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Abstract

Since oral participation is one of the most observable phenomena in language classes, it has
been noticed that students often suffer from a considerable level of anxiety in EFL
classrooms. Although numerous studies have tackled this issue, particular attention to Saudi
learners' perspectives of the main causes of speaking anxiety is needed. Therefore, this
research aims to explore the main causes of speaking anxiety that Saudi EFL learners
encounter in their language classrooms. The sample of this study involved 126 ELI Saudi
female students studying their foundation year at King Abdulaziza University and whose ages
range between 18 to 20 years old. To reach a better and clear understanding of the research
phenomenon, a mixed- method approach was used. For gathering data, two instruments were
utilized; a semi-structured interview with ten students from level 102, 103, and 104 and an
online based questionnaire with 116 students from level 102 and 103. The quantitative data
were analyzed through descriptive statistics, and the qualitative data were thematically
analyzed. The qualitative data found that the main causes of speaking anxiety were: Teachers'
role in raising or reducing anxiety, lack of vocabulary, the weak educational system at
schools, test anxiety, and peer anxiety. On the other hand, the quantitative data categorized
speaking anxiety into three main domains: causes related to the classroom atmosphere, causes
related to the EFL teachers, and others related to the test.
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1. Introduction

In the past research, the focus in the area of second language acquisition (SLA) has been
mainly on language pedagogy, such as teaching methods and approaches. That is to say;
research has paid much attention to teaching and learning itself and the cognitive domain of
the learner rather than pinpointing the affective variables that learners bring with them into
class (Tseng, 2012). In the early 1970s, researchers started to investigate some of the
affective variables that may hinder the whole learning process, such as learning styles,
motivation, individual differences and anxiety (Shams, 2006). These variables, in fact,
appeared to be relevant even in today's classroom. Therefore, teachers, as well as educators,
should put these affective variables into consideration to have a better understanding of their
students’ needs and interests. The current paper highlights one of these instrumental variables,
which is students' anxiety in EFL classrooms, with particular reference to speaking, among
Saudi EFL learners.

2. Literature Review
2.1 What is Language Anxiety?

Language anxiety had been established as a discrete topic and an issue peculiar to foreign
language learning (Alsaraj, 2014). The concept of language anxiety had been defined in
numerous studies in the field of foreign language education since the early 1970s (Gardner &
Maclntyre, 1993; Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986; Young, 1992; Alsaraj, 2014; Alrabai,
2015). Young (1992), for instance, described language learning contexts as the provoking
factor for language anxiety and defined language anxiety as a construct peculiar to language
learning situations. Also, Gardner and Maclintyre (1993) provided a more precise definition
for language anxiety when they described it as " the apprehension experienced when a
situation requires the use of a second language with which the individual is not fully
proficient." (p. 5)

The concept foreign language anxiety (FLA) was conceived as a complex and
multidimensional phenomenon (Young, 1990). As an illustration, Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope
(1986) defined (FLA) as "a distinct complex of self-perceptions, feelings, and behaviors
related to classroom language learning arising from the uniqueness of the language learning
process " (p. 128). The current research was based on Horwitz et al.'s notion of anxiety, as
learning a foreign language could be perceived a stressful experience that involved
complicated feelings of apprehension and discomfort which could hinder the students' whole
learning process.

2.2 The Causes of Speaking Anxiety

After the admission of language anxiety as a separate construct (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope,
1986). Researchers began to investigate the causes and effects of speaking anxiety on EFL
learners (e.g., MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991; Yahya, 2013; Oztirk & Girbiz, 2014; Mukminin
et al., 2015). The following section provides a literature review of the different causes of
speaking anxiety in the language classroom.
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2.2.1 Competitiveness and Classroom Atmosphere

A considerable number of investigators identified competitiveness as essential in determining
students' speaking anxiety. As an illustration, Curtrone (2009) explored that inter-learner
competition is one of the main causes of Japanese EFL learners' language anxiety. Moreover,
Kayaoglu & Saglamel (2013) related students' speaking anxiety in Bond University, English
Language Institute, Australia, to the fear of failure in front of others, competitiveness and fear
of making mistakes. Besides, Oztirk & Girbiz (2014) discussed some situations in which
Turkish EFL students felt stressed while speaking inside the classroom, such as forgetting
appropriate words, not being prepared to talk as they are sometimes embarrassed to speak in
front of the class or exposed to the questions immediately. In a similar way, Young's (2004)
qualitative study found that the main causes of Korean EFL University students foreign
language anxiety was the students' low self-esteem, competitiveness among their peers,
situation-specific anxiety, and lack of group membership. He also added, overt explicit error
correction, speaking English in front of the class, limited knowledge, lack of class preparation,
and uneven allowance of turns as other causes of FLA. In India, Ansari (2015) also
conducted a case study on students' perception, performance, and main causes of speaking
anxiety. He found that fear of peers negative evaluation was one of the major causes of
speaking anxiety that the participants may encounter.

2.2.2 Unsupportive Teachers

A number of studies in the field of foreign language speaking anxiety proved that teachers
constitute as an essential cause in students' low ability in language learning. In the literature,
preparing the students mainly for the exam, using traditional methods of teaching without
considering the students' needs, and teachers' negative evaluation were among the main
causes of speaking anxiety caused by the teacher. In China, Shuying (1999), for instance,
pointed out that preparing for national tests still the main concern for most Chinese teachers
while they ignored the communicative skills where learners require real situations to practice
the language. Yahya (2013) further claimed that college students lacked competency in
speaking, and most have difficulties with pronunciation due to teachers' use of traditional
methods of teaching, which made them unwilling to communicate in the target language.
Mukminin et al. (2015) added another view concerning the role of the teacher in causing
language learning anxiety. The researchers mentioned that the fear of being evaluated by
teachers was considered one of the causes shared by students. One of their participants stated:
"My English teacher is more knowledgeable, so | am anxious to speak English with him".
This statement indicates that students had a fear of making mistakes in front of their teachers
as they conceived them as more competent in English.

2.2.3 Test Anxiety

Previous research identified that test anxiety was one of the significant factors that affected
EFL learners in the learning process. According to Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope (1986), the
third component of language anxiety was test-anxiety, besides communication apprehension
and the students' fear of negative evaluation either from teachers or peers. Traditionally,
test-anxiety was defined as "a type of performance anxiety stemming from a fear of failure "
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(Gordon & Sarason (1955), as cited in Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope, 1986; p. 127). Hamouda
(2013) found out in his study that 67.92% of Saudi students feel more anxious during oral
tests. He claimed that it is essential to "note that oral testing has the potential to provoke both
test and oral communication anxiety simultaneously " (p. 27). Furthermore, Kayaoglu &
Saglamel (2013) asserted that the fear of exams fostered an "intimidating atmosphere for
students” (p. 151). Since the past research explored the negative impact of test anxiety on
EFL learners' oral performance, it was essential for this study to tackle this cause of anxiety.

2.4 Speaking Anxiety in the Saudi context

Few studies had explored the negative effects of foreign language anxiety (FLA) among
Saudi students. To examine the causes behind Saudi students' low speaking proficiency,
Alhamadi (2014) conducted a qualitative study by observing 10 English speaking classes for
the foundation year students at Tibah University. She stated that anxiety was a prominent
factor that had a negative impact on language learning. She recommended at the end of her
research that the educational system in Saudi Arabia for teaching second languages should be
reformed.

A quantitative study by Alrabai (2015), investigated the level and sources of the anxiety of
Saudi EFL university students by using the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale
(FLCAS) through a period of three years. The number of participants of his study was 1,389
Saudi students. The research findings showed that the main cause of anxiety among
participants was their communication apprehension due to lack of preparation before the
English class.

In addition, students' limited participation in EFL classrooms was considered to be another
cause for students' speaking low proficiency which then led to their anxiety. As an illustration,
in her study, Alharbi (2015) asserted that "students are listeners and receivers of knowledge"
(p. 107). They did not have a chance to speak a sufficient time in class that allowed them to
improve their language. Furthermore, Jamjoom (2009) claimed that "students' participation in
classroom is limited to one or two sentence responses to questions " (as cited in Alharbi, 2015,
p. 107). Students' participation is essential as they need to practice the language and use it
daily to improve their language proficiency.

2.5 Gap in the Literature

From the above studies, we can conclude that few Saudi researchers have investigated the
causes of foreign language anxiety (FLA) and its effect on the learning process. In fact, no
study in the Saudi EFL context has tackled the causes of anxiety among female participants
studying in the English Language Institute (ELI), the context of this research. In addition,
most of the Saudi studies investigated the causes of speaking anxiety either quantitatively or
qualitatively. Therefore, the present study aimed to utilize both quantitative and qualitative
methods to shed light on the main causes of FLA among Saudi learners from their
perspective.

This study aimed to answer the following research question:

57 www.macrothink.org/ijele



ISSN 2325-0887

\ MacrOthi“k International Journal of English Language Education
A Institute™ 2017, Vol. 5, No. 1

1) What are the main causes of Saudi students’ speaking anxiety in EFL classrooms?
3. Methodology
3.1 Theoretical Framework

Traditionally, there were three components of foreign language anxiety identified by
(Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986). Horwitz et al. argued that there were three related
performance anxieties: the first one was called communication apprehension; the second was
students' fear of negative evaluation; while the third was test-anxiety. These three authors
defined communication apprehension as "a type of shyness characterized by fear of or anxiety
about communicating with people” (p.127). As a matter of fact, communication apprehension
played a major role in foreign language anxiety. Individuals who have this feeling of
communication apprehension usually do not communicate freely in the target language
especially in front of their peers due to their limited knowledge (Al Ansari, 2015).

The second component of FLA, according to Horwitz et al. (1986), was the students' fear of
negative evaluation. Those students always have a fear of losing face in front of their teacher
or their peers. For this reason, they do not usually participate in class discussions as they "do
not consider language errors as a natural part of the learning process, but as a threat to their
image " (Al Ansari, 2015, p. 39).

The third component of language anxiety was Test-anxiety. It is defined as "a type of
performance anxiety stemming from a fear of failure " (Gordon & Sarason (1955), as cited in
Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope, 1986 p. 127). Test-anxious students do not usually deal with tests
as a way of improving their language abilities but rather as a test situation where their anxiety
level increases.

Since the present study aimed to investigate the main causes that raise anxiety during the
language learning process, the researchers found Horwitz' theory of the three components of
foreign language anxiety closely related to their research. In other words, Horwitz's theory
had been mentioned in a considerable number of studies due to its importance. Many studies
conducted afterward adopted their theoretical model. In addition, the researchers had been
guided with the help of Horwitz's theory in writing both the interview questions and the
questionnaire items.

3.2 Research Design

In this research, the mixed-method design was applied to provide multiple perspectives and a
better understanding of the research question under investigation. Using a mixed method
research allowed researchers to "provide a better understanding of the research problem and
question than either method by itself" (Creswell, 2012; p. 535). In contrast to the previous
Saudi-based research on speaking anxiety, researchers used only one method (Alhamadi,
2014; and Alrabai, 2015), the current research aimed at applying a mix-method design as
multiple insights to the research question permitted a better conception. Conducting the
mixed-method research design also ensured no gaps to the data collected, which consequently
led to greater validity.
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3.3 Data Collection Procedure

The researchers started with collecting qualitative data and then gathered quantitative data.
This process is called "The exploratory sequential design”. According to Creswell (2012),
"The purpose of an exploratory sequential mixed methods design involves the procedure of
first gathering qualitative data to explore a phenomenon and then collecting quantitative data
to explain relationships found in the qualitative data " (p. 543). Therefore, the first method
used was semi-structured interviews with ten students studying their foundation year at the
English Language Institute (ELI). Based on the themes of the interview and the literature
review, then the second method was used that is an online based Likert-scale questionnaire to
identify the main causes of the Saudi female learners' speaking anxiety inside the EFL
classroom.

3.3.1 Semi-structured Interviews

To gain an in-depth understanding of students' perceptions on causes of speaking anxiety in
EFL classes, semi-structured interviews were conducted. In this study, ten Saudi female
students from the elementary, pre-intermediate and intermediate levels (levels 102,103, and
104) were interviewed. The interviews were conducted in Arabic and then translated into
English to overcome the language barrier which could negatively affect the validity and
reliability of the data. The semi-structured interview format was selected due to its flexibility.
The interviewees were allowed to speak broadly on the phenomenon and to develop ideas on
the issues raised by the researcher during the interview (Denscombe, 2014). Therefore,
utilizing semi-structured interviews enhanced the researchers' knowledge of the research
problem and overcame their biases.

3.3.2 Questionnaire

In this article, a foreign language speaking anxiety questionnaire was designed by selecting
nine questionnaire items from the 33 items of FLCAS developed by Horwitz, Horwitz, &
Cope (1986). Then combined with nine more items from Alsaraj (2014)'s questionnaire to
end up with a more comprehensible questionnaire that better suits the participants of this
study. Alsaraj had modified the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale previously
designed by Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope (1986) to assess Saudi female students' anxiety
studying in Saudi Arabia, and named it the Arabic foreign language classroom anxiety scale
(AFLCAS). The researchers found it suitable for their research as it matched the common
problems appeared in the interviews in this study .

A Google form service was used to construct the questionnaire. It consisted of 18 question
items and divided into four parts. The first part elicited the demographic information about
the participants' age and academic level. The second part consisted of items which dealt with
causes of speaking anxiety related to the classroom atmosphere. The third part of the
questionnaire highlighted causes of speaking anxiety related to the EFL teacher, while the
final part dealt with the causes of speaking anxiety associated with the exam and students'
grades. The questionnaire was distributed through a snowballing technique, translated into
Arabic, and measured by a five-point, Likert-scale (ranging from strongly agree on =5, to
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strongly disagree =1).
3.3.2.1 Piloting the Questionnaire

To measure the survey reliability, it was checked by some qualified faculty members in the
ELI’s Women’s Campus and then pilot tested by administering it to 5 students in the English
language institute. Cronbach Alpha was used to compute the reliability of the students'
questionnaire. Its reliability was 0.779. The reliability coefficient indicated that the data
collected were highly reliable.

3.4 Participants and Sampling

A total of (N= 126) participants were sampled from different ELI's foundation year students
at King Abdul Aziz University Women's Main Campus and the Women's colleges. The ELI
follows an integrated skills program of four modules, two in each academic semester. The
program consists of four levels correlated to the Common European Framework References
for Languages (CEFR). It is an international standard that describes language ability. All
contributors in the study were Saudi female students who were native speakers of Arabic,
aged from 18 up to 20 years old. They all placed at different proficiency levels at the ELI and
were informed about the research topic and its aims before accepting to join the study.

4. Results
4.1 What Are the Main Causes of Saudi Students' Speaking Anxiety in EFL Classrooms?
4.1.1 Qualitative Results

The qualitative data was thematically analyzed using Nvivol10. During the interviews, the
researchers found out key themes concerning the causes of students' speaking anxiety. These
themes were:

4.1.1.1 Teachers' Role in Raising or Reducing Anxiety

The findings indicated that the teacher played a vital role in raising or reducing speaking
anxiety among learners. Six participants out of ten described their teachers as unsupportive
and sometimes humiliating. For example, student A (level 102) claimed: "The teachers did
not encourage us to be confident". Student B (level 102) indicated: "The teachers do not
teach us how to speak and they do not create new activities that allow us to speak and
practice the language". The difficulty to understand the teacher's language was considered
another cause that aroused the participants' anxiety. Five participants suffered from the
difficulty to understand their teachers, especially the native teachers. As an illustration,
student | (level 104) added: "I don’t understand the teacher because she is talking in English
all the time. | feel that I am wasting my time attending English classes without
understanding”. Some participants expressed their fear of making mistakes in front of the
teacher for example, student A (level 102) said: "l get nervous because | do not want to make
any mistakes in front of the teacher". In addition, participants revealed that during English
classes, teachers often talk more than their students. They demanded to have more time for
participating and practicing English during class. As an illustration, student G (level 103) said:
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"We are using the books most of the time. The teacher is talking most of the time and we need
to speak English as well in order to practice the language". Student B (level 102) reported:
"From level one, the teachers do not teach us how to speak, they only focus on grammar and
they do not make a class discussion in order to give us a chance to speak”. To conclude, the
most common themes found concerning the relationship between the teacher and students are
the lack of support, lack of understanding due to language barrier, the fear of the teacher's
negative feedback and time limitation for practicing the target language inside the classroom.

4.1.1.2 Lack of Vocabulary

The second theme that emerged from the interviews was the students' lack of vocabulary.
This problem, as some of the participants revealed, may affect their performance and raise
their speaking anxiety. For instance, student A (level 102) said: "I do not have enough words
that help me express myself”. Student J also reported: "I am not confident and | do not have
enough words to express myself in speaking".

4.1.1.3 Weak Education at Schools

Seven out of ten respondents revealed that the main reason for their foreign language
speaking anxiety is linked to the weak Saudi educational system that they experienced at
schools. Student A, D, E, G, H, I, J asserted that they are not used to speak in the target
language. For example, student J (level 104) said: "I do not have a good background in
English as our education at schools was weak". While student E (level 102) added: "Our
proficiency level is low due to our weak education at schools™. Another participant stated: "At
schools we have only one hour to learn English which is not enough to master the language".

4.1.1.4 Test Anxiety

Four participants referred their speaking anxiety to the fear of failure. In fact, students were
afraid to fail in the English speaking tests; therefore they got anxious especially during their
speaking assessments. Student E (level 102) said: "If | fail in the test I will feel depressed".
Student G (level 103) added: "I am having level 2 for the second time now and | feel scared if
I fail for the third time™.

4.1.1.5 Peer Anxiety

Half of the interviewees showed their fear of negative evaluation from their classmates. For
example, student B (level 102) said: "I am afraid if | make a mistake or mispronounce the
words because my classmates may laugh at me". Moreover, student H (level 104) asserted: "I
feel nervous if | speak in front of my classmates because if | say a wrong answer they may
laugh™. Then she added "I feel anxious when my classmates laugh at my pronunciation”.

4.1.2 Quantitative Results

In this study, 116 female students were selected to answer the online questionnaire. In order
to analyze the quantitative data, SPSS 20 was utilized for descriptive statistical analysis of
frequencies and percentages.
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4.1.2.1 Demographic Information

The first part of the questionnaire was related to demographical data about the participants,
which comprised of students' age and academic level. The total number of participants who
participated in the quantitative data (N=116). 54 (46.6%) students were enrolled in level 102,
whereas 62 (53.4%) students were registered in level 103. Both groups were from elementary
to pre- intermediate levels. The participants' age ranged between 18-20 years old.

4.1.2.2 The Questionnaire Analysis

The questionnaire consisted of 18 items with three main sections: First, the causes of
speaking anxiety related to the classroom, second, the causes of speaking anxiety associated
with the teacher, and third, the causes of speaking anxiety related to the test.

4.1.2.2.1 Causes Related to Classroom Atmosphere

Table 1 below illustrates the main causes of the Saudi female learners’ speaking anxiety in
relation to their classroom atmosphere; this section covers 11 questionnaire items.

Table 1. Causes related to classroom atmosphere

SD D N A SA )
Items N % N % N % N % N % %
1. In alanguage class, I can 12 103 25 216 28 241 24 20.7 27 233 319
get so nervous | forget
things I know.
2. | keep thinking that the 27 233 23 198 19 164 23 198 24 20.7 431
other students are better at
languages than I am.
3. | often prefer not going 27 233 17 147 19 16.4 18 155 35 302 38
to my language class.
4. | feel confident when I 21 181 16 13.8 28 241 18 155 33 284 319
speak in a foreign language
class.
5. | feel more tense and 32 276 14 121 24 20.7 18 155 28 241 397
nervous in my language
class than in my other
classes.
6. | am nervous and 21 181 24 20.7 17 14.7 30 259 24 20.7 38.8
confused when | am

speaking in my language
class in front of other
students.
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7. 1 am afraid that other
students will laugh at me
when | speak the foreign
language.

8. | feel nervous when |
can't write or express
myself in the foreign
language.

9. | fear pronouncing words
incorrectly in my foreign
language class.

10.1 feel anxious when I
want to volunteer to say
something but can't find the
proper words to say it in
my foreign language class
11. | feel nervous when
standing to give a
presentation in front of the
class.

44

16

24

12

19

37.9

13.8

20.7

10.3

16.4

21

18

20

24

13

18.1

155

17.2

20.7

11.2

19

22

19

16

19

16.4

19.0

16.4

13.8

16.4

10

19

21

17

21

8.6

16.4

18.1

14.7

18.1

22

41

32

47

44

19.0

35.3

27.6

40.5

37.9

56

29.3

37.9

31

217.6

Note: SA= strongly agree, A= Agree, N= neutral, D= disagree, SD= Strongly disagree, (-) =
Disagree + strongly disagree, (+) = agree + strongly agree

The above table indicates the causes of speaking anxiety that the Saudi EFL learners may
encounter in their English language classroom. It shows that (43.1%) of them are not having
a fear of competitiveness while (40.5%) have this kind of anxiety. Concerning students'
communication apprehension, nearly half of the participants (46.6%) feel anxious and
confused when they speak English in front of other students in comparison to (38.8%) who
do not. However, the data shows that (56%) of the participants do not have peers' anxiety,
while only (27.6%) of the participants do. This finding indicates that more than half of the
participants did not experience the fear of negative evaluation from their classmates. The
students' lack of vocabulary was considered to be the most anxiety-provoking item in the
speaking class, (55.2%) agreed that they feel anxious when they want to volunteer in class
discussions because they don't have enough words in the target language, in comparison to
(31%) who disagreed. A similar result also appeared for the last questionnaire item which
was, discussing the students' fear of giving a presentation in front of the whole class. In fact,
Table 1 reveals that (56%) of the students indicate that they feel anxious when they present
any topic in the target language in front of the class, in comparison to the minor (27. 6%) who
claims that they do not.
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4.1.2.2.2 Causes Related to the EFL Teacher

Table 2 below displays the causes of speaking anxiety about the EFL teacher. This section
covers five questionnaire items.

Table 2. Causes related to the EFL teacher

SD D N A SA )

Items N % N % % N % N % %

12. | feel anxiouswhen 13 112 16 138 21 181 25 216 41 353 25
the teacher asks me a

question that I have not

prepared for.

13. lam afraidthatmy 37 319 26 224 25 216 13 112 15 129 543
language teacher is

ready to correct every

mistake | make.

14. | feel nervous and 23 198 14 121 26 224 19 164 34 293 319
confused when the

language teacher is

unsuccessful in

explaining the lesson.

15. | feel comfortablein 20 172 21 181 31 26.7 18 155 26 224 353
speaking with my

foreign language

teacher.

16. | feel anxiouswhen 17 147 17 147 18 155 25 216 39 336 294
I don't understand

what the teacher is

saying in the foreign

language.

%
56.9

24.1

45.7

37.9

55.2

Note: SA= strongly agree, A= Agree, N= neutral, D= disagree, SD=

Strongly disagree, (-) = Disagree + strongly disagree, (+) = agree + strongly agree

The above table shows that (56.9%) of the participants get anxious when they have been
asked by the teacher in class without any preparation. Concerning error correction, it seems
that the majority of Saudi learners in this study do not feel anxious towards receiving it in the

64 www.macrothink.org/ijele



\\ MacrOthlnk International Journal of English Lar;gtéza'ﬁ]ezEgdzlé?Sggg
- ™
A Institute 2017, Vol. 5, No. 1

classroom. Approximately (54.3%) of the students accept error correction, while a limited of
(24.1%) do feel anxious towards receiving teacher feedback in the classroom.

4.1.2.2.3 Causes Related to the Test

Table 3 below shows the causes of speaking anxiety in relation to the test. This section covers
two questionnaire items.

Table 3. Causes related to the test
SD D N A SA () (#
ltems N % N % N % N % N % % %

17. 1 getupsetdueto 16 138 12 10.3 17 147 25 216 46 39.7 241 613
the method of testing

in the foreign

language class.

18. | get nervous 9 78 11 95 11 95 23 198 62 534 173 732
when looking at my
grades.

Note: SA= strongly agree, A= Agree, N= neutral, D= disagree, SD=

Strongly disagree, (-) = Disagree + strongly disagree, (+) = Agree + strongly agree

As seen in the table above, the majority of the students feel anxious, tense, confused and
nervous when they are tested. The data showed that (61%) of the participants feel anxious
due to the method of testing while (73.2%) of the students get worried and nervous when they
receive their grades. It is clear that test anxiety is considered to be the major cause of FLA
among Saudi students in this sample.

5. Discussion

This study aimed to examine the causes of foreign language classroom anxiety, with specific
reference to speaking, among Saudi EFL learners.

5.1 What Are the Main Causes of Saudi Students' Speaking Anxiety?

Most of the research findings discussed below were in agreement with Horwitz, Horwitz and
Cope (1986)'s three components of foreign language anxiety by which this study was guided.
They argued that there are three related performance anxieties: the first one was called
communication apprehension; the second was students’ fear of negative evaluation; while the
third was test-anxiety. Similarly, the current research found out that Saudi EFL learners
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suffered from communication apprehension from which they preferred remaining silent in
class, they also had the fear from the negative evaluation either from their teachers or their
peers and finally, it was also clear that the test anxiety constituted the highest anxiety level
for Saudi learners.

To answer the research question of this study, both the semi-structured interviews and the
online questionnaire were used. The qualitative study revealed that the major causes of
female Saudi learners' speaking anxiety were referred to the teachers' role in raising or
reducing anxiety, (including the lack of support, lack of understanding due to language
barrier, the fear of teacher's negative feedback and time limitation for practicing the target
language), lack of vocabulary, the weak educational system at schools, peer anxiety, and test
anxiety. On the other hand, the results of the questionnaire indicated the causes of speaking
anxiety which can be categorized into three main domains: causes related to the classroom
atmosphere, causes associated with EFL teachers, and others related to the test.

The first and most important cause of Saudi learners' anxiety was the teachers' role in raising
or reducing their level of anxiety. Participants were suffering from some unsupportive
teachers whom they claimed to be an essential source of their foreign language speaking
anxiety. The interview found that six participants claimed that their EFL teachers were
neither friendly nor cooperative with them. This result is in agreement with Hamouda (2012)
who found out that more than (47.16%) of his participants expressed that they get more
anxious when their teacher is very strict. At the same time, Hamouda added, many students
(71.06 %) revealed that they feel relax when their English teacher responds in a friendly way.
Moreover, some EFL teachers could have negative beliefs towards teaching. As an
illustration, Alrabai (2015), found that most EFL teachers in his context believed that "it is
necessary for the teacher to be intimidating at times, the instructor is supposed to correct
every single mistake made by the students, group and partner work is not appropriate because
it can get out of control, the teacher should do most of the talking in class, and the teacher is
the ultimate controller and leader of the class" (P. 90).

Participants of this study reported that they experienced the fear of negative evaluation from
their teacher which thus prevented them from answering any questions without preparation.
This finding is supported by Oztirk & Girbiz (2014), who discussed some situations in
which students feel stress while speaking inside the classroom and one of these situations was
that they were sometimes exposed to questions immediately without preparation which
leaded to their embarrassment while speaking in front of the class.

In the current study, there were some contradicting results. In the qualitative study for
instance, the interviewees made it clear that they remained silent in class discussions due to
their fear of making mistakes in front of either their teacher or their peers. In contrast, the
quantitative results revealed that the participants did not have that fear of making mistakes in
front of their teachers or classmates and considered making mistakes as a natural process
necessary for their learning. This contradicting finding toward the fear of making mistakes in
front of teachers and classmates was related to the students’ feelings and since anxiety is a
fluctuating emotion that differs from one person to another, so different perspectives could
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happen. In line with the qualitative results of this study, Mukminin et al. (2015) found in their
study that participants perceived the teacher as more competent in English to the extent that
they have the fear of making mistakes in front of him/her which consequently leads to their
anxiety.

In addition to this, the qualitative study explored that Saudi students complained about the
limited chances that they had to speak the target language inside their EFL classroom, where
the teacher is talking more than the student. Students are having a chance to answer a little
amount of questions during the class which is not improving their English language
proficiency level. They needed to practice the language using different interesting activities
arranged by the teacher, such activities will give the students the opportunity to speak the
target language and practice it more. This finding is supported by Alsaraj (2014) who found
that the English language was only taught as a subject. As a result, students have limited
number of English classes and do not have sufficient time to communicate using the language.

One of the consistent findings in both the interviews and the questionnaire was the students'
lack of vocabulary that causes their speaking anxiety. It is apparent from the questionnaire
findings that more than half of the participants (55.2%) agreed that they feel shy when they
want to volunteer in class discussions because they don’t have enough English words. This
shyness drove them to be reluctant to speak or participate in their English language classes. In
fact, Saudi students' lack of vocabulary may be because of their lack of reading. Raising their
awareness of enhancing their reading skills is essential in order to enrich their vocabulary.
According to Al-Masrai (2012), the Saudi Ministry of Education (MOE) reported that Saudi
students "are expected to leave high school with a vocabulary size of around 3000 words"
(p.15). He further added that there are only two studies which investigated Saudi learners’
vocabulary knowledge: Al-Hazemi (1993) and Al-Bogami (1995). These two studies claimed
that unfortunately Saudi students leave high school with low vocabulary knowledge as they
got low grades in the vocabulary size tests. In other words, the weak Saudi learning system at
schools resulted with a lack of students’ sufficient vocabulary which therefore leads to their
speaking anxiety.

With respect to the educational system in Saudi Arabia, the interview findings uncovered that
seven out of ten participants suffer from the weak educational system at schools. This result
could be referred to the drilling methods used at schools in Saudi Arabia, and to the limited
time of teaching English. Forty five minutes per day is not enough to master a language.
More time should be devoted to practice the English language in order for the EFL learner to
improve. Teaching methods at the ELI were also considered one of the most important causes
that induced speaking anxiety in EFL classrooms. One of the interviewees claimed that the
teachers' overuse of the text book and the old teaching methods are not helping them to
enhance their speaking ability. Student G (level 103) said: "We are using the books most of
the time. The teacher is talking most of the time and we need to speak English as well in
order to practice the language”. Student B (level 102) reported: "From level one, the teachers
do not teach us how to speak, they only focus on grammar and they do not make a class
discussion in order to give us the chance to speak". This finding is consistent with that found
in Yahya's study (2013), who asserted that utilizing traditional techniques in teaching the
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target language make students unwilling to communicate using it. As a result of utilizing
drilling techniques and old teaching methods, students will become passive learners. This is
supported by Alharbi (2015) who argued that the limited use of English inside the classroom
affects students' speaking capacity. When students use the language a lot on a daily basis, it
would definitely help them in improving their English language proficiency.

It was apparent from the questionnaire that giving a presentation in front of the class was
considered one of the speaking anxiety provoking causes in the class. The questionnaire
found that 56% of the respondents feel anxious while presenting any topic in front of the
class. This is possibly related to their fear of peers' negative evaluation; their fear of
mispronouncing words in front of the class and it also might be because Saudi students are
not used to give a presentation at schools. This finding is supported by (Alsaraj, 2013) whose
study explored Saudi students' struggles when presenting a live speech. Alsaraj’s participants
preferred recording their speech on an audio tape prior to the lecture and played it in class
instead of presenting it live. According to Alsaraj, "the teaching methods typically used in
Saudi Arabian school focus namely on listening, repeating, and memorizing information to
perform well on exams; in-class presentations and speaking in class are not typical teaching
practices in public education in Saudi Arabia". Thus, Saudi students were scarcely required to
give in-class presentations. Therefore, the situation of giving a presentation in front of the
whole class was highly embarrassing for them.

Peer's evaluation was one of the causes that triggered anxiety in EFL classrooms. Six
participants, in the qualitative study, expressed their fear of the negative evaluation from their
peers once they talk in English. Student B (level 102) said: "I am afraid if | make a mistake or
mispronounce the words because my classmates may laugh at me". Moreover, student H
(level 104) asserted: "I feel nervous if | speak in front of my classmates because if | say a
wrong answer they may laugh". Then she added "I feel anxious when my classmates laugh at
my pronunciation”. It is clear from the participants' answers in the interviews that they feel
anxious to talk in front of their classmates because of their fear of mispronouncing words,
saying a wrong answer or to be laughed at. Alsaraj (2014) further claimed that EFL learners
might feel they are taking a huge risk by speaking in class, because they might "answer a
question incorrectly, mispronounce a word, or simply not speak fluently in the new language"
(p.65). Therefore, the learners might avoid taking such risks by keeping silent in the class in
order not to make mistakes and be laughed at by their classmates.

In addition to students' peer anxiety, the quantitative study in this research uncovered that
61.3% of the participants have high levels of test anxiety and 73.2 % of them feel anxious
about their grades in assessments. The participants of this study might feel upset with the
method of testing in the foreign language class because of the lack of practice prior to the test.
Students at the ELI receive a sample of the speaking test a week before the test which is not
enough to practice the topics that is included in the test. This finding is consistent with the
results of the study conducted by Khan and Al Mahroogi (2015) that investigated the
Foreign Language Communication Anxiety (FLCA) of Omani EFL learners at the tertiary
level. They found that Omani students experience a high level of evaluation anxiety. This
proves that evaluative situations in class are an obvious source of anxiety. Young (1991)
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noted that tests led to higher anxiety and a negative attitude towards instruction. According to
Young (1991), task difficulty, the fear of getting bad grades and lack of preparation for a test
are the most important factors that make learners worried. Another factor that increases test
anxiety and decreases performance is time limit. For example, ELI students are given
approximately three minutes in the speaking test in order to think and speak about a certain
topic and this may increase their anxiety. This finding is supported by Ohata (2005), who
found that learners sometimes felt pressured to think that they had to organize their ideas in a
short period of time. In Ohata’s study (2005), most of the participants indicated that they
feared taking tests, because test-taking situations would make them fearful about the negative
consequences of getting a bad grade. Regarding the ELI's speaking test, another teacher
assessed the students beside their regular class teacher and this could possibly raise their
anxiety level. This particular scenario may cause them to fear the other teachers’ negative
evaluation which could consequently affect their grades.

6. Conclusion

To sum up, this article investigated some of the major causes of foreign language speaking
anxiety among Saudi female learners. It explored the perceptions of 126 Saudi students
studying their foundation year at the English Language Institute (ELI), King Abdul Aziz
University. To fill the gap in the literature, a mixed- method approach was utilized to produce
a more reliable and valid data. The study findings uncovered that the main causes of the
Saudi students' speaking anxiety were the teacher's role of raising or reducing anxiety,
communication apprehension, lack of vocabulary, fear of peer evaluation, giving a
presentation in front of the whole class, the weak background in English, and fear from the
test. Future research is recommended to explore how the students cope with their speaking
anxiety in their foreign language classroom by producing some solutions for teachers and
curriculum designers. Investigating the causes of foreign language anxiety with other English
skills, such as writing, reading and listening can also be valuable.
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