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Tiivistelmä 

Kieliahdistus on yleinen ja paljon tutkittukin ilmiö, jonka vaikutukset ulottuvat laajalle. Kieliahdistuksella 

tarkoitetaan vieraan kielen käyttötilanteissa esiintyvää ahdistusta. Kieliahdistus käsitetään tilannesidonnaiseksi 

ahdistukseksi eli se esiintyy erilaisissa kielenkäyttötilanteissa. Tutkimuksen mukaan ihmiset, jotka ovat yleisestikin 

taipuvaisia hermostuneisuuteen kokevat enemmän myös kieliahdistusta. Kieliahdistusta on tutkittu paljon sen 

yleisyyden ja ikävien vaikutusten takia. Kieliahdistus aiheuttaa kielenoppijalle fyysisiä oireita, kuten sydämen 

tykytystä, hikoilua, punastelua ja tekee vaikeaksi ottaa vastaan tietoa sekä tuottaa sitä. Ilmiön vaikutus 

koulumaailmassa on selvä ja haitallinen. Vaikka suurin osa tutkimuksesta on keskittynyt kieliahdistukseen juuri 

oppituntiympäristössä, ei sen vaikutus kuitenkaan rajoitu sinne. Kieliahdistusta voi esiintyä kaikissa vieraan kielen 

käyttötilanteissa. 

 

Tässä maisterintutkielmassa tutkittiin kieliahdistusta kielenoppijaelämäkerroissa. Aineistona käytettiin 20 

kielenoppijaelämäkertaa, jotka on valittu KVS:n (Kansan Valistus Seura) 2001-2002 järjestämän kilpailun sadosta. 

Elämäkerrat kuvailevat kirjoittajiensa elämää kielenoppimiskokemusten kautta. Tutkimus pyrkii selvittämään 

millaisissa tilanteissa kieliahdistusta elämäkerroissa esiintyy, ja miten se vaikuttaa kielen oppimiseen ja oppijaan. 

Tutkimus on luonteeltaan laadullinen eikä pyri yleistämään vaan nostamaan kokemuksen ainutlaatuisuutta esiin. 

Analyysimenetelmänä on käytetty temaattista sisällönanalyysia. 

 

Tutkimuksen perusteella vahvistuu käsitys opettajan merkittävästä roolista kieliahdistuksen lisääjänä. 

Tutkimuksessa opettajan valinnat tuntiaktiviteettien ja opetusmetodien kautta aiheuttivat kieliahdistusta. Sen lisäksi 

ahdistukseen vaikuttivat luokkatoverit ja kielilaboratorio kuuntelutehtävien tekopaikkana. 

 

Tutkimuksessa kieliahdistuksen vaikutus osoittautui merkittäväksi kielenoppijalle. Kieliahdistus aiheutti 

vetäytymistä ja mykkyyttä, mutta vaikutti myös valintoihin opiskelua koskien ja kielenkäyttötilanteiden välttelyä 

vuosien ajan. 

 

Asiasanat foreign language anxiety, foreign language learning, thematic analysis 

Säilytyspaikka Jyväskylän yliopisto 
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Language learners differ significantly in how quickly they learn a second language and the 

eventual level of proficiency they reach. Some of these differences can be explained by social 

factors, others by psychological ones, for example by second language anxiety. Within the 

field of SLA language anxiety research is an example of an approach that looks at the 

differences of language learners instead of searching for the universals of language learning 

process. When this is the case, it is natural that individual learner differences are seen as 

important. Researchers have identified a multitude of individual learner differences, language 

anxiety among others. 

 

Foreign language anxiety is an emotion many language learners as well as teachers have 

encountered, and research has shown it to be one of the greatest predictors of failing or 

succeeding in foreign language learning (MacIntyre 1999). Interestingly, it is not only the shy 

people who experience anxiety when communicating in a foreign language. An anxious and 

introverted person experiencing foreign language anxiety might be a more common 

occurrence but research has shown that language anxiety is an emotion that is closely related 

to language itself and communicating with it (Horwitz et al. 1986). When we feel that 

communicating something and being understood is under a threat it feels very personal and 

produces anxiety. Using a foreign language may do this. Remarkably, foreign language 

anxiety is also experienced by skilled language users (Horwitz 2000).  

 

Many influential studies have been conducted on foreign language anxiety but the majority 

have been quantitative in nature. The present study on the other hand uses a qualitative 

approach and the method of study is content analysis. The focus is on when the narrators 

themselves experience anxiety and what they see its role to be in their learning a language.  

 

1 INTRODUCTION 
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In the next chapters (chapters 2.1.1) I will first briefly discuss how foreign language anxiety 

was studied and the concept of it as a separate anxiety specifically connected to foreign 

language learning was reached. I will present the difficulties of defining the concept and 

describe the pivotal studies. In chapter 2.1.2 I further discuss the nature of the concept of 

foreign language anxiety. The following chapter 2.1.3 gives a short explanation of what 

causes foreign language anxiety and following that in chapter 2.1.4 I present the 

consequences of foreign language anxiety on the language learner and language learning.  

 

Chapter three is dedicated to describing the aims, method and data of the present paper. My 

interest is in finding out in what types of situations foreign language anxiety is experienced. It 

is very often associated with classroom context but as the narratives also make evident it can 

take over a person in any situation when a foreign language is used. The other point of my 

interest is in finding out what kind of effect foreign language anxiety has on the learning of a 

language.  

 

In chapter four I present the analysis and the findings. These are organized following the 

research questions; chapter 4.1 discusses the situations that were connected to foreign 

language anxiety and chapter 4.2 how the anxiety affected the language learning and the 

learner. 

 

The last chapter, chapter five, then discusses the findings and their comparison with the 

literature on foreign language anxiety and offers some suggestions for further research. 
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The concept of foreign language anxiety is the result of many decades of studies and 

discussions among the scholars. Anxiety was seen as an important factor in language learning 

from the start but how to define it as well as how to measure it and its effects led to many 

differing theories. Next, I will present a short overview of the attempts at deciding the nature 

of foreign language anxiety over time and discuss the nature of the anxiety, its causes and 

effects. 

 

2.1.1 Foreign Language Anxiety? 

The definition of Language Anxiety has greatly differed over time. Researchers in the field of 

psychology had studied anxiety a great deal and came to have a strong influence on how 

researchers in linguistic fields defined language anxiety and how they studied it. The 

distinction of anxiety as either trait or state anxiety (Spielberger 1966, as quoted by Roberts, 

Finn, Harris, Sawyer and Behnke 2005:161) was very influential in psychological research 

and it came to have an immense influence on second language studies as well. Trait anxiety is 

the feeling that some people have in their everyday lives. Some people are more prone to it 

than others and it can be seen as a part of the personality. State anxiety, on the other hand, is 

anxiety that is felt in specific situations, such as when learning a language. It is not as 

permanent a part of the personality but may be experienced in certain situations at certain 

times. 

 

Notwithstanding Spielberger’s concept of situational anxiety, at first linguists tended to see 

anxiety as a learner characteristic, a permanent part of the learner’s personality. Over the 

2 FOREIGN LANGUAGE ANXIETY 
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years various studies were conducted in trying to find what anxiety was and how it affects 

language. An influential review of the literature by Scovel (1978) noted that language anxiety 

is not a simple phenomenon at all, nor is it well-understood how it affects language learning. 

In his article Scovel (1978:20) also presented methods used in psychology studies, such as 

measuring indicators of arousal (pulse), taking note of how people act when they are anxious 

and self-reporting by using structured questionnaires and interviews.  

 

Furthermore, Scovel’s review pointed out that there have been very confusing and 

contradictory results of anxiety’s effect on language learning. Some studies showed that 

anxiety has no effect on language learning and achievement and others that it may even have 

a positive effect. Other studies pointed to negative effect. Scovel concluded (1978:21) that 

the confusion is due to the concept of facilitating and debilitating anxiety as these concepts 

were used by Albert and Haber in their study in 1960 as separate variables; a learner can have 

one, both or neither. This was sometimes misunderstood in subsequent studies or used 

differently from study to study. This kind of confusion on concepts used when studying 

language anxiety led Scovel to point out that not only is the concept of anxiety defined in 

different ways in different studies and furthermore, the methods for studying did not produce 

results that can be comparable.  

 

Even though Scovel’s study is regarded as fundamental in the history of foreign language 

anxiety studies, the focus on language learning came when Gardner (MacIntyre 2017:14) 

devised his socio- educational model of language learning motivation. His study also 

included Attitude Motivation Test Battery which had French Classroom Anxiety French use 

scales. Though its focus was on motivation and its effect on language learning, it did contain 

many questions about anxiety. He emphasised that anxiety may affect the motivation to learn 

a language. His model gave credence to the concept of anxiety specific to language learning. 

The most important consequence concerning the present study is that Scovel’s and Gardner’s 

studies paved the way for other studies on specific language anxiety.  Horwitz, Horwitz and 

Cope (1986) concluded that there needed to be a new way to define foreign language anxiety 

and also to measure it. Similar concepts of interest were the fear of negative evaluation and 

test anxiety (Horwitz and Young 1991:25). However, for Horwitz et al. it did not seem that 

these concepts were enough in themselves when language learning and anxiety are concerned 

and they wanted to have a new construct and model specific to language use. 
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They studied language students’ descriptions of the most anxiety provoking aspects of their 

language courses. These included speaking, frequent testing and the fear of being negatively 

evaluated. Horwitz et al. devised and used FLCAS (Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety) 

scale that has questions about the typical experiences when learning and using a language. In 

their view foreign language anxiety is close to other types of anxieties (communication 

apprehension, test anxiety and fear of negative evaluations) but is an anxiety unique to 

language learning and use. They describe it as a “distinct complex of self-perceptions, beliefs, 

feelings, and behaviors related to classroom language learning arising from the uniqueness of 

the language learning process.” (Horwitz et al.1986:128). FLCAS was innovative in that it 

clearly defined foreign language anxiety (FLA) as a separate anxiety that may occur in 

different language learning situations. In addition to being a concept-forming instrument, its 

practicality in identifying students experiencing FLA and pointing out their characteristics 

has made it useful for research as well as teachers.  

 

This study by Horwitz et al. has been seen by many as a real turning point in language 

anxiety studies. The concept of language anxiety as situation-specific was seen as a helpful 

construct and the FLCAS as a useful way to measure it. Aida (1994) replicated the study and 

found more support for FLCAS and FLA as a situation specific anxiety. There were, 

however, some differences in the participants’ experiences of anxiety. For example, test 

anxiety seemed not to be closely tied to foreign language anxiety (Aida 1994:162) and there 

were other concepts that were not included in FLCAS; fear of failing the class, the degree of 

comfort when speaking with native speakers of Japanese and negative attitudes toward 

Japanese class (1994:163). According to Horwitz these differences might have been due to 

different cultural factors (Horwitz 2017:35) and they did not disprove the usefulness and 

reliability of FLCAS but showed that it is adaptable. Other scales were also developed but 

they did not disagree with the premise of anxiety as an emotion induced by different language 

learning situations and peculiar to language learning. Many studies were conducted to find 

out what causes anxiety, how anxiety affects language learning and its effects. It started to 

seem that these effects were myriad and not only affected language learning profoundly but 

also the choices learners make in their lives.  
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The study by Horwitz et al. (1986) and the subsequent studies showed the effect of FLA on 

language learning to be negative. However, there were dissenting voices and there was also a 

period of intense debate when Sparks, Ganschow and Javorsky (1991, 1995, 2000) disagreed 

on the cause and nature of language anxiety. Their view was that language anxiety was not a 

phenomenon that affects and disrupts language learning but a result of poor language 

achievement. They further maintained that problems with the first language are the cause for 

the problems with second language learning. However, as Horwitz (2000:257) points out, 

there are many more people who experience foreign language anxieties than there are people 

who have problems with their first language. Additionally, many successful language learners 

also suffer from language anxiety and studies have shown that anxiety interferes with other 

types of learning and there is no reason to presume that language learning is an exception. 

According to MacIntyre (2017:21) the years long discussion that followed from these 

disagreeing views did not prove very fruitful in terms of furthering research or in 

conceptualising language anxiety.  

 

Notwithstanding the differing opinions and slightly varying definitions, the concept of 

foreign language anxiety as a separate and research-worthy phenomenon was thus given 

credence and established.   

 

2.1.2 The nature of Foreign Language Anxiety 

 

Presently there is a general consensus what we are talking about when we are talking about 

language anxiety. The consensus includes the idea of language anxiety as an emotion specific 

to language learning and its situation- specific nature. Additionally, the importance of 

lessening of the anxiety seems to be something that is widely accepted.  The focus of the 

research on foreign language anxiety has moved between quantitative approach and 

qualitative, the components of it, the effects and causes, the nature of it and so on. Next, I 

will present some of the interesting studies that have examined different aspects of FLA. 

 

One approach to FLA was to look at the different skills that are connected to language use; 

speaking, listening, reading and writing. Out of these skills the first two have received the 

most attention as anxiety’s role in them is obvious. However, even the most seemingly 
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anxiety free skill, reading, has been found to be affected by a separate type of foreign 

language anxiety, reading anxiety. Reading anxiety has been found to differ from other 

anxieties in that it is very language specific and even more writing system specific (Saito, 

Horwitz and Garza 1999:203). Writing anxiety was studied in relation to FLA and found to 

be a related but separate construct (Cheng 1999). Foreign language listening anxiety is 

brought on by the massive amount of information one receives and is then unable to control 

the speed of the input which manifests in less effective information processing and lowered 

concentration (Kimura 2008:186-187). Kimura’s concept of foreign language listening 

anxiety has the component of anticipatory fear (Kimura 2008:186). Listening anxiety is 

intensified if the learners believe that they must understand every word (Scarcella and Oxford 

cited in MacIntyre 2017:18). Lastly, speaking anxiety is the obvious and not contested factor 

very closely associated in most conceptualizations of foreign language anxiety. With 

speaking anxiety one is communicating through “unfamiliar syntactic, semantic and 

phonological systems” (Horwitz 1995:574) which adds anxiety to all the other social and 

cultural expectations of what to say and how. 

 

The study by Horwitz et al. and FLCAS as well as the many studies that followed had 

conceptualised FLA as a language specific anxiety as well as one that may appear in different 

language learning situations. However, the FLA as a personality trait offers also an 

interesting view on language learning and anxiety. Dewaele (2002) aimed to find out more on 

the nature of FLA and its stableness as a personality trait when students studied different 

languages. He studied FLA in Flemish students who had English as L3 and French as L2. He 

pointed out that the previous studies focused on students who were learning only one foreign 

language and this might have led to a perception of FLA as a rather stable trait, one that is the 

same when learning different languages. He wanted to explore how anxiety appears when 

learners have more languages to study.  Moreover, his goal was to discover if extraversion, 

psychotism, and neuroticism cause FLA (Dewaele 2002:28). He found out that these 

predicted FLA only concerning studying English which he contributed to historical and 

cultural reasons (Dewaele 2002:33). A major finding in his study was that the inclinations to 

nervousness may add on to the anxiety experienced (Dewaele 2002:34). Therefore, even 

though FLA is experienced in specific situations, that is, when using or learning a foreign 

language, the personal makeup of a person has an impact on experiencing FLA. 
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Another piece of research that was motivated by the problem with the existing 

conceptualization of FLA being studied as a foreign language is a study by Woodrow (2006). 

Woodrow studied language anxiety in Australia where the students were studying English as 

a foreign language or rather L2 as it was also used outside of the classroom in everyday 

communication. As Woodrow theorized, many influential studies on the FLA studies at that 

point were done in the USA where a foreign language course is a compulsory element in 

university studies (Woodrow 2006:311). Woodrow predicted that when the target language is 

also the language used outside of classroom in everyday communication situations, it might 

influence the anxiety experiences (Woodrow 2006:309). She constructed a scale, SLSAS to 

measure language anxiety and which takes into consideration the outside of language class 

(Woodrow 2006:313). In her study she used the SLSAS and qualitative questions on students 

learning English on a university course. She thought that there is a possibility that FLA 

experiences would be more abundant in class environment than out of it (Woodrow 

2006:311). This prediction turned out to be true. Not surprisingly, the most anxiety provoking 

experience for the students was giving an oral presentation and speaking in front of the other 

students (Woodrow 2006:322). Outside of school communication was not as distressing even 

though there was anxiety involved there as well.  The most distressing part for students using 

the L2 outside of school was speaking with native speakers (Woodrow 2006:323) which 

considering the situation was an occurrence that could not be avoided. However, outside of 

school the students felt good about talking to strangers if they were in the shop or a situation 

where there was a sense of predictability to the conversation. Otherwise talking caused 

anxiety. Her study gave support for two-dimensional model as a way to look at language 

anxiety. It was also interesting as it took the anxiety study more out of classroom than other 

studies have done. Foreign Language Anxiety and Second Language Anxiety are experienced 

in multitude of settings and not all of them are related to school. 

 

Onwuegbuzie, Bailey and Daley (1999) studied the factors that predict FLA and had not been 

studied extensively at the time. These included demographic variables (e.g., age) and the role 

of self-perception in FLA (Onwuegbuzie et al. 1999:221). Their study on university students 

used FLCAS and five other questionnaires. The central finding of the study was that to FLA 

were linked to the students’ expectation of their overall achievement in foreign language 

courses, perceived self-worth and scholastic competence, with the first mentioned being the 

biggest predictor (Onwuegbuzie et al. 1999:228). FLA was also linked to job competence and 
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age (older students had more FLA). Students who had visited foreign countries were more 

likely to be less anxious and Onwuegbuzie et al. explained this as being the result of 

changing perceptions on the importance of learning a language as they experienced the 

usefulness of knowing a foreign language (Onwuegbuzie et al.1999:230).  Their study also 

confirmed the FLA being able to affect all the stages to language production. The very 

significant and complex importance of FLA in language learning was further established.  

 

Dewaele and Macintyre (2014) added a more positive point of view to foreign language 

studies by connecting the idea of foreign language enjoyment (FLE) with FLA. They created 

a FLE scale to study multilinguals on their positive and negative emotions in connection to 

learning a foreign language. Happily, their research yielded much more FLE than FLA and 

the open-ended questions revealed how very important the teachers’ roles are in creating a 

good atmosphere with their choices of classroom tasks (Dewaele and Macintyre 2014:256) 

and positive feedback (2014:258). “The realization of progress” which described how 

students realized that their work had paid off and they had learned something was also an 

important contributor to FLE (2014:258). On the relationship between FLA and FLE they 

concluded them to independent from each other and the absence of one does not necessarily 

mean the presence of the other (2014:261). The enjoyment experienced in connection to 

language learning is a useful concept when one tries to alleviate the anxiety experienced. The 

study found FLE to be very much in the hands of the teachers as they are the ones to choose 

classroom routines and tasks and have such a deciding role in creating the atmosphere.  

 

Foreign language anxiety has been shown to be situation-specific but the more recent studies 

also emphasize that it is constantly changing, as are the learners and the situations (Dewaele 

2012 as quoted in Dewaele 2017). It is a dynamic process in which characteristics of the 

learner, the situations, the topic and linguistic abilities all interact. This view of anxiety has 

led into the possibility of different kinds of studies conducted on it, ones that take into 

account how anxiety may vary from minute to minute or over longer periods of time.  One 

study that is an example of this new approach was conducted by Gregersen, MacIntyre and 

Meza in (2014). The study had six participants; would-be-teachers who had to give 

presentation in Spanish (not their first language). They had on a heart monitor and were 

videotaped. Three participants had scored as low-anxious and three as high-anxious on 

FLCAS. This study was able to look at the points when the participants were anxious, and 
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interestingly even the low-anxious students were experiencing atypical anxiety because of the 

situation and all their cognitive processes as well as emotional and physical. 

2.1.3 Sources of Foreign Language Anxiety 

Foreign language anxiety is by its definition an anxiety that occurs in foreign language learning 

and using situations. Young (1991:427) identified six types for anxiety sources for foreign 

language anxiety. The first group comprises of personal and interpersonal anxieties. Among 

these are strongly represented low self- confidence and competitiveness. The competitiveness 

refers to comparing yourself to others, your classmates, or to your unrealistic self-image 

(Young 1991:427). Other personality traits have also been found to be connected to FLA, such 

as neurotism (Dewaele 2002), shyness (MacIntyre 2017:21) and nervousness (Dewaele 2002). 

In addition to these there is evidence that the students’ expectations of how well they will do 

adds to FLA (Onwuegbuzie et al. 1999:228).  

 

The second group of anxiety sources identified by Young refers to learner beliefs. Many 

language learners may have unrealistic expectations on how fluent they should be, they place 

a lot importance on not making mistakes and the perfect pronunciation (Young 1991:428). Not 

achieving these goals is an obvious step into feeling FLA. They may also believe that it is not 

possible for some learners to learn a language as well as others (Horwitz 1988 as quoted in 

Young 1991:428). One might also add perfectionism with the impossibly high standards to this 

category.  Perfectionism is considered a source of anxiety as it makes the language learner 

concentrate on the mistakes, the evaluation of others and not be realistic of one’s own skills 

(Gregersen & Horwitz 2002).  

 

The third source of anxiety are the teachers’ beliefs about language teaching. Their perception 

of the role of a language teacher affects the way they conduct themselves in the classroom. If 

the teacher considers it of the utmost importance to correct every mistake and mete very strict 

discipline on the class, it may create a very anxiety provoking learning environment for the 

language learner (Young 1991:428). Teachers’ role in creating an enjoyable learning 

environment which helps with learning follows from their attitudes to teaching. The teachers 

who managed that were the sources of EFL in the study by Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014). 
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The beliefs of the teacher and the learner on language learning is naturally reflected in how 

their interactions are formed and develop. The fourth group in Young’s organization of anxiety 

sources is just that, the interactions of the teacher and the student. A very frequent source of 

anxiety for students is the teachers’ unsympathetic correction of errors (Young 1991:429, 

Gregersen 2003). Young also points out that it is not the fact the errors are corrected but the 

manner in which this happens. This is of course dictated in part by the teacher’s beliefs on what 

is important in language teaching as explained in the previous paragraph. The teachers’ 

interactions with the students may be very negative in nature and the teachers seen in even 

more negative light (von Wörde 2003). Additionally, the students are anxious about giving 

wrong answers and appearing foolish in front of the other students (Young 1991:429, 

Gregersen 2003, Horwitz et al. 1986).  

  

The fifth group is still connected to the teachers and the choices they make; the classroom 

procedures. Not surprisingly, the most anxiety is experienced in having to speak in the target 

language in front of the others (King and Smith 2017, Liu and Jackson 2008, Woodrow 2006).  

Especially stressful is giving oral presentations (Young 1991:429). Horwitz et al. (1986:126) 

make a distinction with giving a prepared answer or reading a text aloud in target language 

being less anxiety provoking than having to improvise. Gregersen (2017) mentions role play 

situations as particularly anxiety provoking for students as they demand quick reactions. 

However, these types of classroom tasks have also been found to be sources of FLE (Dewaele 

and MacIntyre 2014). 

 

The sixth and last group of anxiety sources is language testing. There are several ways in which 

testing can be a significant source of FLA.  Students get anxious if the format of the test does 

not match the teaching and with new types of exercises or if the test is very evaluative (Young 

1991:429). According to Horwitz et al. (1986) test anxiety is the result of fear of failure.  

 

All these sources of FLA may vary as do the language learners themselves. One may feel 

anxiety in one moment and not in the next and the same triggers do not always produce the 

same emotions. Nevertheless, knowing how much there is variance in language teaching and 

learning in connection to FLA may be helpful for the learners and the teachers both.  
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2.1.4 Effects of Foreign Language Anxiety 

As mentioned earlier, the effects of foreign language anxiety have not been always that clear 

due to confusing conceptualizations and methods of testing. However, results of decades of 

research on the topic have shown foreign language anxiety to be an often-experienced 

emotion by language learners (and teachers) that is nearly always not welcome. It not only 

hinders language learning but has many more wider reaching effects on the learner. 

 

Evidence on the negative effect foreign language anxiety has on language learning has been 

found in numerous studies. In 1989 and 1994 MacIntyre and Gardner studied vocabulary 

learning and found the anxious learner to be slower (MacIntyre 1995:91). Additionally, 

according to them the negative thoughts linked with anxiety may weaken the language 

learner’s ability to receive, process and produce information (MacIntyre and Gardner 1991). 

This model of the stages of language learning: input, processing, output they adopted from 

Tobias (MacIntyre and Gardner1991:515) and was further explored by Onwuegbuzie et al. 

(1999). These studies confirmed that anxiety’s influence on any of these stages may affect 

language learning. For example, an anxious language learner may feel so anxious he/she 

cannot concentrate on taking in the information in the situation.  MacIntyre (2017:17) calls 

anxiety in this situation a filter that blocks information from getting into the learner’s 

cognitive processing system. Anxiety’s influence on the processing stage results in problems 

with speed as well as accuracy. At the output stage anxiety upsets the recovery of information 

resulting in many problems with communication. Many studies had previously concentrated 

on the output stage (for example studies on grades) but obviously it is not the only important 

stage in language learning.  

 

A study by Gregersen (2003) showed how language anxiety made students react differently 

to errors than those who did not experience anxiety.  She filmed anxious and non-anxious 

students in a foreign language speaking situations and then the students watched their videos. 

They reacted very differently; non anxious students were not bothered by the mistakes while 

for the anxious students they very grave errors. Interestingly, the anxious students made more 

mistakes than the non-anxious students and they also overestimated the number of mistakes 

they assumed they had made. They did not, however, notice those mistakes with any great 

reliability compared to the students who did not experience anxiety. In this study the 

debilitating effect anxiety has on language learning is very evident on all the stages: input, 
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processing and output. In Gregersen’s words, the anxious students seem to lack “error 

tolerance” (2003:17).  

 

Furthermore, it has been shown that foreign language anxiety is connected with such 

behaviors as missing class and procrastinating on assignments and also with having 

unrealistically high standards on personal performance (Gregersen 2007: 210, Gregersen& 

Horwitz 2002). Not showing up is of course quite a forceful way of ensuring one does not 

even have the opportunity to learn. Procrastinating is also one form of avoidance and its 

stressful effect on students is very widely experienced. The high standards an anxious learner 

places on his/her own using of a foreign language acts as hindrance in learning and using the 

language. The same theme was studied by Dewaele (2017) and offered further proof on the 

matter. It must be stated that perfectionism in this context does not lead necessarily to more 

perfect standard but the opposite. These kinds of behaviors not only have a negative effect on 

foreign language learning by depriving the student of chances to practice and learn but also 

on their academic success. The academic success was studied as a way of finding more 

information about the achievement one reaches and the effect of anxiety on that. The effect 

on grades was found to be a negative one (Trylong 1987 quoted in MacIntyre and Gardner 

1991). The same results were found to be true for standardized tests by Gardner, Lalonde, 

Moorcroft, Evers in 1987 (MacItyre & Gardner 1991).  

 

By affecting language learning and achievement and affecting the way students behave in 

class, foreign language anxiety is affecting the self-image a language learner has of 

himself/herself. MacIntyre &Gardner (1991) found that the language learners used negative 

self-talk and obsessed about mistakes which harmed their cognitive processing abilities. 

Onwuegbuzie et al. (1999) found a connection between language anxiety and perceived self-

worth, intellectual ability and job competence. That is, foreign language anxiety can have 

such a devastating impact on a language learner that he/she sees other qualities of herself in a 

negative light and explains the life he/she leads being due to it.  
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This chapter will describe the aims and process of the study. The chapter begins with 

descriptions of the objective of the research and the research questions that enable that, 

followed by a description of the nature of the data used and the method of studying it.  

3.1 Aims and research questions 

This paper aims to examine the foreign language anxiety experienced in selected language 

learning autobiographies. The importance of foreign language anxiety in language learning 

process is undeniable and very widely experienced. FLA has been the topic of many pieces of 

research and my purpose was not to explore a new subject but to deepen the knowledge and 

understanding of a more familiar one. FLA is an emotion and the experience of it is 

subjective and autobiographies are a great data for capturing that uniqueness.  

 

My interest was to discover to what do the narrators connect the FLA. I started from the point 

of view on FLA that it is situational in nature and also some personality traits may heighten 

it. The concept of “situation” that I was looking for was very broad, it included places, 

people, actions. To examine these FLA situations, I formulated the first research question: 

1.  In what kind of situations does foreign language anxiety occur?  

 

I was also interested in seeing the foreign language anxiety’s significance in language 

learning for the narrators. As the data used in my study was written autobiographies, there 

was no question of verifying the effect of FLA but an opportunity to see what the persons 

suffering from it saw as the consequence of it. My assumption was that the influence of FLA 

3 PRESENT STUDY 
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would be evident in the text, implicitly or explicitly. Consequently, my second research 

question is: 

2. How does FLA affect the language learning and the learners?  

With the lenses of these two research questions, I hoped to examine the autobiographies and 

expand the comprehension of the complex topic of foreign language anxiety.  

3.2 Data  

The data for this study comes from a competition organized by Kansan Valistus Seura (KVS) 

in 2001-2002. The aim was to collect language learning autobiographies. The result was a 

collection of 540 written texts. The texts were written by people of different ages, 

professions, temperament and experiences. They were therefore very different from each 

other both in content and style. The participants had obviously understood the “language 

learning autobiography” in various different ways. Some texts told the whole life story of the 

author in addition to the experiences in language learning. Some just concentrated on 

language learning experiences in school or important teachers. Often, they spoke of strong 

feelings, ranging from hatred to passionate love for languages and language learning. Many 

were very confiding and seemingly honest. Everyone wrote what they saw as important when 

thinking of their own language learning history. The most interesting texts were chosen by 

KVS and collected into a book called Kielivuori – Tarinoita kielen oppimisesta in 2002 

(Dufva, Heikkilä and Martin 2003:318). The whole data, all the biographies, were then given 

to the University of Jyväskylä to be used for research purposes. The texts were then analyzed, 

and a database of the texts was compiled. The database contains information about the writers 

and some interesting aspects or themes have been chosen and described in the database. 

These include the writers’ assumptions about language, learning and teaching, the teachers’ 

role. In addition, there are descriptions on what aspect of language skills the narrative 

describes and the motivation they have as well as the writers’ advice on language learning 

and metaphors (Dufva et al. 2003:319). 

 

Out of the 540 texts, twenty were chosen for this study. The choice was made with the idea of 

providing texts that offer answers to questions about language anxiety. Therefore, I chose 

texts describing negative emotions in connection with language learning and use. As the 

narrators had not been instructed to write about FLA the word anxiety was not always used so 
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in addition to it, I chose texts that spoke of tension, fear and worry in connection to a foreign 

language. The data set consists of twenty biographies which range in length from one page to 

seventeen pages. This proved to be a suitable number of texts as they offered many instances 

of FLA to be studied and considering that this is a master’s thesis which places its own limits 

on time.  

 

As a data collection this is a vast treasure trove full of all kinds of interesting insights and 

lived experiences. Studying biographies and narratives yields its own sort of answers. They 

provide insights into the inner world of learners’ which is difficult to reach using other 

methods (Kalaja 2011:119). Benson sees them as a way provide accounts of learner diversity, 

how language learners differ from each other and how they change (Benson 2004:4, 20). 

Furthermore, So and Rodriguez (2004:44), when talking about how suitable narratives are for 

studying the everchanging emotions make the point of how these aspects of the phenomenon 

may be best captured by examining the subjective experiences of people. 

 

As data autobiographies are often very confiding and the focus is on the perspective and 

choices of the writer, the language learner. Writing an autobiography may reveal new and 

different things that would not be considered sayable in different contexts. According to 

Eskola and Suoranta (2008:122) autobiographies are often seen as opportunities to confess to 

a trusted friend. Some of the autobiographies in this study certainly were like that, trusting 

the reader not to judge the follies of youth or experiences that made the writers truly 

embarrassed. There lies one of the great advantages of using autobiographies when studying 

an emotion. Furthermore, as Dufva et al. (2003:317) write: the language learners are experts 

in their language learning even though their voice is not always heard in the researchers’ 

reports. The opportunity and challenge are in trying to present their experiences in a manner 

that does not distort their meaning. Autobiographies have been studied for example by 

Turunen and Kalaja (2004) and Karlsson (2008). These studies were not on FLA but 

interesting examples of the usefulness of autobiographies as data.  

 

My data, the language learning autobiographies, and the study’s objective of learning about 

the individual emotional experiences of FLA present in them very naturally lend themselves 

to a qualitative research approach. My aim is to study, describe and analyze the personal 

experiences of the writers and not to produce statistical generalizations which points straight 



 

 

 

 
20 

to qualitative approach (Tuomi and Sarajärvi 2013:85). The small size of my data set would 

also make quantitative approach a strange and poor choice.  As I had familiarized myself with 

the research on FLA, I had preconceived notions on the nature of the phenomenon and 

therefore the most natural approach was the theory guided approach as described by Tuomi 

and Sarajärvi (2013:96-97). They describe it as a way of avoiding the problem with data-

based approach by not assuming one can approach the data without any assumptions and 

knowledge of the topic. The researcher is allowed to waver between a more data-based 

analysis and the theoretical framework in his/her thinking. 

 

Even as the choice between qualitative and quantitative type of analysis was made based on 

the type of data I had and the aims of my study, and the need to make certain my assumptions 

on FLA would not interfere with the analysis, so was the choice of the method of doing the 

analysis. Doing a qualitative study with a theory-guided approach still leaves one with 

choices from which to choose the actual method. I chose qualitative content analysis or more 

specifically thematic analysis as it can “potentially provide a rich and detailed, yet complex, 

account of the data” (Braun and Clarke 2006:8). Braun and Clarke call for the need to decide 

on inductive and deductive research approach (2006:83). These terms are similar to the terms 

data-based and theory-based approach. My solution is to persist with the third option of 

theory guided approach which is best suited for this research. The choice of thematic analysis 

was also guided by the fact that it is according to Braun and Clarke flexible and therefore 

well-suited for novice researchers (2006:81). Personally, I found their step-by-step guidelines 

for doing the analysis extremely appealing and practical in conducting the analysis. 

 

The flexibility of the method does not mean that the way the analysis is done and reported 

does not have to follow any rules. Rather Braun and Clarke emphasize that the decisions and 

choices the researcher makes need to be made explicit (2006:81-82). I will discuss my 

choices in the following paragraphs as I explain the process of my analysis. The thematic 

analysis is a method of pinpointing and analyzing patterns (Braun and Clarke 2006:79). The 

process of doing this involves organizing the data in a way that may produce interesting 

themes analyzing of which will produce hopefully new and interesting qualities of the topic at 

hand.  
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Following the guidelines set by Braun and Clarke, the first step was to familiarize myself 

with the data. As the data consisted of written texts, this meant reading them numerous times. 

Braun and Clarke stress the importance of this step as knowing the data set thoroughly is 

essential to the other phases of analysis (2006:87). As I read, I highlighted passages that 

seemed interesting in regards of the study, that is, passages where language and emotion were 

connected. These included explicit comments on anxiety or fear but also more implicit 

phrases. However, at this stage this was only to help create a picture of what the texts were 

about, in essence only an initial harvesting of ideas. What was clear to me at this point was 

the vast number of times the teachers were described as well as the powerful impressions 

they left in the minds of the narrators. 

 

The next stage involved reading with an active intent to find interesting features in the data 

and coding them. Coding is in essence finding the interesting (to the researcher) parts of the 

text and labelling them. To do this, I concentrated on the parts I had highlighted before which 

were depicting emotions when using or learning a foreign language. These parts I started to 

sort by giving them codes which explained them in a short phrase or a word. At the beginning 

it is important to code everything, as it is not yet clear what may prove to be important in the 

analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006:89) and there were a lot of codes after I had gone through 

the texts this way. The research questions were guiding me to some extent and the result was 

a number of codes that answered the question “where” and “and then what happened”. 

However, in an attempt to be very thorough I coded everything I could think of and there 

were codes that did not seem to be pertinent at this point. I made a list of all the codes with 

the passages that they described. This list made it clear that there were some codes that 

referred to the same things but with different descriptions.  Repetitive codes were combined 

with more comprehensive codes or a new more accurate code replaced them. Also, some of 

them were discarded as they did not seem relevant. To do this I had to refer to the context of 

each code in the list.  

 

The third phase of the analysis is identifying initial themes. This means finding connections 

and similarities as well as differences; patterns in the chosen codes. A theme is supposed to 

be a meaningful umbrella under which appropriate codes can be organized. What constitutes 

a theme is for the researcher to decide and according to Braun and Clarke this is one aspect 

that demonstrates the flexibility of thematic analysis (2006:83). A theme is supposed to be a 
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broader (than the codes) category that represents “some level of patterned response or 

meaning within the data set” (Braun and Clarke 2006:82). To identify the themes of my data 

set I had decided to count as a theme patterns that were repeated through the data set, the 

autobiographies. That means that the pattern was repeated by more than one person even 

though this one person might have provided many interesting mentions of it. It is not 

necessary for the themes to appear in every biography but I wanted to get a picture of what 

was important for the writers in the whole data set. Moreover, I tried to follow the advice by 

Braun and Clarke (2006:82) to make sure that the themes captured something important of 

the objective of my study and the research questions.  

 

 To create the themes, I wrote the codes on pieces of paper to be able to organize them into 

theme piles. This was a suggestion by Braun and Clarke (2006:89) and very useful. Each 

theme pile contained all the codes that I judged to belong together. At this stage I had a major 

theme “teacher” with a large number of codes belonging to it. This proved to be an 

advantageous theme and it managed to survive to the final analysis.  I had also identified 

many situations where FLA occurred, such as language laboratory and phone conversations 

which I considered to be separate themes, a construct that did not survive the next two phases 

of the analysis.  

   

The initial themes thus decided on I started the fourth phase of Braun and Clarke’s “recipe” 

which is called refining the themes. According to Braun and Clarke the themes need to be 

checked so that each theme consists of extracts that belong under the theme (2006:91). I read 

the extracts under each theme and considered whether I had placed them well or not. The 

second check is to make sure the themes represent the data set accurately (Braun and Clarke 

2006:91). To do this I read the autobiographies again to see that they and the themes match. I 

was happy with them as a whole. 

 

The fifth and sixth phase of defining and naming themes and producing the report followed 

the guideline’s steps in a linear progression even less than the other steps. Writing the report 

should start right at the beginning (Braun and Clarke 2006:86) and I had done that in the form 

of writing the theoretical framework. Writing the analysis started later, at step four as I was 

really pleased with my theme “teacher” and sure it would be a beneficial start. However, this 

proved to be very complicated as the subthemes were not well thought out. The defining of 
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the themes was helpful as I noticed overlapping and changed some themes. For example, I 

moved the language laboratory under a more comprehensive theme “school” and phone 

conversation became a subtheme under IRL (the theme containing codes for real life 

situations at that time). As I was defining the themes and naming them, I was writing the 

analysis at the same time which made me more confident about the themes and subthemes I 

had identified.  

 

Writing the report was made possible by the analysis I had done and the themes I had created. 

However, I had to read the texts again at times to make absolutely sure of the context, who 

said what and if I had misunderstood anything. 

 

 

3.3 Ethics 

The identities of the persons who wrote the autobiographies I had blacked out as soon as my 

data set was collected. I changed all the names of the people and places which appeared in the 

texts. This was done to protect the identity of the writers even though these texts were given to 

researchers to study. However, it was also necessary to change the names of the other people 

who appeared in the text, for example the teachers whose full names were often given with 

very personal details.  

 

I have also done my best to conduct the analysis openly and honestly so as not to distort what 

the narrators said. The examples shown in the next chapter when the findings are discussed 

are chosen to exemplify my points. I have selected the ones that are in my opinion well 

written and illustrate the theme under discussion well. The excerpts are situated in the text as 

translations and the original ones can be found in the appendix. The translating errors are 

mine and did not have an effect on the analysis as I conducted it on the original Finnish 

excerpts.  
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Next, I will be discussing the analysis based on the research questions. The first question “in 

which situation does anxiety occur” will be discussed in chapter 4.1 and the second “how did 

anxiety affect the language learning and the learner” will be discussed in chapter 4.2.  

 

4.1  The situations that cause anxiety 

 

In this chapter I will examine the different kinds of foreign language anxiety provoking 

situations in the biographies. Most often these situations occurred in school settings which is 

not surprising as it is the most common place to learn and sometimes even use a foreign 

language. Anxiety was very often experienced in connection with the teachers and their 

choices of different anxiety provoking teaching methods.  Some teachers did not merely 

cause anxiety by being strict or demanding but did in fact stray into utterly devastating 

behavior. At the same time some frightening teachers commanded respect. In schools there 

were also other situations that caused anxiety, such as the language laboratory, tests and 

simply using a foreign language in front of classmates and the teacher. Outside of school 

there were situations where language skills were put to test by having to communicate in a 

foreign language. I will be discussing all of these phenomena next and presenting examples 

from my data. The original extracts in Finnish can be found in the appendix.  
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Table 1. Themes and subthemes for the situations where foreign language anxiety is experienced 

 
 Teacher School Outside world 

Persona Language laboratory Do not understand 

Teaching methods Exams Can’t make the others 

understand 

Cruel behavior Other students  

Feared but respected   

 

                                                       

 

4.1.1  Anxiety connected with the teacher 

 

Many narrators described important teachers in their autobiographies. In fact, teachers were 

the most often mentioned and shared memory in the data set.  This is not surprising as 

teachers have been a strong presence in many other studies (Dewaele and Macintyre 2014, 

Turunen and Kalaja 2004, Young 1991).  In their study Turunen and Kalaja conducted a 

metaphor analysis on English language learner autobiographies. They identified six types of 

teacher metaphors that included “demigods” and “witch”. Most of the teachers described in 

the autobiographies the present study analyses are in many ways also such all-powerful 

figures in the students’ language learning journey, both in good and bad that they are even 

seen as the most important reason for language learning successes and failures. 

 

Unfortunately, not all memorable teachers in the autobiographies studied in the present study 

were memorable because they were good teachers. The biographies presented some very 

intimidating teachers with very questionable teaching methods. Many of these teachers 

created such colorful memories that the narrators could describe them very vividly even after 

many decades.  

 

Several narrators begin their account of the teacher by describing their appearance: 

1. greyer than grey English teacher who could have fooled anyone with her greyness (Saara) 

2. From my point of view, it was probably a good thing that she did not have a family with the 
stress and worry that comes with it (Saara) 
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3. our teacher was a 140 centimeters tall spinster with her hair in a tight bun (Taru)  

4. unpleasant teachers have all been spinsters and they have had the need to be better than others, 
that is the children (Johanna) 

 

In example 1. Saara describes the language teacher as grey looking and the impression at first 

is that she is mouselike not only in appearance but also in temperament and actions. Saara 

very realizes quickly that this is not the case as she thinks that the teacher is almost in 

disguise and able to mislead with her nondescript appearance. It seems that the teacher is 

almost expected to want to trick the students, but for what purpose is unclear. Nevertheless, 

Saara feels surprised and she and her classmates are quick to fear the teacher. For her 

“greynes” is only one part of her and a demanding and frightening teacher the bigger 

presence on the students’ minds. The teacher does not seem hated or despised as some of 

teachers in these narratives are as Saara goes on to describe the teacher as having eyes that 

“shone with intelligence” and “life experience”. These words imply the teacher as having 

some authority even in her appearance even though the first impression did not point in that 

direction. Interestingly she is also referred to as “a lone soldier” and one is left to wonder if 

this is because of the grey “uniform” or harsh discipline she metes out. This example is one 

of many where the clothing, hair, glasses and looks of the teacher are noteworthy in the 

narrators’ minds when describing an anxiety inducing teacher.  

 

In excerpt 2. Saara also makes a point of the teacher’s single status and thinks it is lucky for 

her as a student that the teacher is able to concentrate on teaching without being stressed 

because of a spouse and children. Even though this is assuming rather a lot about the life of 

the teacher the tone here is nevertheless one of thankfulness and appreciation. It is very 

different from the manner the other narrators brought up the age and the marital status of their 

teachers. In example 3. the teacher is described almost in a stereotype like manner as “a 

spinster with a bun”. It seems that her height or the lack of it also made an impression. In 

example 4. Johanna goes even further and calls all the spinster teachers she has had the most 

unpleasant teachers. For these narrators being unmarried and not young obviously is 

somehow either the reason the teachers were horrible or that because they were horrible 

teachers, they were also spinsters. It is very interesting but also rather discouraging that these 

are the attributes that the narrators have deemed important to mention when describing the 

teachers in their past. This calling the teacher unmarried and in several cases a spinster 

occurred only when talking about female teachers. The marital status of the male teachers 
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was not discussed in such an explanatory manner. But there is of course the fact most of the 

teachers in these narratives were female, as were the writers themselves. The attitude to 

teachers being “spinsters” may have changed in the twenty years since these narratives were 

written but the looks of teachers are surely still under strict scrutiny. This will undoubtedly be 

no surprise to teachers but the manner in which looks are connected with the fear and anxiety 

they make the students feel might be.  

 

The teachers were further described as provoking anxiety by their personality: 

5. even though our teacher awakened terror in us at least nobody died (Saara) 

6. a female whose lessons were governed by fear (Pirjo) 

7. The fear of not knowing and wrong answers (Pirjo) 

8. You were lamentably humorless (Laura) 

 

The teachers in these examples had created an atmosphere of fear in class. In example 5. 

Saara comments on the horror inducing teacher (who is the same teacher she described as 

“grey” and “a lone soldier”) being so frightful that it seems that the students were lucky to 

survive. This must be one of the most depressing descriptions of a teacher’s presence in the 

classroom. Though admittedly the survival of the students could be seen as the absolute 

minimum requirement for a teacher. This atmosphere of fear seems to be counterproductive 

when the aim is teaching and learning. For the student it means they miss on the helpful 

effect positive emotions have on learning. 

 

In her text Pirjo continues describing the teacher inducing only fear in the classroom.   For 

Pirjo the teacher is not only a frightening presence by her general appearance or some general 

behavior but specifically the way the teacher acts when a student does not know the answer 

and makes mistakes. Some of these teachers are not described as reacting to the wrong 

answers and their methods are not described nor questioned. It is simply stated that they were 

feared and being in their class made language anxiety dominate and student be silent. In itself 

fearing mistakes has been well documented as a characteristic of an anxious student 

(Gregersen 2003, Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope 1986).  Fearing making mistakes may be caused 

by many things such as the presence of other students but these excerpts demonstrate the 

often-present fear that making a mistake makes one vulnerable for the teacher. This 
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vulnerability causes anxiety as these teachers have shown that they are prone to reacting 

badly, even just by withdrawing any positive feedback. The role of the teacher is crucially 

important in creating a good atmosphere and one of the ways to do that is by giving positive 

feedback to students which increases their enjoyment in class (Dewaele and Macintyre 

2014:258). In example 8. Laura names as the problem the teacher’s lack of humor. Humor is 

also one of the ways the teacher may connect with the student and so facilitate learning. 

Humor and laughter have the effect of making the classroom more enjoyable and that creates 

good experiences of language learning for the student (Dewaele and Macintyre 2014:264).  

 

Regrettably the presence of the frightening teachers manifests as physical symptoms for the 

language learners: 

9. as my heart was beating to the rhythm of the teacher’s foot (Saara) 

10. …and then this rigid and inflexible tongue which just lounged in my mouth, especially during 
Aura’s lessons. (Liisa) 

11. when I should have opened my mouth my palms sweated, cheeks flushed, heart pounded, I 
could not swallow, voice trembled, eyes went blind (Mari) 

 

These examples demonstrate the physical manifestation of FLA in students. They are after all 

very common effects (Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope 1986:126) and they demonstrate not only 

the severity of the anxiety experience but also in the Saara’s and Liisa’s case the situational 

nature of foreign language anxiety. Liisa describes herself as talkative and not prone to 

anxiety except in the presence of one teacher, Aura. She vividly describes how FLA makes 

her mute and her tongue does not follow instruction and form words. In example 9. Saara’s 

heart is pumping to the beat of the teacher’s foot as she is anxious and extraordinarily 

connected to the teacher’s presence in the moment. In example 11. Mari is describing a very 

comprehensive list of the effects of anxiety. These physical symptoms attack her when she is 

forced to speak in English in class, and the teacher very much expects her to do so. The way 

these effects of FLA are described in the biographies makes it clear that they are not easily 

dismissed by the language learners but come in the way of learning.  

 

Previously I have shown and discussed how the teacher appears to cause a lot of anxiety by 

looking and being certain way. Next, I will show the teachers’ chosen teaching methods and 

classroom activities contributing to anxiety: 
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12. When he was checking homework, it was no use hiding behind the back of the person sitting in 
front of you as Matti walked the class with its 40 students, up and down along the narrow aisles 
and raised up the hands of those hiding, shook the hands around for a minute and told the 
student to give an answer (Pirjo) 

13. My heart pounding in my chest and my palms sweating I waited for my turn as the teacher 
made the whole class take turns to read a paragraph from the book. My relief was great after I 
had read my text, blushing and stammering... (Paula) 

14. …torture conducted by the teacher (Reijo) 

15. I hated Aura from the bottom of my sixteen-year-old heart. She had insulted me in front of the 
whole class. To stand there and desperately try to produce the right th-sound…(Liisa) 

 

Example 12. depicts a very common memory in the biographies. The teacher has chosen a 

method of checking the homework or other tasks where the whole class is nervous in 

anticipation. Even though the students did not know the answer they were forced to give one. 

Often failure to answer correctly resulted in punishments that were frequently described as 

harsh by the narrators. None of these autobiographies describe any corporal punishments but 

the most often mentioned penalty for not knowing the answers was some sort of verbal 

comment by the teacher, seclusion in the corridor or having to repeat the task numerous times 

as is the case with Liisa in excerpt 15. In Liisas’s situation the futility of the trying again and 

again to do something that she has demonstrated she cannot do ends in her humiliation at the 

hands of the seemingly obtuse teacher. These autobiographies do no explain why the students 

did not know the answers and interestingly enough, there is no mention of them not preparing 

for class or doing the homework. None of the biographies explain not knowing something in 

class as the result of being lazy and not studying. Not studying is offered as the natural result 

of feeling too much anxiety or having been unfairly treated by the teacher. The ones who give 

reason for their failure to know the answers or mastering the skills seem to see it as a natural 

consequence of not being good at languages or not being very smart students. The 

biographies unfortunately often give reason to believe that this belief is the direct result of the 

teachers’ failings.  

 

In example 13. Paula describes another very common source of FLA in these biographies, 

that is, having to read or in general speak in a foreign language in front of others, most often 

in these texts; the other students. This is the most common situation for FLA to appear (King 

and Smith 2017:96). In these biographical extracts there is also present the fear of being 

ridiculed or embarrassed by the teacher in front of the classmates. So, in addition to a 
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common stressful situation there is an added stress factor. Perhaps another trait of the 

teachers’ methods in these texts is that there seems to be also a kind of routine to many of 

these class activities. The students know how they proceed and fear them in advance. In 

Paula’s example she also knows the routine so well that she knows that after her turn is over 

and she has performed her duty, she will be safe for the rest of the lesson. Her reaction is 

rather extreme for something that has to occur several times a week depending on the 

frequency of her language classes. It is also extreme because in the example above she 

explains how she stammers through her answer, that is, she reads a text. As Horwitz et al. 

(1986:126) pointed out students usually feel more confident when they read aloud something 

or give a prepared answer than they do when they have to improvise on the spot. So, this 

reaction by Paula is not necessarily even the worst anxiety reaction she might have 

experienced had she been made to take part in a more freely constructed discussion in front of 

the others. This merely once again emphasizes how much FLA is present in language 

learners’ lives.  

 

In example 14. Reijo comments on the teaching method of his apparently legendary English 

teacher. He describes the teacher as a brilliant linguist who evokes absolute terror in his 

students by his “torture”. The teacher is called “inquisitor” and his method “cruel” and 

“inhumane”. The description of the method the teacher used seems similar to the one 

described by Pirjo in that everyone had to know and understand the homework well and 

everyone had to give an answer. Reijo believes that the teacher’s method was to direct the 

most difficult and excessive questions to the students he was sure would know the answers 

and the core question everyone had to know the answer to. As a method this sounds like a 

good way to ensure everyone in the class knows the basics. His manner of making this 

happen, on the other hand, was not the very well thought out. The methods described in these 

examples and that were the vast majority of tasks in the texts were extremely reliant on 

routine and question and answer type tasks. These types of classroom activities are not the 

sort that create the most pleasant experiences and memories for the students (Dewaele and 

Macintyre 2014:264). 

 

In Reijo’s narrative the teacher was described as being very cruel. However, it seems that he 

created the atmosphere of terror not by being overly cruel in words, at least not in the way the 

following examples show teachers do:  
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16. The teacher got upset and demanded I repeat it 20 times right away. I cried and tried to survive 
this task and in the end the teacher stated “Johanna, you must never go abroad as you cannot 
pronounce even a most basic phrase!” (Johanna) 

17. ”…there you have it, Riitta is capable of concentrating on everything else but when she should 
say something in English then…” I stopped listening. Red shame burned inside me but I did 
everything I could that it wouldn’t show outside (Riitta) 

18. A reference to my teeth, large and protruding (Liisa) 

19. The atmosphere was always so tense that your encouraging smile never did its job (Laura) 

 

In these examples the teachers went further than being oblivious of the stress they caused by 

their teaching methods. These teachers make statements that sound very cruel and 

categorically define the students as not being good enough. And whether or not it was the 

teachers’ intention to hurt the students, that did happen. In extract 16. the teacher does not 

give Johanna any credit for trying numerous times but castigates her for failing and even 

belittles her efforts by calling the phrase “rudimentary” and that Johanna doesn’t manage 

“even” that. The insult is completed with a comment that she should not even dream of going 

abroad with her shortcomings. It is impossible to find any pedagogical grounds for this sort of 

treatment. As many studies have shown, motivation is a key ingredient in language learning 

success and Johanna’s biography unfortunately showed how it was extinguished. 

 

In example 17. the teacher is not only asking Riitta to pay attention but ridiculing her to the 

rest of the class. The teacher excludes Riitta with her phrasing “there you have it” which is 

directed to the other students in class. This further embarrasses her and she is concentrating 

on not showing that to her classmates. In both of these examples the teacher states something 

about the students, something about what they are unable to do because they are in some way 

insufficient. This is reminiscent of Karlsson describing how Finnish narratives on language 

learning talk about how “a learner is labelled as somebody who does not know, does not have 

the skills, does not qualify” (2008:91). The teacher is in a position of power as she is older 

and the expert on the language she teaches. There is a power imbalance that is abused in these 

examples. 

 

The teachers in the two excerpts discussed above seemed to be insulting the students on 

purpose or at least not caring enough to not do that. However, extract 18. brings up the point 

that not every insult or unfeeling comment is always meant as such. The extract is from the 
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situation discussed earlier (extract 15.) where Liisa did not manage to pronounce the word 

“mother” and the teacher asked her to put her tongue behind the teeth. The narrator admits 

that perhaps the teacher did not mean to mock her appearance but this she realized only many 

decades later. When the situation occurred, her interpretation was very different and she 

absolutely thought the teacher a villain with an intention to hurt. In example 19. Laura credits 

the teacher with trying to be encouraging but not quite managing. The smile is not enough 

with the strict demeanor, teaching and penalties. There is however a hint that this teacher did 

not mean to be horrible to students but the narrator does not state this explicitly in the manner 

of Liisa. 

 

Surprisingly, some of the teachers who frightened the students and obviously wounded some 

of them, managed to evoke respect and belief in their teaching. In the next examples Sofia 

and Saara describe this effect of the teacher: 

20. Our teacher was very ambitious about us five girls… She is a teacher on whose lessons it 
sometimes feels, at least I feel, that you can’t even breathe. She is strict, demands a lot from us 
and sticks to her principles. She is quick-tempered, punctual and painstaking. Even though I 
have often feared in her class I can’t say that I have loathed her except from time to time. 
(Sofia) 

21. It was frightening. The air trembling around her made even the worst students try and even 
exceed their best (Saara). 

 

In the examples above the teacher has managed to gain the respect of the narrators, despite 

the fact that they also induce fear. Sofia describes her teacher as having ambitions about her 

and the other five students. Even though the teacher is the one who has the ambitions they 

seem to be shared by Sofia and her peers as they work hard and put a lot of effort to studying. 

It almost seems that she feels that their group is the chosen one and greater things could and 

should be expected from them and she does sound proud of the fact. This is an interesting 

contrast to how she feels that in the class she cannot breathe and often fears the teacher. Her 

writing also portrays the teacher as a rather admirable person with principles and the courage 

to live by them. In example 21. Saara describes how the air around the teacher made even the 

worst students try and even exceed themself. In her example there is no sense of being 

selected by the teacher because of ambition or expectations to do more than others but of 

every student a lot is demanded academically but also psychologically due to the fear the 

teacher invokes. Perhaps the teachers’ charismatic and strong personalities, and the 

expectation a teacher faces of being in charge of the class add respect to fear. 
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4.1.2  Foreign Language Anxiety in school  

 Many people experience anxiety in school settings. As the previous chapter demonstrated, 

many of the teachers are the main cause for anxiety when learning a language. There are 

other aspects of school that frighten and cause anxiety to language students. There is the 

classroom itself and in many biographies one of the most frightening part of school was the 

language laboratory. This was a new and different experience for many students as it was 

used only for language classes. Connected to schools and language anxiety is also one aspect 

of it, that is, test anxiety. Tests were feared and described very evocatively, that is, the 

emotions they brought up. No test is described in detail but their emotional impact and place 

in the routine of school is evident. 

 

In many biographies the most frightening place to learn a language in school was the 

language laboratory. The next examples describe the horror in very imaginative ways: 

22. The language laboratory, the worst hell, the lowest underworld. With a cold forehead, palms 
sweating we listened there. Hoping for help from God and the Virgin Mary. God help me! Let 
me understand… (Saara) 

23. We were in our cubicles, us novices and were forced into the middle of a stream, into the 
middle of babbling and roaring. Was she really going to drown us? The tape won’t break even if 
listened to endlessly. It hides a mystery that won’t be solved …My senses of hearing and seeing 
won’t cooperate. Not a mark is written on the paper in front of me. (Riitta) 

24. But oh, how the heart anxiously fluttered, palms sweated, forehead covered in sweat when that 
tape started …Always the strange and fast speaking voice on the tape startled the poor soul. 
You felt like you didn’t know how to do anything. (Mia) 

25. She didn’t outwardly show any signs of being a cruel and merciless person. But still she led us 
to the language laboratory. That new acquisition in our school made me feel helpless just by 
being there. (Riitta) 

 

In the above examples extreme stress and anxiety is caused by an innovation meant to better 

language learning results, the language laboratory. The biographies in my study are written 

by people of different ages and for some the language laboratory was a part of a major 

change in language teaching. Language learning in class moved away from translating texts 

to listening and eventually speaking the language and conversing in it. In Finland this change 

also led to a change in matriculation examination as the students were first given the choice 

of the traditional translation-based exam and the new version with a listening exam. Taking 
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all this into consideration, it is perhaps not that surprising that the biographies so often 

mention the language laboratory and the stress and fear it caused. However, there is a 

difference in this aspect in the younger narrators’ biographies compared to the more senior 

ones. The older generation were not perhaps so much used to hearing and speaking foreign 

languages as the younger generations. The language laboratory does not make such a stark 

appearance in the biographies by the younger people and is often not even mentioned.  

 

In example 24. and some others in the data set as well, the language laboratory did not mean 

a room with cubicles for listening but only a recorder in front of the class, a speaking voice 

and exercises. Still, it was a new and terrifying element of learning in class. Other texts, for 

example the text by Riitta 23., describe the horror of a proper language laboratory with 

cubicles. The narrators whose experience of language laboratory meant sitting in a cubicle 

with headphones on describe the concrete details of them rather minutely. It may be that the 

newness of it and the fact that one goes to a separate room to listen very carefully and to be 

alert and not miss anything that makes more of an impact. But whatever the physical form of 

the language laboratory, it caused added anxiety for language learners. 

 

There is a difference between doing a listening exercise in the language laboratory and 

listening or even conversing with a teacher. In the laboratory the student is in a very 

unnatural position of not being able to interrupt if they do not understand.  There is no 

possibility of asking the speaker to speak more slowly or to repeat what was said.  Many 

narrators, as did Mia in example 24, describe how the speed of the talking is too much. There 

appears to be a difference between the speed of the speech in the listening exercises and the 

teacher’s speech. There is also a difference in the amount of information one has to receive. 

Many of the narratives described very traditional language classes with set routines. The 

change of pace to a language laboratory listening exercise is immense as one has to pay 

attention every second and often everyone has to answer every question asked. The anxiety 

experienced because of the surroundings and the difficulty of understanding are affecting 

language input stage.  Narrator Riitta describes it as being in the middle of stream and not 

being able to understand what is happening. She goes further and describes how it is 

impossible to concentrate both on the listening, studying the questions and answering them. 

You have to be able to do all that in a very short timeframe. 
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In addition to the speed of the talking in the listening exercises in example 24. Mia describes 

the voice as a strange voice. Is it simply the fact that it is not the teacher talking that makes it 

strange? As I mentioned before some of these memories date back many decades and it is 

possible that the teacher might have been the only person the writer had heard speaking in 

that language. Strangely enough there is no mention in this text or the others in my study of 

the confusion or difficulty being caused by an unfamiliar or less well-known accent. The 

teachers’ accents are not discussed in connection with understanding or anxiety.  

 

The anxiety was experienced because of feeling that you don’t understand, the lack of time 

and the strange surroundings.  

 

Foreign language anxiety is closely related to test anxiety and according to some studies it 

includes it (Horwitz et al. 1986, Aida 1994). In the autobiographies test anxiety had a major 

presence. The following examples demonstrate this common anxiety in connection with 

language learning:   

26. I managed to survive the first exam, without feeling sick and fainting as had anticipated (Liisa) 

27. My palms are sweating as I walk up the stairs made of stone in the middle of chaos …In my 
hands I am crushing my pencil case whose surface is sweaty …I hesitate for a minute and 
almost turn to where I came from because I really don’t want to step through that waiting door. 
I would like to escape, burrow into ground or even jump ahead in time over the next minutes. 
(Satu) 

28. Just the two of us, the teacher and me, for five minutes discussing school – in German. Oh no! 
Palms are sweating, every word needs to be guarded and the teacher is asking all sorts of 
questions. My tongue gets tied into a knot. (Ulla) 

 

 

Test anxiety stems from being afraid of failing (Horwitz et al. 1986:127) and a student is 

likely to be confronted with it very regularly in school. Failing in the tests in these examples 

does not come with any dire consequences, these are not entrance exams or matriculation 

exams. Instead, the feared entity here is the exam itself, having to do it and trying to find the 

words and answers. 

 

Of these three narrators only Satu describes herself as having been shy in school. Shyness is a 

factor that can add to FLA (MacIntyre 2017:21) and she seems in her text rather prone to 

feeling anxiety in different situations. Feeling anxious because of the test is however where 
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she is at her most evocative in her biography. For Liisa and Ulla there is no mention or 

indication of any kind shyness in their narratives. Their experiences are very situation-

specific. Ulla’s test is the only oral test in these three examples and the contrast to how she 

feels when talking to her German speaking friends or with the teacher in class in pronounced. 

The fact that it is a test is what stresses her. For Liisa the reality of the test is not as bad as she 

anticipated. Expectations were that she would feel sick and faint but fortunately for her 

everything went well. 

 

Other students are often mentioned as a cause of anxiety in the studies on FLA. They are 

always present in school also in these autobiographies. The next examples illustrate how they 

can be both a cause to feel anxious but also often a source of strength: 

 

29. Nothing is more embarrassing than having to be privately tutored in front of the whole class, to 
feel stupid. To be ashamed of oneself while the best students in the class are giggling in front of 
you. (Saara) 

30. I knew I was going to have to say something in a foreign language in front of the other students. 
(Satu) 

31. However, none of my classmates laughed at my blunders. (Mia) 

Saara is very straightforward in her example 29. about how she sees her classmates. They are 

an audience and not an understanding one. For her being singled out for not knowing 

something is very embarrassing and she either sees or imagines how others, the good 

students, laugh at her. On the other hand, Satu simply acknowledges the classmates being 

there and adding to her anxiety. She does not comment on them being malicious or laughing 

but still speaking in front them is stressful. Most of the autobiographies mention the 

classmates in this way, as an audience for something that causes anxiety, but their 

descriptions are very neutral. It is enough that there are other people listening. Example 31. 

by Mia shows the other way the classmates are described. For some of the writers they were 

not a negative audience, at least they are not acknowledged that way. They are on the same 

side, peers. When Mia is in a difficult situation the “audience” backs her up. 

 

4.1.3 Foreign language anxiety outside of school 
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Even though school is the original place for experiencing language anxiety in the biographies 

it was not limited to only that. The bad experiences with teachers and being ashamed and 

anxious follow many of the narrators into their using a foreign language in different settings. 

Even though there are no scary teachers or classmates to witness the humiliation nor the 

technical horror of language laboratory the anxiety still raises its head. The biographies that 

spoke of FLA in outside of school settings all had experiences of FLA inside the school as 

well. In that sense the out of school experiences of FLA can be seen as a continuation from 

stressful school experiences to stressful experiences outside of it.   

 

FLA experiences outside of school may be just as severe but the situations are different in 

motivation and setting and they are more varied. There is no classroom or teaching structure 

to cause anxiety but situations where there is a need, often very concrete need to 

communicate something to a person in a foreign language. The following examples illustrates 

the feeling of having no words to communicate: 

32. You would not believe how a simple thing can produce such an enormous feeling of anxiety. 
(Veera)  

33. I panicked and didn’t know how to explain (Sofia) 

 

Example 32. depicts Veera trying to find out how the washing machine works. She is in 

Spain on a work training trip and she is studying to be a sign language interpreter. She and 

her Finnish classmates are not able to communicate with the principal of the school who does 

not speak English or know sign language and they do not speak Spanish. The anxiety is not 

because of any antagonism or stressful behavior of the principal but because they do not 

share a language and Veera tries to use all her abilities in English to make the principal 

comprehend her meaning. She goes on to tell us of her anxiety on feeling helpless and 

exhausted for not being able to communicate. Another source of foreign language anxiety for 

her is not being fluent enough in Finnish sign language. Her anxiety prevents her from 

understanding the quick signing of Finnish sign language natives. Anxiety is a barrier for her 

understanding and she further describes how it causes whole body tension. She realizes the 

role anxiety plays in her problem with communication in a foreign language when she meets 

a group of Spanish sign language users. Even though they do not share a language, she knows 

Finnish sign language and they know Spanish sign language, they are able to communicate. 

In sharp contrast to her conversation with the principal Veera feels a sense of relaxation and 
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joy. She even comments that contrary to when she is speaking with Finnish sign language 

users now she can understand because she is not nervous. This speaking with native language 

users as a source of anxiety has been noted in other studies as well (von Wörde 2003, 

Woodrow 2006). 

 

In example 33. Sofia is trying to buy stamps in France. She makes a mistake or the seller 

makes one, as she gets six stamps instead of sixteen stamps. The helplessness and anxiety she 

feels is due to not being able to explain the error. She tries and tries and finally succeeds but 

it is unclear if it is because she managed to find the right words or that the seller being able to 

figure out what the problem might be. For her this results in determination to study French 

intensively and become more fluent in it. 

 

Another type of communication problem is illustrated in these following examples. This time 

the problem is not understanding what the other person is saying: 

34. I remember the phonebooth – even worse than the language laboratory…The phone call had 
been a torturous labyrinth…I was choked by the phonelines. I could not understand what I was 
hearing… (Riitta) 

35. Not until the assistant was asking me questions my stomach started to quiver as I didn’t 
understand all her questions. I was able to say my name but my address produced an enormous 
sense of despair for us both (Pirjo) 

36. With knocking knees, I approached the official and tried to force myself to speak calmly even 
though my tongue felt like a thick lump that barely fit inside my mouth. I was understood but 
help, I couldn’t understand the answer! (Liisa) 

Riitta compares talking on the phone in a foreign language in a strange country to the feared 

language laboratory and finds it even more frightening. Both in language laboratory and 

phone conversations you have to rely on what you hear only and get no other clues as you 

usually do when talking face to face. That is very probably one reason the phone conversation 

stresses Riitta so, but added to that is the element of not knowing the language well enough to 

understand. For her the conversation feels like a labyrinth with her trying to find the way to 

the other side and understanding. There is no predictability in this sort of conversation, and as 

Woodrow (2006) demonstrated in her study that may be a reason for anxiety in the everyday 

conversations a language learner faces. 

 

For Pirjo the not understanding manifests as a stomach problem and even a feeling of despair 

for both her and the person trying to understand. In the last example, 36, Liisa tries to use 
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English to manage in an airport. For her English was the one anxiety producing language that 

she did her best to avoid all her life. In this situation she has to try, and even though the 

familiar problem of trying to produce the difficult words appears, she is understood. The 

happiness that this might have produced in another situation is engulfed by the helplessness 

of not understanding what the other person is saying. This time she is not discouraged from 

trying and on her third try with the third official she triumphs. In Woodrow’s study the 

participants spoke of perseverance (2006:323) as a way to battle anxiety. With Liisa this is a 

useful concept in making the point that trying is important. 

 

 

4.2 The effect of language anxiety on language learning and the learner 

 

In the following chapter I will first discuss the effect language anxiety has had on language 

learning by examining the actions that were caused by the anxiety. These actions included 

withdrawal from conversations, studying and from class tasks, staying quiet and being overly 

cautious and even disrupting the class. Language anxiety also made the writers make more 

permanent and far-reaching choices, such as dropping a course and avoiding all situations 

where a foreign language could be used. Secondly, I will discuss the effect of language 

anxiety in the (perceived) language skills the writers reached and even the notion of language 

anxiety as a tool for learning better. The third part of the chapter examines the way language 

anxiety is seen as changing the way the writers see themselves and others. The last section 

discusses the time aspect; how for some writers the language anxiety experiences were seen 

differently after many years and for some they still dominated. 

 

Table 2. The effect of FLA on the language learning and the learner 

Effect on learners’ actions Effect on language learning Change in perception 

immediate effects no skills change in attitude to self 

effects on major choices facilitating learning change in attitude to others 

  change in time 
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As the previous chapter showed, language anxiety can occur in many different situations. I 

will next show the ways in which the actions and the behavior of the learners changed 

immediately because of the anxiety: 

37. I started to be too cautious. The consequence was that I completely stopped taking part in class. 
(Satu) 

38.  I often intentionally disrupted the teaching just to uphold my own mental image that I don’t 
need such a language and to show my classmates. (Liisa) 

39.  I understood English a little bit but during the whole trip I didn’t say a word in it. (Liisa) 

 

Language anxiety in the above examples causes the learners to behave in ways that further 

ensure the worsening of language learning results. In all of these examples the result of 

language anxiety is withdrawal. In example 37. Satu explains further her reaction to anxiety 

in the moment when it is experienced and how she starts to behave because of it. In her case 

language anxiety made her stop trying and taking part in class. This is a very common effect 

of language anxiety in class. The anxiousness is such a negative feeling that she does her best 

to avoid it and for her it means not getting into situations where there is reason to be anxious. 

This means that she is missing on opportunities to practice and learn the language which in 

turn will not make her level of anxiousness lower. She is also withdrawing from the rest of 

her classmates and self-isolating in that manner. For her FLA lowers her motivation to study 

and learn about the culture and she feels that this is irreplaceable damage that has been done 

to her ability to ever learn English. There is also the very concrete effect that her grade drops. 

However, even though she feels very low, she does not start skipping class which might be 

the next step for avoiding stressful situations as it is fairly common (Gregersen 2007: 210). 

 

Additionally, her phrasing “ I started to be too careful” is rather revealing in how the 

language learning in school appears to her. It seems to hint that there is a level of being 

careful in the classroom that is acceptable and even advisable. In her biography she is not 

stressed because of the teacher or the other students but because she does not have the 

language skills needed not to make mistakes. This fearing of mistakes for their own sake or 

what they might reveal to herself of the skills she possesses is a crippling obstacle in learning 

a foreign language. This is not unheard of as some of the language learners choose a very 

cautious approach and think that “nothing should be said in the foreign language until it can 

be said correctly” and that it is not acceptable to guess an unknown foreign language word 
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(Horwitz 1986:127). If you are so afraid of making a mistake that you withdraw from trying 

you are again essentially denying yourself the chance to practice and learn. In Satu’s case this 

becomes the routine and the norm, not taking part and staying outside of the engagements in 

the class. Unfortunately, this was a very common action or strategy in the biographies when 

anxiety was felt. 

  

Example 38. shows Liisa reacting differently, in a more aggressive, but just as harmful way 

to language anxiety. The teacher humiliated Liisa when she failed to pronounce a word and 

her way of coping is trying to save face. Because she cannot do it, she has to show it is 

because she does not want to or care to do it. To demonstrate her indifference, she starts 

disrupting the class and acting out. This sort of disruptive behavior is not a common factor in 

language anxiety studies. Liisa is reporting her behavior after a considerable time has passed 

so she can afford to be very honest about her youthful bad behavior. Interestingly her 

audience includes the teacher and her classmates but also in her own words, herself. In 

example 39. she continues living with the anxiety when speaking or otherwise using English 

language. At this point she is in India on a work trip and it is clear that her anxiety is very 

language specific. She has no trouble using just learned Tamil words but as the example 

makes clear she does not utter one word of English during the whole journey. In this her 

reaction to anxiety is perhaps a bit more mature than the one in her youth and also more like 

Satu’s. Her silence draws the attention of her hosts and causes them to comment on it in a 

wondering way which further adds humiliation and anxiety which naturally cause her to keep 

silent. 

 

In both Liisa’s and Satu’s cases the result of language anxiety also includes not bothering to 

study and try. They both describe how they in those anxiety filled moments cannot and do not 

want to pay any attention to learning or the language but just want the moment to be over. 

These immediate reactions to language anxiety are not premeditated but natural first reactions 

to an unpleasant feeling. The complex makeup of personality and experienced life and the 

context all direct the way a person acts.  

 

Experiencing language anxiety may have far-reaching consequences on the choices people 

make; 

40. First lesson and I was already discouraged …We did learn but half of us dropped out. (Saara) 
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41. one of the moments of great despair …I changed my major to Finnish and left the English 
studies at subject studies …in that way it was easier to study. (Mari) 

42. From time to time, I thought of continuing my studies but always there was in my mind the fear 
that to do that I would need English which is impossible for me. I did my best to hide this 
failing of mine and at the same time it gave me a reason not to even try. (Liisa) 

 

The negative effects of language anxiety are very present in these examples. The first extract 

describes the harsh reality that language anxiety and a demanding teacher may force on the 

language students. In Saara’s class it meant that half of the students could not cope and quit 

the class. Unfortunately, this is not a unique case not in these biographies or based on 

research on the matter (Gregersen 2007: 210, Gregersen& Horwitz 2002:563). For Saara 

personally the situation is not that serious. She feels anxiety and is overwhelmed but is in her 

own way coping with it and seems to not get stuck on difficulties and behave in harmful 

ways. One of the reasons for her resilience might be her belief or surety that she is also 

learning.  

 

The next example, example 41., is one of the most severe descriptions of the effects of 

language anxiety in the data set. Mari has experienced all the physical symptoms of anxiety 

and she feels that speaking in English is too stressful and becomes very depressed about it. 

Her stress and anxiety are again specific to English language. It is quintessential foreign 

language anxiety and it becomes too much and she changes her major at a rather late stage to 

Finnish so she can converse and take part in classes in Finnish. Mari is not alone in her 

decision as many language learners make decisions of dropping out and changing career 

plans. This is a very serious foreign language anxiety manifestation and its consequences are 

life changing. 

 

In a similar fashion in example 42. Liisa describes how the English th-sound is too much and 

drives her into deciding that she is never going to study such a difficult (she phrased it as 

“shitty”) language. Next, she had to choose to study either Latin or French and the experience 

of English leads her to choose Latin which has no difficult sounds. This avoiding the anxiety 

inducing language, English, may have seemed like a smart and easy choice at the time but 

one is left to wonder how much joy and usefulness studying Latin brought her. Certainly, in 

her biography it is not mentioned again and it seems unlikely that it played any role in her 

work or other pursuits. Even though at first it seems that the avoidance works as she is not 
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forced into situations where English is necessary it will not leave her alone. She feels 

ashamed of her lack of English and has created strategies to conceal this. The strategies seem 

to be simply first to avoid situations where English is needed and if that fails, keep quiet. She 

follows these rules religiously until the before mentioned work trip to India. There she 

behaves in her usual manner, by keeping quiet but this time it does not work as it draws more 

attention. Fortunately, at this stage of her life she reacts differently than she did in the past 

and decides to conquer her fear by studying English. 

 

Next, I will show the role the language anxiety had in the foreign language learning and 

language skills reached: 

43. this new teaching method certainly kept me you awake and alert (Mia) 

44. For me studying English was excruciatingly agonizing right from the beginning and because of 
that I didn’t learn the basics on which to build on...I missed the train during the first kilometers 
and could not get on again (Satu) 

 

The effect one might hope to have from anxiety is that it facilitates language learning. 

However, even though the majority of studies do not support it, this is fascinating idea even 

for some researchers. Therefore, it is perhaps not so surprising that there subsists a persistent 

idea in these biographies that the anxiety, caused by whatever reason, might be a reason that 

language learning happens. The idea seems to be that being forced to do something and being 

afraid and anxious while doing it should lead to trying harder and through that to better 

results than would otherwise be possible. This belief comes across both in the biographies 

that described teachers whose methods were humiliation and in those biographies that 

describe the not sadistic teachers but the students being anxious nevertheless. For Mia in 

example 43. there is a sort of sense that being a little anxious keeps you awake and is good 

for learning. One reason might be that now looking back she feels a sense of pride in having 

survived the trial of fire and as we have seen not every student did that. Other 

autobiographies echo that and in her biography, Sofia congratulates herself of “having 

survived this heavy but fruitful experience”.  

 

For Satu the poor choices made early on in her language learning path seem to make it 

inevitable that she will never learn English. She speaks of it in a very fatalistic manner. Her 

manner of coping was withdrawing and she does not feel that even if she manages to learn 

the language outside of school or manages to push herself into taking part in class there could 
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be any progress. This thinking guides her to concentrate on other things to study and English 

is an unavoidable presence that she knows has doomed her. Even though her attitude and 

view are very bleak she is at time she writes her biography very young and there is no other 

experience for her. One is left with the hope and belief that maturity shows her that language 

learning is not ruined by mistakes made in school. Even though her view is very bleak and 

extreme there are other voices in these biographies that lament the choices they made and 

fear their impact on the language skills they might have. There seems to be the idea that 

foreign language learning takes place in school and in youth and the missteps there can ruin 

things for later. A difference lies in the way people react to this idea, some seem to give up 

and for others it means more trying in later life in, for example, language courses. Not 

everyone feels very tied to achievement but can enjoy language learning for its own sake. 

 

Having experienced language anxiety is for some a major change in their attitude and relation 

to others: 

45. I believe that I now have a lot more compassionate attitude to the strangers who have settled in 
our country and their isolation because of the language (Liisa) 

46. I feel an immense sense of compassion for my classmate in distress (Mia) 

These examples show how experiencing FLA may transform ideas and attitudes towards 

other people. Liisa considers herself to be more compassionate about the foreign people who 

have settled in Finland and who she thinks are isolated by not knowing the language. Her 

awareness of the difficulties of not mastering a foreign language makes her reflect their 

problems with language might be in some way similar to hers and this awakens a sense of 

empathy in her. In this way, for Liisa FLA has not been completely dreadful, at least the 

effect of it might be seen as a positive feature. Mia expresses in example 46. the feeling that 

is lurking in most of the descriptions of anxiety filled classroom experiences, compassion for 

the fellow student who is embarrassed or being picked on by the teacher. For Mia and others 

in these texts an unforeseen consequence of FLA might be this feeling of fellowship with the 

other students.  

 

The effect foreign language anxiety has on language learners is different depending on the 

personality and life experiences of a person as well as the context. It is differently 

experienced in the moment it happens but also how time treats it. The next examples are 
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meant to illustrate how time affects the perception of the experienced foreign language 

anxiety: 

47.  When it comes to English in middle school, there aren’t many positive memories (Pirjo) 

48. Dictée is still a word that awakes in me the feeling of panic, fear and anxiety from 30 years ago 
into powerful recollections (Riitta) 

49. The fears dim unnoticed (Riitta) 

50. The torture conducted by the teacher may have left an enduring mark on them maybe even a 
disparaging attitude to language skills (Reijo) 

 

Pirjo sums up her experience of studying in English in school as there not being many 

positive experiences. Her comment is echoed by other narrators as well. However, for Pirjo 

the bad experiences are in the past, just memories. Even FLA is in many ways just a memory 

that does not come in the way of her trying to learn and use foreign languages in natural 

settings. For her time has brought resilience and a different attitude and through that many 

successes. A change of perspective is what examples 48. and 49. illuminate. Riitta describes 

how a word, dictée, still manages to rekindle the memory of anxiety even thirty years later.  

Just a few paragraphs later she comments how even fears dim with time. The first three 

examples are optimistic in the end. Even though the memories may be painful and vivid they 

do not force the narrators to act in certain ways anymore. In Reijos’s text the situation is 

different. The teacher’s brutal treatment of students does not ease, in Reijo’s opinion, but 

continues to affect them. He even postulates that it changes their attitude to a negative one 

towards languages and language skills.  

 

These biographies describe events and feelings that are not taking place at the moment so the 

negative feelings might change into something else that one is in a way proud of. The 

deciding factor seems to be what the person does with the anxiety experiences. Fortunately 

for some there are better experiences in store. Even though some feel that they have 

overcome the truly bad experiences from the past for some there seems to be no moving on. 

Some narrators see themselves as victorious and others are beaten. 
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The objective for the study was to uncover how foreign language anxiety appears in written 

biographies. The reasoning for this combination of data and research topic was that foreign 

language anxiety is such prominent experience for foreign language learners that surely it 

will appear in the texts they have written on language learning. Written biographies offer a 

unique and often times intimate window into the experiences the writers consider important. 

In this chapter I will first briefly explain my main findings, then look at the research more 

carefully and examine the contribution to foreign language research, discuss the limitations of 

the study and lastly suggestions for further studies.  

5.1 Summarizing the findings 

 

Using thematic content analysis as a guideline I identified three major circumstances where 

foreign language anxiety occurred in the autobiographies; in connection with the teacher, the 

school and outside of school. The teacher’s role in connection with FLA was the most 

prominent and extensively discussed theme in the texts. It was connected to their personality 

(or what the students made out to be their personality), their teaching methods and sometimes 

cruel behavior. An anxiety inducing teacher was sometimes also respected despite the fear 

and in some cases for that reason. The teachers’ impact on producing anxiety was closely 

followed by the all the other anxiety producing aspects of school. The other students, the 

audience for trying one’s skills out was not discussed explicitly as much but was almost 

always present in the classroom tasks and teachers’ comments. Tests produced anxiety 
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beforehand, during and after. The curious frequency of the language laboratory as the most 

feared setting in school was connected to very severe FLA experiences. Outside of school 

setting where the language skills were tested in different situations, showed FLA influencing 

the language users in preventing them from understanding and not remembering the words 

needed and not being able to compensate for that effectively.  

 

To the second research question, “How did foreign language anxiety affect the language 

learning and the learner?” my answer was that in three ways. The first is that it had an effect 

on how the learners acted, sometimes prompting them to withdraw from the situation and 

then subsequent situations where the foreign language was used which in many instances led 

to major life choices. The second effect on the language skills was that it made the language 

learners doubt the use of trying, poorer fluency as the consequence of that. There were some 

narrators who saw FLA as a positive contributor to foreign language learning. The third 

consequence of having experienced FLA was that it changed the perspective the learners had 

of themselves and of others. For some the surviving through the FLA and learning to tolerate 

it   was an affirmative way to feel victorious, but not for everyone. The effect on how the 

learners saw others was that it increased their empathy towards them. The nature of my data, 

language learning autobiographies, offered also an interesting view on the effect of FLA 

during and after many years of experiencing it. For some, time healed and offered a different 

perspective but not to everyone. 

 

5.2 Further discussion on the findings 

Next, I will further consider the findings, the analysis and compare them to previous studies.  

The role of a teacher as a source of anxiety should not have been a surprise as it is very 

widely documented (Dewaele and Macintyre 2014, Horwitz et al. 1986, King and Smith 

2017, Liu and Jackson 2008, Woodrow 2006, Young 1991). However, the very dominance of 

the teacher as a source of anxiety and as a perceived shaper of a student’s life in these 

autobiographies that look back in time, was still unanticipated. The teacher is seen as a truly 

all-powerful figure whose personality and behavior made an enduring impression on the way 

the narrators construe their lives and relationships to language learning, foreign languages 

and even themselves.  
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In the analysis one aspect of the teacher’s anxiety inducing effect was identified as the 

persona of the teacher, to be separated from their teaching methods. The personality of the 

teacher comes through in many small gestures, expressions and reactions and in this study it  

created an atmosphere of fear. What in this study was understood as personality reflects in 

many ways the concept of the beliefs of the teacher on language teaching as a source of FLA 

by Young (1991). What the teachers consider important in teaching is surely reflected in the 

manner they teach and react to students. As these texts were all from the viewpoint of the 

language learner, we are left to guessing the motives or purposes of the teacher’s choices for 

each action. However, one might venture to say that for many of the teachers in these 

autobiographies it seems to be that discipline and control of the class was paramount.  

 

One of the concrete aspects of the teachers’ behavior presented in the autobiographies was 

their reactions to errors and the students not being able to do something. These were not 

always discussed in detail but hinted at. Making mistakes was feared more because of the 

frightening teacher persona made it possible for the students to be afraid of many possible 

scary reactions. The fear of making a mistake is a common topic in FLA studies (Gregersen 

2003, Horwitz et al. 1986, Young 1991). 

 

Another concrete and paramount source for anxiety in the autobiographies were the teaching 

methods and the chosen classroom activities. These are again a part of the lesson that the 

teacher controls and the students react to in different ways.  The lack of interesting activities 

including pair discussions, role play and so on have surely amplified the FLA experienced by 

the narrators. It is noteworthy how very much the teachers seemed to rely on routine and 

interrogative methods of teaching. The most distressing experience for students is usually 

having to speak or read in front of others (King and Smith 2017, Liu and Jackson 2008, 

Woodrow 2006, Young 1991) and that became clear in these texts as well. However, the way 

this usually happened in the texts was that the students were forced to answer even if they did 

not know the answer. They often anticipated their turn in awful anxiety. These 

autobiographies did not contain any descriptions of giving an oral presentation but the 

anxiety was felt in just having to speak while the others listened. Even using such an 

interrogative method of checking for homework and understanding might be less anxiety 

inducing if the teacher reacted in a positive manner (Dewaele and MacIntyre 2014). Currently 
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there is very much tendency to avoid that sort of teaching and get the students 

communicating so this incentive to anxiety is hopefully not as common anymore as it once 

was.  

 

 

The appearance of the teacher as a contributing factor to anxiety was rather remarkable and 

unexpected. The appearance of the teacher included the clothing, mannerism and even hair 

and height. Even the marital status was used as a way to describe a teacher and as a shorthand 

for being and looking a certain way. These aspects of teachers have not gathered much 

interest among FLA researchers and probably with good reason. It is most likely that FLA 

and the teachers’ looks are a feature that is more apt to appear in memories and biographies.  

Especially the often-repeated designation “spinster” is very likely to not appear in other than 

written narratives such as autobiographies. It is also unclear whether the negative descriptions 

of the teachers’ looks are a consequence of anxiety or more an explanation for the negative 

feeling the teachers have provoked by their actions.  In short, the looks of a teacher as a 

prominent reason for FLA seems far-fetched but as a personal way of explaining anxiety a 

rather interesting and strange construct.  

 

An unpleasant finding was the very negative ways some of the teachers treated their students. 

These cases of true cruelty were well-presented in the data set but not in the FLA literature to 

the same extent and detail. There is however the qualitative study by von Wörde (2003) in 

which FLA was discussed in connection of very unpleasant experiences with teachers. Truly 

cruel teachers do appear in other biography studies, such as the studies by Turunen and 

Kalaja (2004). One can suppose that cruelty is attributed to teachers in many biographies and 

memoirs as it is also present in everyday discussions around the coffee table. However, 

intended cruelty such as seemed to happen in some of the biographies has not received much 

thorough attention in FLA studies. However, its presence is acknowledged. According to 

Price (Price 1991 as quoted in Horwitz 1995:576) the effect of a “single callous interaction” 

may cause a lifetime of anxiety. 

 

The effect of teacher’s utterances is evident in these autobiographies as they are remembered 

vividly after many years.  One cannot make too far-reaching conclusions about the number of 

sadistic teachers based on this small study. One has to bear in mind the small data set and the 
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nature of the data (not everyone is interested to take part in a writing competition). 

Additionally, my selection of the data set was guided by the idea of finding more about a 

negative emotion, that is FLA. To sum up, in this selection of biographies sadistic teachers 

were unfortunately a very familiar experience for many writers but that is not necessarily the 

case more commonly. 

 

However, the implication of the teacher’s large role in in connection with FLA, though not a 

new idea is a useful reminder for all teachers. The practical advice and useful comments in 

how to create anxiety free language classrooms have been offered by many researchers who 

have studied FLA (Horwitz 2017, Dewaele and MacIntyre 2014, Young 1991). These include 

the behavior of the teacher, classroom activities, and creating a good atmosphere where 

mistakes are allowed. The present study most assuredly agrees with those actions as it seems 

that the lack of them is an immense contributor to making people anxious when learning a 

language.  

 

The other major theme was simply named “school”. School is the place where one finds the 

language laboratory, a major source of FLA in the autobiographies. Language laboratories are 

not so often used in Finnish schools nowadays as they have been in many cases found 

superfluous. Language laboratories as they are described and feared in the texts as separate 

rooms (sometimes) and separate listening tasks amid teacher led translation, grammar and 

vocabulary routines are not reflecting the reality of many modern language students. 

Listening to a foreign language is not as separated and rare as it was for most of the older 

narrators in my study. However, that is not to say that students of today do not experience 

language anxiety when doing a listening task or listening to a teacher, but that the settings 

have changed. The autobiographies illustrated the difficulty of understanding the massive 

input in the listening situation very well (Kimura 2008). 

 

Other situations where the narrators experienced FLA included exams and the presence of the 

other students. Test anxiety was not unexpected when people reminiscence on their study 

experiences. This was not the most prominent of subthemes but still tests had left vivid 

memories of anxiety. The exams and their relationship to the types of teaching that had 

preceded them were not discussed nor the tasks in the test themselves. However, contributors 

to anxiety regarding the exams may well be those found in research (Horwitz 1986, Young 
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1991). Other students as a contributor for anxiety was also to be expected (King and Smith 

2017, Liu and Jackson 2008, Woodrow 2006, Young 1991) and indeed did appear many 

times in the texts. However, the fellow students remained rather anonymous. They witnessed 

humiliation, were (imagined to be) gloating at the narrators’ blunders or were just an 

audience to the events that befall the narrators. They were not described nor their importance 

in foreign language learning discussed minutely, as was the case when the narrators discussed 

their teachers, exams and other school related phenomena.  

 

The FLA research has concentrated on the learning and using a foreign language in the 

classroom and the outside world has been just a sidenote. The autobiographies presented 

many cases of experiencing foreign language anxiety outside of school. The narrators were 

all monolingual until they went to school and started studying foreign languages. Regarding 

this Woodrow’s (2006) two-dimensional model that accounted L2 anxiety did not offer any 

insights. However, it is a surprisingly rare example of studying language anxiety outside of 

school settings and in that sense very useful. The participants in Woodrow’s study found 

talking to native speakers and the lack of predictability in unstructured everyday 

conversations more stressing than conversations in school or for example in a shop. Talking 

with strangers or with native speakers were mentioned in the autobiographies but not enough 

to constitute a theme. 

 

The changing perception of FLA in the biographies was interesting. FLA is a concept that is 

seen as changing from situation to situation and also within them (Dewaele 2017). The 

studies that have been conducted on it are very often surveys that map the experiences but do 

not necessarily catch the changing nature of the FLA. Autobiographies disclose events and 

emotions that may change from experience to experience, have perhaps happened a long time 

ago and in that way may offer also the perspective of someone looking back and evaluating 

things differently. In the autobiographies some saw FLA through different eyes after time had 

passed and had learned to fight it by not giving up. For others it was an event that changed 

everything from choices to the way the narrators saw themselves.  
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5.3 Limitations of the study 

Even though the autobiographies are excellent as a data source for research on emotions (So 

and Rodriguez 2004:44) there are some limitations. While I firmly believe that the fact the 

vague instructions in the competition to gather the biographies work in the study’s favor in 

showing what language learners themselves consider important there is also the fact this 

restricts what the researcher might find on a topic such as FLA. There were instances when 

something interesting was hinted at and I would have dearly loved to find out more about it but 

the narrative did not reveal anything more. I think also that it is a shame that when a good 

writer who analyzed her experiences in a very interesting way did not write more about the 

topic I am interested in.  

 

The fact that I had studied FLA before I studied the biographies had more of an effect on my 

analysis than I expected. As I had chosen theory guided approach to the analysis this might 

not be a problem as such. However, the immersion into the autobiographies showed me how 

very many topics and themes one might find if one used the data-based or inductive 

approach. The great prominence of the teacher connected anxiety was surely in the text, 

however one is left to wonder how much the fact it is also cited in the FLA literature and I as 

a researcher might have shown more interest and preference to it.  

 

Most of all as this is a qualitative study with a small data set and one cannot make 

generalizations of the findings. These findings are the result of my analysis on these 

particular experiences of FLA and may enrich the study of FLA in that way.  

 

 

5.4 Going forward 

The foreign language anxiety for all the many studies conducted on it is still relatively seldom 

looked at in the context of the everyday communications outside of school. The implications 

of the classroom research are important for language teaching practices but one is left to wonder 

if it might be similarly useful to study FLA in different settings.  
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Also, the autobiographies as a data is an interesting and fruitful choice. In particular there is a 

lot to examine in the data collected by the KVS of which this study concentrated on a very 

small selection. In regards to FLA there might be interesting points of view on the changing 

nature of FLA. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bibliography 

 

Aida, Y. (1994). Examination of Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope’s Construct of Foreign 

Language Anxiety: The Case of Students of Japanese. The Modern Language Journal  

(ii) 78, 154-167. 

Benson, P. (2004). (Auto)biography and learner diversity. In P. Benson and D. Nunan (eds.), 

Learners’ stories, Difference and diversity in language learning. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 4-21.  

Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2006). Qualitative research in psychology. 3, 77-101. 

doi: 10.1191/1478088706qp063oa 

Cheng,Y. , Horwitz, E.K. and Schallert, D.L. (1999). Language anxiety: Differentiating 

writing and speaking components. Language Learning 49 (3),  417-446. 

Dewaele, J. (2002). Psychological and sociodemographic correlates of communicative 

anxiety in L2 and L3 production. The International Journal of Bilingualism 6 (1), 23-

38. 

Dewaele, J. and MacIntrye, P. (2014). The two faces of Janus? Anxiety and enjoyment in the 

foreign language classroom. Studies in second language learning and teaching 4 (2), 

237-274. 

Dufva, H., Heikkilä, H. and Martin, M. (2003). Koulun kahlitsemat – arjen selviytyjät: 

näkökulmia kielen oppimiseen. In M. Koskela and N. Pilke (eds.), Kieli ja 

asiantuntijuus. AFinLAn vuosikirja 2003. Jyväskylä: Suomen soveltavan kielitieteen 

yhdistyksen julkaisuja, 317-335. 

Eskola, J. and Suoranta J. (2008). Johdatus laadulliseen tutkimukseen (8th edition). Tampere: 

Vastapaino 

Gregersen, T. (2003). To err is human: a reminders to teachers of language-anxious students. 

Foreign Language Annals 36  (1), 25-32. 

Gregersen, T. (2007). Breaking the code of silence: a study of teachers’ nonverbal decoding 

accuracy of foreign language anxiety. Language Teaching Research 11(2), 209-221. 

Gregersen, T. and Horwitz, E. (2002). Language learning and perfectionism: anxious and 

non-anxious language learners’ reactions to their own oral performance. The Modern 

Language Journal 86 (iv), 562-570. 

Gregersen, T., MacIntyre, P. and Meza, M. (2014) The motion of emotion: idiodynamic case 

studies of learners’ foreign language anxiety. The Modern Language Journal 98 (2), 

574-588. 

Horwitz, E., Horwitz, M. and Cope, J. (1986). Foreign language classroom anxiety. The 

Modern Language Journal 70 (ii), 125-132. 

Horwitz, E.K. and Young, D.J. (Eds.) (1991). Language anxiety. From theory and research 

to classroom Implications. New Jersey: Prentice Hall 



 

 

 

 
54 

Horwitz, E.K., Horwitz, M.B and Cope J. (1986). Foreign language classroom anxiety. The 

Modern Language Journal 70 (2), 125-132. 

Horwitz, E.K. (1995). Student affective reactions and the teaching and learning of foreign 

languages. International Journal of Educational Research 23 (7), 573-579. 

Horwitz, E.K. (2017). On the misreading of Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986) and the need 

to balance anxiety research and the experiences of anxious language learners. In C. 

Gkonou, M. Daubney and M. Dewaele (eds.), New insights into language anxiety. 

Theory, research and educational implications. Blue Ridge Summit: Multilingual 

Matters, 31-47. 

Horwitz, E.K. (2000). It ain’t over ‘till it’s over: on foreign language anxiety, first language 

deficits, and the confounding of variables. The Modern Language Journal 84, 256-259. 

Kalaja, P.Totta vai tarua? Kielenoppijuus narratiivien valossa. In P. Kalaja, R.Alanen and H. 

Dufva (eds.) Kieltä tutkimassa. Tutkielman laatijan opas. Helsinki: Finn Lectura, 116-

129. 

Kimura, H. (2008). Foreign language listening anxiety: its dimensionality and group 

differences. JALT Journal. 30 (2), 173-195. 

King, J. and Smith, L. (2017). Social anxiety and silence in Japan’s tertiary foreign language 

foreignclassrooms. In C. Gkonou, M. Daubney and M. Dewaele (eds.), New insights 

into language anxiety. Theory, research and educational implications. Blue Ridge 

Summit: Multilingual Matters, 91-109. 

Karlsson, L. (2008). Turning the kaleidoscope – EFL research as auto/biography. In P. 

Kalaja, V. Menezes and A. Barcelos (eds.), Narratives of learning and teaching EFL. 

New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 83-97. 

Liu, M. and Jackson, J. (2008). An exploration of Chinese EFL learners’ unwillingness to 

communicate and foreign language anxiety. The Modern Language Journal.92 (i), 71-

86. 

MacIntyre, P.D. and Gardner, R.C. (1991). Language anxiety: its relationship to other 

anxieties and to processing in native and second languages. Language Learning. 41 (4), 

512-535. 

MacIntyre, P.D. (1995). How does anxiety affect second language learning? A reply to 

Sparks and Ganschow. The Modern Language Journal. 79 (i), 90-99. 

MacIntyre, P. D. (2017). An overview of language anxiety research and trends in its 

development. In C. Gkonou, M. Daubney and M. Dewaele (eds.), New insights into 

language anxiety. Theory, research and educational implications. Blue Ridge Summit: 

Multilingual Matters, 11-30. 

Onwuegbuzie, A., Bailey, P. and Daley, C. (1999). Factors associated with foreign language 

anxiety. Applied Psycholinguistics 20, 217-239. 

Roberts, J.B., Finn, A., Harris, K.B., Sawyer, R.C. and Behnke; R.R. (2005). Public speaking 

state anxiety as a function of trait anxiety and reactivity mechanisms. Southern 

Communication Journal 70 (2), 161-167 

Saito, Y., Horwitz, E.K and Garza, T.J. (1999) Foreign language reading anxiety. The 

Modern Language Journal 83 (ii), 203-218. 

Scovel, T. (1978). The effect of affect on foreign language learning: a review of the anxiety 

research. In E.K.Horwitz and D.J.Young (eds.), Language anxiety. From theory and 

research to classroom implications. New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 15-23. 

So, S. and Domínguez, R. (2004). Emotion processes in second language acquisition. In P. 

Benson and D. Nunan (eds.), Learners’ stories, Difference and diversity in language 

learning. New York: Cambridge University Press, 42-55. 

Sparks R.L. (1991). Foreign Language Learning Differences: Affective or Native Language 

Aptitude Differences? The Modern Language Journal 75 (i) 



 

 

 

 
55 

Sparks, R.L. and Ganschow, L. (1995). A stron inference approach to causal factors in 

foreign language learning: a response to MacIntyre. The Modern Language Journal 79 

(ii), 235-244. 

Sparks R.L, Ganschow L. and Javorsky J. (2000). Déjà Vu All Over Again: A Response to 

Saito, Horwitz, and Garza. The Modern Language Journal 84, ii, 251-255 

Tuomi, J. and Sarajärvi, A. (2013). Laadullinen tutkimus ja sisällönanalyysi (11th edition). 

Helsinki: Tammi 

Turunen, P. and Kalaja P. (2004). Kielen oppija ja -opettajat – metaforisesti. In P. Muikku-

Werner and H. Stotesbury (eds.), Minä ja kielitiede – soveltajan arki. AFinLan 

vuosikirja 2004. Jyväskylä: Suomen soveltavan kielitieteen yhdistyksen julkaisuja, 73-

88. 

von Wörde, R. (2003). Students’ perspectives on foreign language anxiety. Inquiry 1, 1-15. 

Woodrow, L. (2006). Anxiety and speaking English as a second language. Regional 

Language Centre Journal 37 (3), 308-328. 

 

 

 

Appendix  

1. harmaatakin harmaampi englannin ope joka olisi pystynyt hämäämään harmaudellaan kenet 
vain Saara  

2. Minun kannaltani ehkä oli hyväkin että hän oli perheetön ihminen, jolla ei ollut stressiä tai 
huolia kodin puolesta. (Saara)  

3. opettajamme oli 140 senttinen tiukkanutturainen vanhapiika (Taru) 

4. ikävät opettajat ovat olleet ikäneitoja ja heillä on aina ollut tarve olla parempia kuin muut, 
(Johanna)  

5. vaikka opettajamme herättikin kauhua, niin kukaan ei sentään kuollut (Saara) 

6. naisihminen, jonka oppitunteja hallitsi pelko. (Pirjo) 

7. Pelko osaamattomuudesta ja vääristä vastauksista (Pirjo) 

8. Olit valitettavan huumorintajuton  (Laura) 

9. sydämen hakatessa opettajan jalan tahtiin (Saara) 

10. …vielä tämä kankea ja taipumaton kieli, joka vain paksuna möhkäleenä olla lötkötti suussani, 
aivan erityisesti xxx tunneilla. (Liisa) 

11. kun minun olisi pitänyt avata suuni, kädet hikosivat, posket kuumottivat, sydän jyskytti, pala 
nousi kurkkuun, ääni värisi, silmissä musteni (Mari) 

12. Läksyn kuulustelussa ei auttanut paeta edessä istuvan selän taa, sillä Matti kuljeskeli 40 
oppilaan luokassa pitkin kapeita käytäviä ja nosteli piiloutuneiden käsiä pystyyn, heilutti hetken 
ja käski vastata. (Pirjo) 

13. Sydän rinnassa hakaten ja kädet hioten odotin omaa vuoroani, kun opettaja pani koko luokan 
järjestyksessä lukemaan kappaleen kirjasta. Helpotus oli suuri kun punastellen ja änkyttäen olin 
lukenut oman osuuteni… (Paula) 
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14. …toimeenpanema kidutus (Reijo) 

15. Vihasin xxx koko kuusitoistavuotiaan raivolla. Hän oli loukannut sisintäni ja nolannut minut 
koko luokan edessä. Seistä nyt siinä kaikkien edessä ja yrittää epätoivoisesti tuottaa oikeaa th-
äännettä…(Liisa) 

16. Opettaja hermostui ja vaati minua toistamaan sen 20 kertaa heti. Itkua vääntäen yritin selviytyä 
urakastani ja lopuksi opettaja totesi. ”Sinun Anna ei tule koskaan lähteä ulkomaille koska et 
osaa edes alkeellisinta käytökseen kuuluvaa fraasia lausua!” (Johanna) 

17. ”…siinä nyt näette, kyllä Riitta pystyy keskittymään kaikkeen muuhun, mutta kun pitäisi sanoa 
jotakin englanniksi, niin…” suljin korvani. Tulipunainen häpeä poltti sisintäni, mutta tein 
kaikkeni, ettei se näkyisi päälle päin. (Riitta) 

18. Viitaus hampaisiini, isoihin ja ulkoneviin (Liisa) 

19. Tunnelma oli aina niin jännittynyt, että kannustava hymysi ei koskaan palvellut tehtäväänsä 
(Laura) 

20. Opettajamme oli todella kunnianhimoinen meidän viiden tytön suhteen. …Hän on opettaja, 
jonka tunneilla joskus tuntuu, ainakin minusta, ettei voi hengittääkään. Hän on ankara, vaatii 
paljon ja pitää tiukasti kiinni omista periaatteistaan. Hän on kiivas, täsmällinen ja pikkutarkka. 
Vaikka usein olen pelännyt häntä en voi sanoa inhonneeni häntä kuin silloin tällöin. (Sofia) 

21. Se oli pelottavaa. Ilma joka hänen ympärillään väreili sai huonoimmatkin oppilaat yrittämään ja 
ylittämään itsensä  (Saara). 

22. Kielistudio, helvettien helvetti, alin manala. Otsa kylmänä, kämmenet hikoillen siellä 
kuunneltiin. Toivottiin apua Jumalalta ja Neitsyt Marialta. Auta armias! Anna minun 
ymmärtää… (Saara) 

23. Me olimme kopeissamme, ummikot, ja me jouduimme keskelle virtaa, keskelle solinaa ja 
pauhua. Aikoiko hän todellakin hukuttaa meidät? Nauha ei katkea edes puhki kuuntelemalla. Se 
pitää sisällään arvoituksen, joka ei ratkea…Kuulo-ja näköaistit eivät pelaa yhteen. Edessä 
olevalle valkoiselle paperille ei siirry merkin merkkiä. (Riitta) 

24. Vaan soi sitä sydämen levotonta läpätystä, käsien hikoilua, otsalle nousseen pelonhien 
helmeilyä kun nauha sitten pyörähti käyntiin ja ymmärtämiseen perustuvat suulliset harjoitukset 
alkoivat!...Aina vieras, nopeasti puhuva ääni hätkähdytti arkaa sieluparkaa nauhalta. Tuntui, 
ettei ymmärtänyt tai osannut yhtään mitään. (Mia) 

25. Hänessä ei ulkoisesti ollut julman ja armottoman ihmisen merkkejä. Kuitenkin hän johdatti 
meidät kielistudioon. Tuo koulumme uusi moderni hankinta sai minut tuntemaan itseni 
avuttomaksi pelkällä olemassa olollaan. (Riitta) 

26. selvisin ensimmäisistä tenteistä hengissä, ilma pahoinvointia ja pyörtymistä, kuten olin ennalta 
pelännyt (Liisa) 

27. Käteni hikoavat noustessani kiviportaita valtava kaaoksen keskellä…Puristan käsissäni 
penaalia, jonka pinta on hikinen…Epäröin hetken kääntyä jo takaisin tulosuuntaan, sillä en 
todellakaan halua astua tuosta odottavasta ovesta sisälle. Haluaisin paeta, kaivautua maan alle 
tai edes hypätä tulevien minuuttien yli. (Satu) 

28. Kahden kesken viisi minuuttia opettajan kanssa keskustellen koulunkäynnistä – saksaksi. Iik! 
Kämmenet hikoavat, jokaista sanaa pitää vahtia ja opettaja kyselee kaikenlaista. Kieli menee 
solmuun. (Ulla) 

29. Mikään ei ole nolompaa kuin joutua koko luokan edessä yksityisopetukseen, tuntea itsensä 
tyhmäksi. Hävetä itseään kun priimukset kikattelevat edessä (Saara) 
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30. tiesin joutuvani sanomaan jotakin vieraalla kielellä muiden oppilaiden edessä (Satu) 

31.  Kukaan luokkatovereistani ei kuitenkaan naureskellut töppäilyilleni (Mia) 

32. Ei uskoisi, että yksinkertainen asia voi tuottaa näin valtavaa ahdistusta.  (Veera)  

33. Hätäännyin,enkä tiennyt miten selittää  (Sofia) 

34. Muistan puhelinkopin – kielistudiotakin kammottavamman…Puhelu oli ollut piinaava 
labyrintti…. tukehduin puhelinlinjojen puristuksessa. En ymmärtänyt kuulemaani puhetta… 
(Riitta) 

35. Vasta työhönottokansliassa alkoi vatsaa vääntää, sillä en ymmärtänyt kaikkia 
personalassistentin kysymyksiä. Nimeni osasin sanoa, mutta osoite tuotti suunnattoman 
epätoivon assistentin ja minun välillä.  (Pirjo) 

36. Polvet tutisten lähestyin virkailijaa, koetin pakottaa itseni puhumaan rauhallisesti, vaikka 
kieleni tuntui paksulta möhkäleeltä, joka tuskin mahtui suuhuni. Tulin ymmärretyksi, mutta 
apua, en ymmärtänyt vastauksesta mitään! (Liisa) 

37. rupesin lopulta liian varovaiseksi. Se johti siihen, että aktiivisuuteni tunneilla romahti täysin 
(Satu) 

38.  häiritsin usein opetusta tahallani vain pitääkseni yllä omaa mielikuvaani, etten moista kieltä 
tarvitse ja näyttääkseni luokkatovereilleni (Liisa) 

39.  ymmärsin hieman englantia mutta koko matkalla en ollut sanonut sanaakaan tällä kielellä 
(Liisa) 

40.  Ensimmäinen tunti ja olin jo lannistettu…Kyllä meni oppi perille, mutta kyllä meistä 
karsiutuikin puolet (Saara) 

41. suurista epätoivon hetkistä…Vaihdoin pääaineeksi suomen kielen ja jätin englannin opiskelun 
cum laude-arvosanaan…sillä tavoin opiskelu tuli helpommaksi (Mari) 

42. Silloin tällöin kävi mielessä ajatus opintojen jatkamisesta, mutta aina oli mielen pohjalla pelko, 
että siihen tarvitaan englantia ja sitähän en osaa. Piilottelin puutettani parhaan kykyni mukaan ja 
samalla se antoi jonkinlaisen syyn olla edes yrittämättä eteenpäin. (Liisa) 

43. tämä uusi opetusmetodi piti totisesti hereillä ja valppaana (Mia)  

44. Minulle englannin opiskelu oli jo ensimmäisenä vuotena piinaavan ahdistavaa enkä siksi saanut 
pohjaa taidoilleni…Tipahdin junan kyydistä jo ensimmäisten kilometrien aikana enkä enää 
päässyt samaan kyytiin takaisin (Satu) 

45. Uskon nyt  myös suhtautuvani paljon empaattisemmin kaikkiin omaan maahamme asettuneisiin 
muukalaisiin, jotka kielimuuri helposti eristää ”tolloksi”  (Liisa) 

46. tunnen suunnatonta myötätuntoa ahdinkoon joutunutta luokkatoveriani kohtaan voiko olla 
ryhmähenkeä joka seuraa ahdistetun kokemuksesta (Mia) 

47. Englannin osalta keskikoulusta ei paljon myönteisiä kokemuksia ole muistissa (Pirjo) 

48. Dictée on yhä sana, joka herättelee lähes 30 vuotta sitten syntyneet pakokauhun, pelon ja 
ahdistuksen tunteet voimakkaiksi muistikuviksi (Riitta) 

49. Pelot himmenevät huomaamatta  (Riitta) 
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50. Opettajan toimeenpanema kidutus saattoi jättää heihin lähtemättömän jäljen, ehkä jopa 
väheksyvän asenteen kielitaitoa kohtaan (Reijo) 
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