Abstract

This paper describes a study with three purposes: to quantify feelings of first-year Japanese university EFL students about foreign language (FL) classroom anxiety, to further investigate factors that contribute to that anxiety, and to examine carefully an anxiety questionnaire based on Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope’s (1986) Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Survey (hereafter, FLCAS). A questionnaire based on the FLCAS was administered to 1038 first-year students at a public university in Japan.  

Replicating much of Aida’s (1994) study and building on Elwood’s (2004, 2005) studies, the present work investigated factors underlying students’ perceived foreign language anxiety. Principle component analysis of the FLCAS data revealed one strong factor
 with several weaker ones; ultimately, analysis included four factors accounting for 50.3% of the variance. Echoing Aida’s (1994) result, the current study indicated only moderate support for Horwitz, et al.’s (1986) construct of FL anxiety. The addition of five survey items specifically querying testing resulted in a “Test Anxiety” factor replacing the “Others Better” factor, suggesting that the original FLCAS may not have adequately addressed test anxiety. Moreover, a strict culling of weaker items resulted in a shorter, 14-item instrument with better coverage of the variance. 

Three other factors possibly correlated with FL anxiety were examined: travel abroad, residence abroad, and attendance at extracurricular schools in Japan. Travel and residence abroad correlated with lower FL anxiety and higher English proficiency. Attendance in extracurricular schools, however, was non-linear: FL anxiety decreased during the first two years but was higher with more than two years of experience. Proficiency increased with two or fewer years of attendance, but with more than two years it leveled off and did not increase further.  

Literature Review

Anxiety, one of a host of affective variables in L2 acquisition studied extensively since the 1970s, “is a complex psychological construct consisting of many variables.” (Sellers, 2000, p. 512). It can include feelings of apprehension, frustration, and insecurity; furthermore, it may call into question a person’s self-esteem. As language learners often attest (Price, 1991; Phillips, 1992), it can be debilitating. It can, however, be facilitating in some situations (MacIntyre, 1999; Young, 1992). Whatever its role—positive, negative, or some combination thereof—its presence in FL classrooms is a constant. 

Anxiety falls into a couple broad categories. Trait anxiety is essentially a constant, long-term character trait which does not depend on the external environment. A person experiencing this type will experience it regardless of the environment or situation.

State anxiety, on the other hand, is that associated with environmental cues. When a particular environment is present (e.g., the necessity for public speaking), the person becomes anxious and responds accordingly. Absent the anxiety-inducing environment, however, the particular type of state anxiety recedes. A further refinement of state anxiety is situation-specific anxiety, in which a person responds to one specific environmental cue (e.g., not all speeches induce anxiety, only the upcoming one with the company president in attendance).  

Various types of state anxiety are well documented and include those related to tests (Hembree, 1988; Sarason, 1980; Zeidner, 1998), math (Tobias, 1978), science (Mallow, 1981), statistics (Onwuegbuzie & Seamon, 1995), computers (Glass & Knight, 1988; Miller & Rainer, 1995), as well as FL learning. Although FL anxiety was thought of as simply an extension of other types, research supports its place as a unique type (Horwitz, et al., 1986; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1989; Muchnick & Wolfe, 1982).

In the field of FL learning, early studies on anxiety (e.g., Chastain, 1975) yielded inconclusive results on the effects of anxiety on performance, perhaps as a result of failing to clearly define and measure FL anxiety (Young, 1991). Horwitz, et al. (1986) attempted to

� Although the results of a principle component analysis would be more correctly called components than factors, following Tabachnick and Fidell (2003, p. 582), they will be referred to as factors. 





