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Abstract: Despite much research focusing on communicative anxiety in foreign languages, few
studies have attempted to explore communicative anxiety in French, especially among French
language students at the Faculty of Modern Languages and Communication Universiti Putra Malaysia
(UPM). In response to this gap, this study explores the communicative anxiety in the French language
in a context where exposure to French is limited and illustrates the strategies of French language
students in FBMK to reduce communicative anxiety in French. 30 undergraduate students who are
studying French Language at FBMK were subjected to a background questionnaire and a
questionnaire to measure communicative anxiety. Varimax rotated factor analysis projected students’
anxiety scale through mean score accordingly with test anxiety coming as the highest total mean of
3.31. The findings also show that 26.7% of the participants avoid eye contact with the interlocutor to
cope with communicative anxiety. The finding confirms the relationship between anxiety and year of
study and provides students with strategies to cope with communicative anxiety.

Keywords: Communicative anxiety, FLCAS, foreign language learning, language competency,
language students

Introduction

Studies have indicated that anxiety is widespread across nearly all academic fields. While there appear
to be some similarities between the causes and effects of anxiety, each discipline's form of worry and
the anxiety experienced by students are somewhat distinct from one another. Among these particular
anxiety experienced by students is foreign language anxiety (FLA). Numerous students experience
heightened levels of anxiety and unease in their foreign language classes compared to other subjects
(Campbell & Ortiz, 1991; Horwitz et al., 1986; Maclntyre & Gardner, 1989), with speaking situations
being a primary source of this anxiety (Maclntyre & Gardner, 1994). Indeed, foreign language anxiety
(FLA) has been recognized as a significant barrier to the learning and proficient use of foreign
languages (Dewaele et al., 2008; Williams & Andrade, 2008).

Although it is rather frequent, language anxiety is generally an undesirable feeling since it can
have a detrimental effect on the process of learning a language. It is an issue which can be studied to
concentrate our efforts on examining the variables that influence anxiety in order to help teachers not
only to prevent it, but to respond to it appropriately, and help students enjoy learning a foreign
language (Taly & Paramasivam, 2020). While research has been conducted on communicative anxiety
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in a Spanish university context (Santos et al, 2017; Arnaiz & Guillén, 2012) little attention has been
given to communicative anxiety in French, especially among undergraduate French language students
in the southeast Asia context.

Using a new data set on foreign language learning, we take on a new approach to the study of
French language students in FBMK, UPM and look at the factors of their communicative anxiety and
how they cope with it. We introduce the idea of foreign language anxiety (FLA) as a framework for
understanding the factors contributing to communicative anxiety in the French language and how
students reduce it.

Numerous studies suggest that foreign language anxiety is not just a theoretical concept
investigated by scholars, but a genuine experience for numerous students (Casado & Dereshiwsky,
2001; Coryell & Clark, 2009; Kosti¢-Bobanovi¢, 2009; Liu & Jackson, 2008; MacIntyre & Gardner,
1994; Tallon, 2009; Von Woérde, 2003). Although the effects of anxiety on learning a foreign language
have been studied since the 1970s (Scovel, 1978; Tobias, 1979), a general theory about anxiety in
foreign language classrooms did not emerge until the 1980s, when Horwitz, the primary researcher in
this field, presented it (Horwitz, 1995, 2000, 2001; Horwitz et al., 1986). According to Horwitz et al.
(1986), test anxiety, fear of negative evaluation and communication apprehension are the three
possible causes of foreign language anxiety, which is a distinct syndrome.

The majority of research on anxiety in foreign language learning has primarily focused on
either Spanish (Casado & Dereshiwsky, 2001; Ewald, 2007; Horwitz et al., 1986; Marcos-Llinas &
Juan-Garau, 2009) or Japanese (Aida, 1994; Kitano, 2001; Yashima, 2002). Studies involving English
as a foreign language have been conducted in Japan (Matsuda & Gobel, 2004), Korea (Thompson &
Lee, 2013), Chile (Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002), and Venezuela (Rodriguez & Abreu, 2003). Only one
study was conducted in Spain within a university setting (Casado & Dereshiwsky, 2004).

This research aims to address two concerns in the current study. The first concern is to
investigate the relationship between language anxiety and the year of study and explore the extent to
which they determine and/or influence the level of anxiety in the learners. The year of study is
important because the researchers expect to find differences in the level of anxiety between learners
from different years. The second concern is how the students reduce their communicative anxiety in
French.

Literature Review
Foreign Language Anxiety

Horwitz et al. (1986) characterized foreign language anxiety (FLA) in their widely recognized paper
as "a multifaceted construct encompassing self-perceptions, beliefs, emotions, and actions associated
with classroom language acquisition, stemming from the distinctive nature of language learning."

The research above also claims that no other academic area involves self-concept and self-
expression to the same extent as foreign language study. This distinguishes the anxiety associated with
learning a foreign language from other academic concerns. It is common to find students who perform
well in other subjects agitated when learning a foreign language, though kids who are generally
worried may be more likely to have FLA. Thus, there must be a unique facet of language learning that
makes certain kids feel anxious (Santos et al., 2017).

Foreign or second language learning presents a unique challenge, as it presents "more potential
for students to embarrass themselves, to frustrate their self-expression, and to challenge their self-
esteem and sense of identity than almost any other learning activities" (MacIntyre, 1999). As a result,
anxiety stemming from foreign or second language learning is distinct from other types of anxiety,
even though it may be associated with them.

Chen & Chang (2004) found that test parameters and academic learning history were not
predictive factors of foreign language anxiety. This shows that anxiety related to learning a foreign
language is a type of situation-specific anxiety that is peculiar to learning a foreign language. These
results support the idea of Horwitz et al. (1986) regarding a particular kind of anxiety related to
learning a foreign language. An analysis of the development of research on foreign language anxiety
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prior to and following the release of Horwitz et al.'s hypothesis is required to provide more validation
for this finding.

Another study by Sparks & Ganschow (1995) has described Foreign Language Anxiety (FLA)
as a chicken-and-egg phenomenon, questioning whether language difficulty leads to anxiety or vice
versa. Both perspectives have merit, as anxiety can hinder learning and performance while also being
exacerbated by failure. MacIntyre (1995) acknowledged this cyclical relationship, noting that anxiety
levels may rise as students experience setbacks. The relationship between language difficulty and
anxiety may vary depending on the situation. While Sparks and Ganschow (2007) suggest that anxiety
may stem from language difficulties in language learning contexts, it is worth noting that even
proficient students experience FLA. Therefore, it is plausible that anxiety acts as both a cause and an
effect of language difficulty.

Recent studies about foreign language anxiety and online French classes have been conducted
by Tutton & Cohen (2024), Garcia-Castro & O’Reilly (2022) and Co6té & Gaffney (2021). These
studies have shown that students prefer face to face classes more than online classes, FLA can also
influence students’ participation during online classes. Another study by Malik et al. (2020) noted
that students' anxiety and fear are minimized when educators acknowledge that students' speaking
processes with errors and mistakes are accepted.

Causes for Speaking Anxiety

Various factors contribute to speaking anxiety, as evidenced by research conducted by different
scholars. Onwuegbuzie et al. (1999) explored 26 factors affecting foreign language anxiety among
210 university students enrolled in language courses such as French, Spanish, German, and Japanese.
They identified seven significant predictors of foreign language anxiety, including age, academic
performance, travel history, prior language proficiency, anticipated course grades, perceived academic
ability, and self-esteem. These factors collectively explain 40% of the variance in language learning
anxiety.

Von Worde (2003) identified several anxiety-inducing factors, such as speaking in front of
others, language comprehension difficulties, fear of negative evaluation, and negative classroom
experiences. Miskam and Saidalvi (2018) highlighted communication apprehension and test anxiety
as significant contributors to overall anxiety levels among undergraduates. Furthermore, Razali et al.
(2023) underlined that students experience anxiety with their assessments. Young (1994) found that
teachers' critical attitudes also contribute to speaking anxiety. Other factors, including interpersonal
communication (Ohata, 2005), teacher evaluation (Lucas et al., 2011), and classroom competitiveness
(Williams and Andrade, 2008), have been recognized as sources of anxiety. Additionally, cultural
differences may influence anxiety levels (Taly and Paramasivam, 2020).

Wilang and Vo (2018) discovered that female students tend to experience higher levels of
anxiety, particularly in communication apprehension, evaluation anxiety, and overall foreign language
anxiety compared to male students. They also found that younger learners generally exhibit more
anxiety, especially concerning communication, evaluation, and speaking discomfort in English. This
contrasts with Bailey et al.'s (2000) findings in a university setting, where older learners reported
higher anxiety levels. Furthermore, students with the highest foreign language anxiety often share
characteristics such as lower academic performance, younger age, and female gender, which manifest
in observable behaviours like frequent eye contact with the teacher or camera, hand gestures, and self-
repetition.

Santos et al. (2017) found that university students experience greater communicative anxiety
compared to young professionals. Dewacele (2010) observed that individuals in their twenties exhibit
the highest levels of communicative anxiety, which tend to decrease with age (Dewaele, 2013;
Dewaele et al., 2008). Additionally, their study highlights the connection between communicative
anxiety and language certifications, particularly in countries like Spain where such credentials hold
significant importance.
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Methodology
Participants

This study involves 30 undergraduate students who are studying French Language at FBMK. The data
is collected from 10 students from each year of study. 9 of them are males and 21 of them are females.
All the students age are around 20 — 25 years old. The mean age of the participants was 22 years (SD
= 1.13). The average age at which these participants started learning French was 20.9 years (SD =
1.09). These students are taking Bachelor of Arts in French Language Studies with Honors. Even
though the teaching materials are in French, the teaching is mostly conducted in English, some in
French and sometimes in Malay to help students understand better.

The majority of the participants (86.7%) listed Malay as their mother tongue, while 13.3% (n =
4) indicated Mandarin as their mother tongue. Following other studies on anxiety (Dewaele et al.
2008; Thompson and Lee, 2013) and adapted from Santos et al., (2017), self-ratings of language
proficiency assessment were used. Participants were asked to rate their proficiency in French on a
scale from 1 to 10 for listening, speaking, reading and writing. The results are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Competence among first year, second year and third year (N = 30).

First year Second year Third year

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Listening (max=10) 4.1 1.1 5 1.25 5.6 1.17
Speaking (max=10) 4 0.82 5.5 1.65 5.3 1.34
Reading (max=10) 7.5 097 8 1.25 7.7 1.42
Writing (max=10) 6.5 0.53 6.7 1.64 5.8 1.48
Total (max=40) 22.1 238 25.2 394 24.6 3.98

Data Collection

There are 2 instruments used to collect the data: i) Background Questionnaire and ii) Anxiety
Questionnaire. The background items were designed to obtain demographic and linguistic data of the
participants. This questionnaire included the self-ratings of proficiency in French. The background
questionnaire is in English. As for the anxiety questionnaire, the FLCAS questionnaire was
downloaded from the internet. This questionnaire was adapted from Horwitz et al. (1986) and was
adjusted for a French context. The FLCAS questionnaire by Horwitz et al. (1986) is one of the most
widely used scales to assess foreign language anxiety in the fields of second language acquisition,
psychology and education. The FLCAS consists of 33 statements, aiming to assess communication
apprehension, test anxiety and fear of negative evaluation associated with language anxiety. Horwitz
et al.’s theory (1986) of foreign language anxiety has been widely accepted with subsequent research
acknowledging the uniqueness of foreign language anxiety and providing evidence that the FLCAS is
a reliable tool. Communicative anxiety can develop over time. In this context, the participants were in
contact with the French language for many years. Therefore, three items are related to their previous
experience as learners of French.

The anxiety questionnaire used consists of 33 closed items. Participants were asked to rate
statements on a five-point Likert scale ranging from (1) ‘strongly disagree’ to (5) ‘strongly agree’.
Internal consistency for this scale was measured and a Cronbach’s a of 0.64 was obtained. This score
matches the requirements to make the questionnaire valid (DeVellis, 1991). The anxiety questionnaire
was in English.
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Findings and Discussions
Dimension of Foreign Language Anxiety

The first research question aims at analysing the factors of the anxiety questionnaire. To answer this
research question, a Varimax rotated exploratory factor analysis using SPSS was carried out to explore
for underlying dimensions of language anxiety. The result was a three factor solution with 33 items.

The first factor was ‘Fear of negative evaluation’ and indicated participants' fear of being
negatively judged by others, their avoidance of circumstances requiring evaluation, and their belief
that others would judge them negatively. This factor accounted for 17.13% of the total variance and
included twelve items (1-12). The second factor, labelled as ‘Test Anxiety’, which indicated
participants’ worry of making mistakes, accounted for 10.89% of the total variance and compromised
ten items (13—22). The third factor ‘Communication Apprehension’, which indicated the participants’
apprehension when speaking French, accounted for 10.15% of the total variance and included to
eleven items (23-33). The loading results are summarised in Table 2 (adapted from Santos et al,
2017).

Table 2. Varimax rotated loadings for factor analysis of the Anxiety Scale (N = 30)

Item Factor 1 Factor2 Factor 3 h’
Factor 1: Fear of negative evaluation
1. T get nervous when the French 0.76 0.65

language lecturer asks questions which
I haven't prepared in advance.

2. 1 always feel that the other students 0.72 0.53
speak the French language better than
I do.

3. 1 am afraid that my French language 0.65 0.46

lecturer is ready to correct every
mistake [ make.

4. I tremble when I know that I'm going 0.58 0.41
to be called on in French class.
5. It frightens me when [ don't 0.54 0.34

understand what the teacher is saying
in the French language.

6. 1 would probably feel comfortable 0.53 0.31 0.47
around native speakers of French
language.

7. 1 feel wvery selfl]conscious about 0.48 0.25

speaking the French language in front
of other students.
8. During French class, I find myself  0.46 0.22
thinking about things that have nothing
to do with the course.

9. Ican feel my heart pounding when I'm 0.41 0.37 0.30
going to be called on in French class.

10. It embarrasses me to volunteer 0.40 0.35 0.30
answers in my French class.

11. I am usually at ease during tests in my 0.37 0.18
French class.

12. When I'm on my way to French class, 0.26 0.12

I feel very sure and relaxed.
Factor 2: Test anxiety
13. I worry about the consequences of 0.76 0.64
failing my French language class.
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14. French class moves so quickly I worry 0.71 0.55
about getting left behind.

15. In French class, I can get so nervous, I 0.71 0.55
forget things I know.

16. I feel overwhelmed by the number of 0.69 0.49
rules you have to learn to speak French
language.

17. French class moves so quickly I worry 0.64 0.46
about getting left behind.

18. I start to panic when I have to speak 0.38 0.58 0.48
without preparation in French class.

19. The more I study for a French test, the 0.44 0.51 0.51
more confused I get.

20. I keep thinking that the other students 0.45 0.49 0.47
are better at French language than I
am.

21. 1 get upset when I don't understand 0.39 0.35 0.27
what the lecturer is correcting.

22. 1 don't understand why some people 0.30 0.12
get so upset over French language
classes.

Factor 3: Communication Apprehension

23. 1 am aftraid that the other students will 0.33 0.72 0.62
laugh at me when I speak French
language.

24. 1 don't feel pressure to prepare very 0.68 0.47
well for French class.

25. 1 often feel like not going to my 0.36 0.65 0.55
French class.

26. I feel confident when I speak in French 0.62 0.47
language class.

27. Even if I am well prepared for French 0.37 0.53 0.41
class, I feel anxious about it.

28. I get nervous when I don't understand 0.33 0.44 0.36
every word the French language
lecturer says.

29. It wouldn't bother me at all to take 0.42 0.21
more French language classes.

30. I would not be nervous speaking the 0.31 0.40 0.27
French language with native speakers.

31. 1T get nervous when I don't understand 0.35 0.16

every word the French language
lecturer says.

32. I never feel quite sure of myself when 0.34 0.15
I am speaking in my French language
class.

33. I don't worry about making mistakes in 0.32 0.18

French class.

The Relationship between Communicative Anxiety and Year of Study

Table 3,4 and 5 (adapted from Santos et al., 2017) show the anxiety types of the participants. The type
of anxiety is determined by measuring the mean score of the result taken from the FLCAS. The mean
score of fear of negative evaluation was from items number 3, 4, 6, 8, 13, 19, 20, 23, 24, 28, 32 and
33. Meanwhile, the mean score of test anxiety was obtained by measuring items number 7, 9, 10, 11,
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12, 15, 21, 25, 26 and 30. Lastly, the result of communication apprehension was obtained by assessing
the mean score of items number 1, 2, 5, 14, 16, 17, 18,22, 27, 29 and 31.

Table 3. Fear of Negative Evaluation

Mean score
Item Statements E o i
1" Year 2"° Year 3™ Year

3 I tremble when I know that I'm going to be called on 3.5 2.1 2.9
in French class.

4 It frightens me when I don't understand what the 34 2.6 34
teacher is saying in the French language.

6 During French class, I find myself thinking about 3.6 2.6 33
things that have nothing to do with the course.

8 I am usually at ease during tests in my French class. 2.7 2.6 3.1

13 It embarrasses me to volunteer answers in my French 33 1.9 2.5
class.

19  Tam afraid that my French language lecturer is ready 2.3 2.1 2.7
to correct every mistake I make.

20  Ican feel my heart pounding when I'm going to be 2.8 33 3.2
called on in French class.

23 lalways feel that the other students speak the French 33 34 4.1
language better than I do.

24 Ifeel very selfl] conscious about speaking theFrench 33 34 3.1
language in front of other students.

28  When I'm on my way to French class, I feel very sure 3.2 34 3.5
and relaxed.

32 Iwould probably feel comfortable around native 2.1 2.4 2.4
speakers of French language.

33 I get nervous when the French language lecturer asks 3.9 33 33
questions which I haven't prepared in advance.

Total mean score 3.12 2.76 3.13

As shown in Table 3, the third year students have the highest fear of negative evaluation which
is 3.13 while second year and first year students have a mean score of 2.76 and 3.12, respectively.

Table 4. Test Anxiety

| Mean score
R 1" Year 2" Year 3" Year
7 I keep thinking that the other students are better at 3.5 3.2 4.2
French language than I am.
9 I start to panic when I have to speak without preparation 3 3.6 33
in French class.
10 I worry about the consequences of failing my French 4.4 3.9 4.2
language class.
11 I don't understand why some people get so upset over 2.8 3.9 3.1
French language classes.
12 In French class, I can get so nervous, I forget things I 2.6 3 33
know.
15 I get upset when I don't understand what the lecturer is 2.7 3.7 3.2
correcting.
21 The more I study for a French test, the more confused I 23 2.1 2.4
get.
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25  French class moves so quickly I worry about getting left 23 34 33
behind.
26 I feel more tense and nervous in my French class than in 2.7 2.5 3.1
my other classes.
30 Ifeel overwhelmed by the number of rules you have to 2.8 3.2 3
learn to speak French language.
Total mean score 291 3.25 3.31

The above table presents the mean score of test anxiety of the respondents. The third year
students have the highest test anxiety which is 3.31 while third year and first year students have a
mean score of 3.25 and 2.91, respectively.

Table 5. Communication Apprehension

Mean Score
Item — Statements 1" Year 2" Year 3" Year

1 I never feel quite sure of myself when I am speaking 3.1 2.9 3.2
in my French language class.

2 I don't worry about making mistakes in French class. 2.3 3.7 3.4

5 It wouldn't bother me at all to take more French 33 34 3.5
language classes.

14 I would not be nervous speaking the French language 3.1 2.5 1.9
with native speakers.

16 Even if I am well prepared for French class, I feel 2.9 3.2 3.1
anxious about it.

17 I often feel like not going to my French class. 1.9 2.2 2.2

18 I feel confident when I speak in French language 2.4 3.6 3
class.

22 I don't feel pressure to prepare very well for French 2.7 3.2 3.6
class.

27 I get nervous and confused when I am speaking in 3 3.1 2.9
my French class.

29 I get nervous when I don't understand every word the 1.8 3.1 3.6
French language lecturer says.

31 I am afraid that the other students will laugh at me 34 2.6 2.7
when I speak French language.

Total mean score 2.72 3.05 3.01

Table 5 presents the scores of test anxiety, the second year students have the highest
communication apprehension which is 3.05 while third year and first year students have a mean score
of 3.01 and 2.72, respectively.

Based on the result, it is evident that the year of study has a significant effect on all types of
anxiety: fear of negative evaluation, communication apprehension, and test anxiety among French
language students in FBMK.

Coping Strategies for Communicative Anxiety

The second research question involves finding the strategies of French language students in FBMK to
reduce communicative anxiety in French. Based on Table 6, the study found that 8 of the students
avoided eye contact to reduce their communicative anxiety in French, while positive thinking and
practicing with friends came close with 7 and 5 students respectively. Other coping strategies reported
are doing vlogs, practicing in front of the mirror, watching movies, listening to French songs and
reading dictionary.
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Table 6. Coping strategies for communicative anxiety

Strategies that students use to reduce communicative anxiety in No of

French class Students &
Avoiding eye contact 8 26.7
Positive thinking 7 23.3
Practice with friends 5 16.7
Do videos or vlogs of talking about daily life in French 1 33
Be confident 1 33
Practice when I have time before class 1 33
Keep learning basics French grammar, frequently listen to French songs 1 33
to familiarise like being in native environment.
Reading as many French texts as I can to familiarise myself with the 1 33
pronunciation
Watching movies, listening to French songs and try to sing 1 3.3
Reading dictionary 1 33
Practicing in front of mirror 1 33
Practicing by yourself a thousand times 1 33
Just be myself and never let the negative energy flow 1 33
Total 30 100

This study explores the communicative anxiety in the French language in a context where exposure to
French is limited and to illustrate the strategies of French language students in FBMK to reduce
communicative anxiety in French.

The results show that there are significant differences in communicative anxiety between
participants who have different years of study in French. One of the most interesting results of the
current research study is that the students in their senior year have more anxiety than both of their
junior classes. This might be because language at higher levels requires the students to develop more
sophisticated and authentic communication skills. As a result of this increased complexity, students
might feel less at ease speaking French both inside and outside of the classroom and may become
more nervous. This finding is the same as past findings in the studies by Marcos-Llinas and Juan-
Garau (2009) and Ewald (2007) for the Spanish classroom and also Kitano’s (2001) for the Japanese
classroom.

However, we need to raise the question — why does the students think that avoiding eye contact
can help them cope with anxiety? From the researcher’s observation and the data taken, we can
propose that avoiding eye contact is a reaction from the participants (caused by shyness and lack of
confidence) when they think they are being judged by their peers or their surroundings while speaking
French. According to Ding et al. (2024), FLCA showed significant negative correlations with overall
presentation performance, particularly in participants' vocal delivery, enthusiasm, and eye contact.
Therefore, avoiding eye contact is not a strategy to lower or eliminate anxiety in the foreign language
classroom but a method used by the participants to cope with anxiety. Furthermore, eye contact is an
important element to have better learning outcomes (Mohammad & Kamran, 2023). Nonverbal cues,
such as gestures and eye contact are very important in learner engagement when speaking a second
language (Aubrey & Philpott, 2023). Therefore, foreign language students must address their shyness
and lack of confidence to overcome anxiety in speaking in foreign language classes.

Some limitations might be related to collecting our data and interpreting our results. One of the
limitations of this study is that it only focuses on French language students in UPM and may not be
representative of other French language learners around the world.

It is recommended that future research should examine how teaching can be organized to help
students address their shyness and lack of confidence in speaking French. The relationship between
teaching and shyness and lack of confidence needs to be explored further because this can help
students have better experience learning French.
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Conclusion

The purpose of this research was to investigate the relationship between language anxiety and the year
of study and explore the extent to which they determine and/or influence the level of anxiety in the
learners and how the students reduce their communicative anxiety in French. This study was
conducted by asking 30 French language undergraduate students through questionnaires.

As a conclusion, the year of study has a significant impact on communicative anxiety in
French. The complexity and the level of mastery expected as the study year progresses heighten the
anxiety and fear in students to speak French. Therefore, the level of anxiety is higher among year 3
students compared to year 1 students. Time also plays a major role as contact learning time for
students with the language is shortened year by year. The strategies used to cope with communicative
anxiety in French are avoiding eye contact, positive thinking, practicing with friends, doing vlogs,
practicing in front of the mirror, watching movies, listening to French songs and reading dictionary.
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