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Abstract:  

Many learn foreign language for personal or job-related reasons. It is cliché to say that 

learning a foreign language is important for students to join the bandwagon of 

“globalized learning”; although that is true! Many reported they enjoyed participating in 

language related activities. However, for some learners, learning a foreign language may 

not be a pleasant experience. Anxiety for foreign language learning causes other 

problems for learners. These problems may snowball to effect other performance and 

achievement in other language related areas; thus, creating a cycle of fear. Two theories 

are merged to form the cycle of cycle of fear for foreign language learning. This study 

used the instrument by Horwitz (1986) who developed the Foreign Language Classroom 

Anxiety Scale. There were 7 items on demographic profile, 8 items for communication 

apprehension, 5 items for fear of test anxiety. There were also 9 items of fear of negative 

evaluation, and items on fear of language classes. Findings reveal that the communication 

apprehension that students portray, can snowball to learners fearing taking test and 

getting negative evaluation and then this fear may extend to fearing the foreign language 

classes.  

 

Keywords: foreign language, cycle of fear, communication apprehension, test anxiety, 

negative evaluation 

 

1. Introduction  

 

There are numerous benefits of knowing more one language. According to Marian and 

Shook (2012), people who know more than one language perform better at tasks that 

require conflict management. They are also able to switch from one task to another. 

Perhaps that could be one reason why schools and universities made it compulsory for 

students to learn more than one language. It is cliché to say that learning a foreign 

language is important for students to join the bandwagon of “globalized learning”; 
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although that is true! Universities are now introducing programmes related to 

internationalisation to attract international partners to encourage student mobility. These 

programmes encourage authentic learning (Rahmat, Abdullah, Yahaya, Choong & 

Whancit, 2020) in an environment for learners to learn a foreign language in the host 

country. These programmmes are usually carefully planned to encourage cross-cultural 

communication. According to Reisberg (2017), knowing a foreign language is not merely 

knowing words. Learning a foreign language allows learners to gain deeper 

understanding of language and its relationship to the culture.  

 However, for some learners, learning a foreign language may not be pleasant 

experience. Some learners find that learning a foreign language is stressful. According to 

Oteir, and Al-Otaibi (2019), past studies show that anxiety for foreign language learners 

has made learning not enjoyable. Foreign language learning anxiety can be caused my 

many factors such as the learners themselves or the surrounding environment. Elaldi 

(2016) reported that anxiety causes other problems for EFL learners and may snowball to 

other performance and achievement. As such, there need to be more research and 

exploration on the causes. This study is done to investigate the factors that cause foreign 

language learning. The following questions guide the focus of this study;  

1) In what ways do communication apprehension influence foreign language 

learning? 

2) In what ways do fear of test influence foreign language learning? 

3) In what ways do fear of negative evaluation influence foreign language learning? 

4) In what ways do fear of language classes influence foreign language learning? 

 

2. Literature Review 

 

2.1 Fear of Learning a Foreign Language 

In general, there are several categories of anxiety. According to Oteir & Al-Otaibi (2019), 

psychologically, anxiety can be categorised into three types. The first type is known as 

trait anxiety. Trait anxiety is the kind of anxiety that stems from the individual 

personality. For example, people who crave for perfection often live with anxiety when 

they did not get the results they had hope for. Next, state anxiety is the feeling of 

nervousness that a person feels when faced with uncertain situations. However, this 

nervousness can change over time or fluctuate depending on situations. An example for 

state anxiety is the temporary fear students feel when they have to face a test. The anxiety 

ends when the assessment ends. The last type is situation specific anxiety. This is the type 

of anxiety that occurs only when the person is faced with conditions that are not 

favourable to him/her. One example of situation specific is the anxiety that learners feel 

when they have to take up the course that they are not familiar with-like learning a 

foreign language. 

 One of the reasons why learners are afraid of foreign language learning classes in 

that they fear the communication that they have to participate in. Studies by Gopang, 

Bughio and Pathan (2015) and also Naudhani, Wu & Naudhani (2018) investigated 

majoring and non-majoring students of English and found that both categories of 
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students reported anxiety when it comes to learning a language. It did not matter if the 

students were majoring in the language or taking the language as a foreign language 

elective, language learning gave them anxiety. This is especially so when the learners are 

asked to communicate using the target language. So, what about foreign language 

learning that causes learning anxiety among learners? 

 Sometimes foreign language learning anxiety may stem from the learners 

themselves. Suleimenova (2013) identified several major stressors when it comes to 

foreign language learning. He found that some learners reported having jumbled and 

confused thoughts when they are in the foreign language classrooms. This may then give 

them reasons to fear speaking in the target language. In addition to that some language 

related activities may cause more fear among the learners. Activities that require learners 

to perform in front of their peers may create major anxiety. Next, learners were said to be 

stressed when they were being called out to provide answers/responses. Even the act of 

waiting for their turn to speak also brings anxiety to some learners. In addition to that, 

some learners reported having a teacher who constantly corrects their mistakes is a major 

source of anxiety. This fear may snowball into more fear and the learner may end up not 

performing well in evaluation not because he/she was not fluent in the target language-

they could just be anxious! 

 Next, there are also times when fear of foreign language learning may or may even 

be related to the subject being learnt. The study by Luo (2018) investigated seven learners 

variables considered to be cause of fear. He investigated variables such as age, 

motivation, perception of the difficulty of the foreign language, self-perceived 

achievement, self-perceived language learning ability, self-expectation in the language 

class, and perception of the importance of the target language. Correlation analyses 

showed that all seven variables were significantly correlated with anxiety level in 

isolation. Perception of the difficulty of the foreign language and age were found to have 

positive relationships with anxiety, whereas the remaining five variables were reported 

to have negative relationships.  

 

2.2 Cycle of Self-Fulfilling Prophecy 

Have you ever “predicted a negative outcome for a situation and the prediction turned 

out to be true after all?” This could probably be the case of self -fulfilling prophecy. 

Merton (1948) defined self-fulling prophecy as a false definition of the situation that 

evoke a new behaviour. This new behaviour becomes internalized, thus making the 

originally false conception come true. Figure 1 explains further the cycle of self-fulfilling 

prophecy. It all begins with beliefs formed by a person. This belief then influences his/her 

expectations. The expectations then will influence his/her behaviour guided by his initial 

beliefs and thoughts. The behaviour would then influence the end results to the person. 

If the beliefs are positive, the end result will also be positive, and vice versa.  

http://oapub.org/edu/index.php/ejfl


Noor Hanim Rahmat  

INVESTIGATING THE CYCLE OF FEAR IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING 

 

European Journal of Foreign Language Teaching - Volume 5 │ Issue 1 │ 2020                                                                 120 

 
Figure 1: Cycle of Self-Fulling Prophecy (adapted from Merton, 1948) 

 

2.3 Past Studies 

Anxiety for language learning may lead to negative consequences for the learner. The 

study by Shabani (2012) investigated the levels and sources of anxiety and its relationship 

with fear of negative evaluation. The instrument used for this study is foreign language 

anxiety classroom scale (FLACS) and fear of negative evaluation (FNE) scale. 61 EFL 

learners responded to the survey. Descriptive analysis indicated that participants suffer 

from language anxiety and fear of negative evaluation. The result of independent sample 

t-test showed there was no significant difference between males and females in the levels 

of anxiety. The computation of means and standard deviations of statements in 

questionnaires revealed that the prime sources of language anxiety and fear of negative 

evaluation are fear of failing class and fear of leaving unfavourable impression on others, 

respectively.  

 Next, instructors can help to prepare a suitable foreign language environment. Al-

Khasawneh (2016) studied the level and sources of foreign language learning anxiety 

experienced by Saudi students studying at King Khalid University (KKU). He also 

examined the differences between the level of language anxiety and the students’ study 

level. 97 English majored students from different levels were purposively chosen to 

participate in this study. The research instrument used in this study was Foreign 

Language Classroom Anxiety Scales (FLCAS) developed by Horwitz(1986). The results 

obtained from this study revealed a moderate level of anxiety as reported by the students. 

The students experienced different sources of language anxiety such as communication 

apprehension, anxiety of English classes, fear of negative evaluation, and test anxiety. 

Also, no statistically significant differences were found between the students’ level of 

anxiety and their level of study. The results of this study suggest that the classroom 

atmosphere should be motivating and encouraging.  

 Foreign language learning anxiety is one of the affective factors which influence 

language learning negatively. It has several sources and different types. Sadighi & 

Dastpak (2017) investigated the sources of foreign language speaking anxiety of Iranian 

EFL learners. 154 EFL learners participated in the study. They were required to fill out a 
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foreign language anxiety questionnaire which was developed based on the Foreign 

Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) by Horwitz (1986). The results of the study 

indicated that “fear of making mistakes”, “fear of negative evaluation”, and “lack of 

vocabulary knowledge” were the main factors which caused anxiety among students. 

Some strategies are recommended for the students to use in order to cope with the 

anxiety-provoking factors.  

 

2.4 Theoretical Framework of the Study 

This study is rooted from two main theories. These two theories are merged to form a 

cycle of cycle of fear for foreign language learning. The “template” to merge (Figure 2) 

for the cycle of fear is derived from Merton’s (1948) “cycle of self-fulfilling” prophecy. A 

person begins by implanting a belief (may or may not be true) of a situation. This belief 

affects his/her expectations. The expectation further influences his/her behaviour to 

create a result as expected.  

 
Figure 2: Merging Self-Fulling Prophecy and Fear of Foreign Language Learning 

Beliefs  Communication apprehension 

Expectations Fear of Test Anxiety 

Behaviour Fear of negative Evaluation 

Results Fear of Foreign Language Classes 

 

How is the merge done? In this study, the belief is the learner embarking on the language 

journey with expectation and that is filled with apprehension for communication. Next, 

this apprehension is heightened when it comes to preparing for test taking. This anxiety 

then leads to more fear-related behaviour; the learner now also fears negative evaluation 

by the people associated with the learning. Finally, the results of this series of anxiety is 

that the learner fears foreign language classes. The merge of the two theories is seen in 

Figure 3 - the cycle of fear for foreign language learning. 

 

 
Figure 3: Theoretical Framework of the Study: Cycle of Fear for Foreign Language Learning 
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3. Methodology 

 

This quantitative study uses a survey adapted from Horwitz (1986)-Foreign Language 

Classroom Anxiety Scale. The details of the survey is; 

• Demographic Profile (7 items) No 1-7; 

• Communication Apprehension (8 items) No 8-15; 

• Fear of Test Anxiety (5 items) No 16-20; 

• Fear of Negative Evaluation (9 items) No 21-29; 

• Fear of Language Classes (10 items) No 30-39. 

 Data was randomly collected from 902 respondents who attended a semester of 

third language courses which includes languages such as Mandarin, Japanese, Arabic 

and also Italian. Data is collected from goggle form and analyse using SPSSS version 26. 

Findings are presented based on the frequency of responses using mean scores.  
 

4. Findings 
 

A total of 902 respondents answered the survey. Findings is presented by answering the 

four research questions. 38.45 male, 61.6% female. Findings is presented in this section 

based on the research questions. 
 

4.1 Communication Apprehension 

This section presents answer to research question 1: In what ways do communication 

apprehension influence foreign language learning? 
 

Figure 4: Bar Chart showing mean score for Communication Apprehension 
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Section B of the survey investigates whether learners have communication apprehension 

(figure 4). Findings reveal that students were “nervous when they don’t understand” 

(3.5). They were also reported to “panic when they are asked to speak without 

preparation” (3.7). 

 

4.2 Fear of Test Anxiety 

This section presents the answer to research question2: In what ways do fear of test 

anxiety influence foreign language learning? 

 

 
Figure 5: Bar Chart showing mean score for Fear of Test Anxiety 

 

 Figure 5 presents the frequency of responses for Section B-Fear of Test Anxiety. 

The mean scores reveal interesting findings. The highest mean is for “worry about 

consequences of failing” (3.8),and also “self-conscious to about speaking in front of 

peers” (3.2). 

 

4.3 Fear of Negative Evaluation 

This section reports findings to answer research question 3: In what ways do fear of 

negative evaluation influence foreign language learning? 
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Figure 6: Bar chart showing mean score for Fear of Negative Evaluation 

 

With reference to figure 6, findings for fear of negative evaluation reveal that the 

respondents “think that others were better”(3.8 when it comes to foreign language 

classroom. They also felt that “others speak better”(3.8) and they were “nervous when 

the teacher ask question that they had “not prepared the answer”.(3.7) 

 

4.4 Fear of Language Classes 

This section reports findings for research question 4: In what ways do fear of language 

classes influence foreign language learning? 

 

Figure 7: Bar chart showing mean for Foreign Language Classes 
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The culmination of communication apprehension, fear of test taking, fear of negative 

evaluation would eventually lead to the learners fearing foreign language classes (Figure 

7). The highest mean score was for “frighten when they don’t understand what teacher 

is saying” (3.5). They also felt “nervous when they forget things they know “(3.4). On the 

other hand, they reported that “even if they were prepared, they would still be anxious” 

(3.4).  

 

5. Discussions 

 

A summary of the findings revealed when it comes to learning a foreign language, 

learners were less afraid if they were allowed to prepare for their responses. However, 

“preparing” for a response in the foreign language is not really communicating in that 

language; and communicating in the target language is what they feared. This is also 

agreed by Gopang, et al. (2015) and Naudhani, et al. (2018) who also found in their studies 

that learners had communication apprehension when it comes to foreign language.  

 The findings of this study are also in accordance with the studies by Al-

Khasawneh (2016), Shabani (2012), and Sadighi and Daspak (2017) who found that 

foreign language learners fear test, fear negative evaluation. Fear of test and fear of 

negative evaluation is a type of fear that is related to the learners’ trait. The fear stems 

from the learners’ personality traits. This fear can be aggravated by the surrounding 

environment. According to Rahmat (2019) the fear of learning is a vicious cycle because 

a reaction at one stage may lead to consequences at another stage. If nothing is done to 

overcome the fear, learners will end up fearing even the foreign language classes. 
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