, many participants claimed that they 
experienced “temporary alienation, loss of identity or perceived marginalization” (p. 264) as L2 or NNS speakers 
in Canada, which represents that these participants felt temporarily broken or limited in L1. Kaplan (1966) wrote, 
“[t]he foreign student who has mastered the syntax of English may still write a bad paragraph or a bad paper 
unless he also masters the logic of English” (p. 15). The concept of contrastive rhetoric assumes that languages 
are different, not only in phonology, morphology, and grammar, but also in genres and rhetorical and syntactic 
features (Kaplan, 2001, p. viii). Therefore, while learning a new language, a student’s L2 or FL identity in the 
new language and culture may be developing or his or her L1 identity may be reconstructed or may be changing 
because a learner may need to adapt the logic of thought/cultural-thought patterns or rhetorical structures of his 
or her native language to that of the target language (to learn to think in the target language) in order to write a 
good essay in the target language. For example, a Chinese writer’s rhetorical structures and thought patterns may 
be generally indirect, while in English may be generally direct. In Chinese writing or speaking, the speaker or 
writer usually points out the main idea at the end. On the contrary, based on the academic writing or speaking 
conventions in English, writers should state their theses at the beginning, usually in the introduction. In my own 
personal experience, I have to consciously think about what my thesis statement is when writing an English 
composition and revise my thesis many times because in Chinese writing the main point appears at the end, and 
my mind automatically thinks in this fashion. For instance, Shen (1998) reported that he developed a combined 
identity, including his old and new identities (Chinese self and English self), in his English composition, and he 
stated that identity is a key to learning how to write a good English composition. Another example is in Benson, 
Barkhuizen, Bodycott, and Brown’s (2012) qualitative study on nine undergraduate students in a pre-service 
teacher education program from Hong Kong participating in the study abroad program. One participant, Anna, 
reported that she forced herself to speak in English from the beginning of her stay in Canada in order to make 
friends with the target language speakers, which shows that she might have the self-confidence to speak English 
or in her English speaking ability. She reported that she is then able to think and communicate in English 
because she wants to be like a native speaker (L2 identity developing) in the hopes of becoming “one of them” 
(p. 185) one day. Anna’s motivation to think in English (L2) is a good example of logic of thought patterns in L2. 
Nevertheless, language learners’ identities in the new language are developing because they may feel like 
different people (having L2 selves), feel limited, broken, or incomplete when they have difficulties functioning 
in the target language such as speaking, listening, reading, or writing, and they may feel that they cannot deliver 
their thoughts or ideas in a clear way the same as using their native languages (L1s). In the meantime, they might 
also experience language anxiety due to experiencing a sense of incapability in the target language (e.g., low 
self-confidence).  

As mentioned earlier, the logic of thought/cultural thought patterns (i.e., the concept of contrastive rhetoric) in 
the native language may interfere with performance in the target language. For example, when I write an 
academic English paper, I will unconsciously use the rhetorical structure of Chinese. In Silva’s (1993) study of 
thirteen ESL international graduate students’ perceptions on the differences between L1 and L2 writing, some of 
the participants suggested that they think primarily in L1 and then translate L1 to L2 when writing English 
papers. Some expressed that the rhetorical structure, directness, makes writing an English paper difficult or 
frequently confuses their American instructors because in the student’s culture or rhetorical conventions are 
generally indirect. Most of the participants in Silva’s (1993) study commented that their native languages 
interfere with English writing, and their concepts of audience, rhetoric, vocabulary, or grammar are limited; 
therefore, they found themselves unable to express their thoughts and intentions when writing in a target 
language. Their target language identities are developing while learning the target language; however, their logic 
of thought may still come from their native languages (L1s). Their expressions in the target language are limited 
due to the incompetence of the new language and the thinking patterns in their native languages (L1s).  
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4.2 Changes of L1 Self and Development of L2 Self 

L2 or FL students’ language identities might be constantly developing while learning new languages. The 
following previous studies seem to support the concept of changes of L1 self and development of L2 identity. 
However, I believe that a learner’s native identity (L1 self) may be broken or limited while functioning in the 
target language in the target language context. In Eva Hoffman’s Lost in Translation, the goal of her writing 
journals in her L2, English, is to develop a new thinking model for her daily life in that language 
(Watkins-Goffman, 2001, p. 32). During that time, she was developing a thinking mode in English, and she 
found a new self in the U.S., which was her new identity in English. In Richard Rodriguez’s work, Hunger of 
Memory, he lost his native language, and in the process he mastered the target language, English (L2) and 
obtained a new identity in English (Watkins-Goffman, 2001, p. 20); however, after he succeeded in the L2 
society, he missed his old identity and language in Spanish (L1). In Julia Alvarez’s Something to Declare, she 
was searching for her identity in the U.S., and during this process, she affirmed her old identity 
(Watkins-Goffman, 2001, p. 44). I have had experiences like Alvarez, where a language learner is searching for 
his or her identity in a new country. 

Spack (1997) reported on a case study conducted by Tucker. When she read the essay of a student named Najla, 
she thought the writing was the product of the rhetorical tradition of Najla’s native culture, Afghani (p. 772). 
After she interviewed her, she realized that when the student wrote the essay, she imitated the rhetorical features 
found in the readings she was fond of, which were the U.S. and Pakistan. Najla’s identity as a writer was still 
developing multi-culturally, not only in relation to the U.S. but also in other cultures. Tucker cautioned that 
when reading a student’s writing, teachers should take into account a student’s cross-border culture and 
still-evolving identities, and the fact that a student may not merely be the product of a culture or their native 
culture, but also the creator of a culture. Najla’s identity in her writing may be the combination of her old culture 
and language, Afghani, and her new culture and new language in the U.S. or another culture. As mentioned 
earlier, I believe that Najla’s identity in the target language writing (L2 self) is still developing. Also, her identity 
(L1 self) is recreated or reconstructed based on the cultures and languages she is learning and the environment 
she is experiencing.  

Language learners’ identities have been changing through the processes of language learning in multiple target 
language settings. In Haneda’s (2005) case studies on two adult students from two different backgrounds and 
enrolled in her Japanese literacy classes at a Canadian university, she concluded that these two participants had 
invested themselves in the Japanese learning, and through their previous or present membership or participation 
in the classroom or several target language communities, their L1 identities had been changing.  

By examining English-speaking German students’ essays focusing on language choice, Belz (2002) concluded 
that through the creation of new form or combination of their native languages and German or other languages, 
they gain control of the new language and express themselves in sense of who they are and show how they 
interact themselves with the world (i.e., their identities). These adult L2 learners have experienced changes of 
their identities by learning the L2 and representing their changing selves in the text (i.e., language names, 
syntactic play) they create. For them, learning a new language is for self-improvement, so through and in the 
process of learning a new language, they identify themselves as multi-competent instead of as having an L2 
deficiency. Therefore, this changes their self-conceptualizations, which are represented in their text as their 
textual identities. I can predict, in this case, due to the fact that they are learning a new language for 
self-improvement, so language anxiety may be avoided or reduced.  

By analyzing the collection of their language learning autobiographical narratives, Lin, Wang, Akamatsu, and 
Mehdi (2002) expressed how they invested themselves in learning English, and how their identities and their 
lives have changed in the process of learning the new language. One of the authors, Wang, stated in her language 
learning autobiography that by using the Chinese and English in class with teachers and classmates, they created 
a world for themselves: “Chinese was the language to represent ourselves” (p. 302) (i.e., L1 identity) and English 
is the language for us (i.e., the development of L2 identity) “to expand who we were and who we wanted to be” 
(Lin et al., 2002, p. 302). English became the “language of dream” (p. 302) and freedom and liberated her 
psychologically. For another author, Lin, learning English expanded and enriched her social and cultural worlds 
by having pen-pals all around the world, and she gradually created her inner-self in English (the development of 
L2 identity) by writing English diaries to improve her English. She later realized that writing in English liberated 
her thoughts, and she could easily write what she felt in her English diaries. She expressed in her autobiography, 
“…I seemed to have found a tool that gave me more freedom to express my innermost fears, worries, anger, 
conflicts…” (Lin et al., 2002, p. 303).  
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Based on Belz’s (2002) and Lin et al.’s (2002) studies shown above, the participants’ L2 or FL identities were 
created according to learners’ life experiences, cultures, or societies in which they take part and based on their 
motivation or purpose for learning a new language, such as for self-improvement or to be someone else.  

In Chen’s (2010) research on a Chinese fourth grade boy named Evan, the results suggested that Evan was 
negotiating with multiple identities or having identity conflicts as an ELL student (i.e., low status or a 
undesirable L2 identity, low self-confidence) or a smart math student in an advanced Math class (i.e., desirable 
high status, high self-confidence). Evan is developing his L2 identity. In regular classes or advanced Math 
classes, he was fortunate that his teachers view his native language, Chinese, as a resource for his learning in 
school (high status in L1). However, Evan’s lack of resources in English (English proficiency and 
communication norms) caused him to physically fight with peers he felt teased or made fun of by because he felt 
limited in his L2 (Chen, 2010, p. 176). 

In Cervatiuc’s (2009) study, these successful advanced NNS immigrants felt the need to act native in Canadian 
corporate culture in order to fit in; however, in the beginning of the process, they perceived this is “an attack on 
their L1 identity and a high price to pay” (p. 263) for their employment success, which illustrates feeling broken 
in L1self. Also, these participants indicated that they might never be considered a true member of the target (NS) 
community. These participants admitted that they felt torn between these two cultures, L1 and L2 cultures, for 
many years, and they finally stopped regarding their L1 and L2 identities as “conflicting and disharmonious” (p. 
263), which shows that their L1 identities being reconstructed in the process.  

Moreover, Cervatiuc (2009) stated that after many years residing in Canada, these advanced NNS participants 
feel close to both their L1 and L2 communities; nevertheless, they do not view themselves as “entirely true 
Canadians” (p. 265), and they still view themselves in their L1 identities. Therefore, the majority of these 
participants view themselves as possessing a combination of L1 and L2 identities (p. 264). For example, one of 
these participants, Bojana, stated, “I have a hyphenated identity, as I consider myself to be a Canadian-Serbian” 
(Cervatiuc, 2009, p. 264).  

In Benson et al.’s (2012) study, one participant, Sally, claimed that the more development in her L2 speaking 
and listening, the more self-confidence in using L2 she gained, and this improved self-confidence is associated 
with her L2 identity development because she could see herself as a language “user” (p. 185) instead of “learner” 
(p. 185), and learning the L2 is by the process of using it rather than just studying grammar and vocabulary 
(Benson et al., 2012).  

Of the participants in Benson et al.’s (2009) study, Joey, claimed that she can normally communicate with 
Australians, and she saw herself as an “almost native speaker” (p. 187); however, as a Chinese female (L1 
identity), she pointed out, she was harassed and racially discriminated in Australia, which shows that her L1 
identity is broken, and in this process she reported that she had a stronger Chinese identity (L1 self), which 
represents L1 reconstruction. Finally, Janice who also studied abroad in Australia, commented that even though 
she married a native speaker, she will never be a native speaker, and she claimed that she also identifies herself 
as Chinese (L1 self) (Benson et al., 2012, p. 187).  

4.3 Development of FL Self  

The developing of FL self has also appeared in the previous literature (e.g., Benson et al., 2012; Khodadady & 
Navari, 2012; Shin, 2010). In Shin’s (2010) qualitative study on twelve adults of mixed heritage backgrounds 
with one English-speaking parent and one immigrant parent who speaks another ethnic language, one of the 
participants, Julie, is half Japanese and half White, but she claimed that she never learned to speak Japanese 
growing up due to her mother, who never spoke to her in Japanese. She then determined to learn to speak 
Japanese in order to be Japanese in order to form her foreign language identity (FL) or heritage language identity 
(HL). The other participant in Shin’s (2010) study, Suzanne, claimed that she does not view herself as Chinese 
(FL or HL identity) because she cannot speak Cantonese. Suzanne’s father is Cantonese native speaker but was 
reluctant to teach her the language. Due to the difficulties of learning Cantonese as an adult, she decided to learn 
Italian instead to feel “something other than just American” (Shin, 2010, p. 214) because “[i]t’s kind of maybe 
my [her] way of compensating” (Shin, 2010, p. 214). In this process, Suzanne is developing her FL identity in 
Italian. 

In Khodadady and Navari’s (2012) quantitative research on a mix of high-school, college, graduate-level female 
advanced English learners’ FL identity and English learning with different disciplines in Iran, the results 
suggested that based on the learners’ educational level, high-school, college, and the learners who plan to study 
abroad, their English (FL) helps them establish their idealized FL identity. 
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In Benson et al.’s (2012) study, one of the participants, Selina, stated that after working in the university’s 
International Office in UK, and then returning to Hong Kong, she finally believed that she has achieved English 
proficiency (i.e., self-confidence). She reported to be able to utilize the FL to make friends with students from 
overseas in Hong Kong.  

In this same study, Ruby, stated that after returning from the UK, she tended to say “hello” (p. 187) and “thank 
you” (p. 187) in English (FL) to bus drivers which is not a common practice in Hong Kong, which is another 
example of the development of FL self or feeling like another person (Benson et al., 2009).  

In brief, these immigrants or L2 or FL learners reported their emotions toward learning L2 or FL, their 
experiences, and how these experiences affected their L1 identities and the development of their L2 or FL 
identities, which supports the concept of L1 self or L2/FL self in a language context shown in Figure 1.  

5. Conclusion 

In summary, based on the previous literature, language learners’ self-confidence (or language selves/language 
identities) is related to language anxiety experienced during the process of learning in the target language 
communities or academic settings. Self-confidence may lower learners’ levels of language anxiety and enhance 
language achievement or performance. While learning the target language, this unique experience or emotion 
(e.g., feeling like a different person, feeling like having an L2 or FL self, or feeling limited) implies that 
language anxiety is associated with language learners’ development of L2 or FL selves or identities or the 
emotion of feeling incompetent, limited, or broken in the target language, compared to being in the L1 
environment where they are able to express their thoughts easily and clearly. Language learners might develop 
L2 or FL identities or the combination of L1 and L2/FL identities through learning the target language in 
academic settings or target language communities. However, language learners’ anxiety about not being able to 
function well in the target language makes them feel incompetent (a sense of low self-confident), limited, or due 
to the difficulties in the target language (i.e., L2 or FL), and being unable to communicate in their native 
languages (L1) to a target language group, they do not feel like themselves anymore (i.e., the feeling of the loss 
of L1 identity). For example, when they speak their native languages, they feel like themselves. In comparison to 
in L2 or FL contexts, they know who they are and what they want to say in their native languages (L1)—i.e., the 
feeling of the loss of L1 identity while speaking the target language (L2 or FL) in the target language context. 
This problem implies that in the process of the development of L2 or FL identities or the reconstruction of L1 
(old) identities, language learners might feel limited or do not feel like themselves, and language anxiety arises. 
They might have experienced language anxiety while learning the target language, or due to not being able to 
express their feelings or thoughts or function well in the target language, they may start to experience this 
anxiety.  
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Figure 1. Relationship among language anxiety, self-confidence, and language identity in a target language 
context 
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