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Abstract

Foreign Language Listening Anxiety (FLLA) has a considerable impact on students' foreign
language learning achievements. The feeling of tension and apprehension while listening to a
foreign language could be caused by various factors, namely the teachers, the learners
themselves or even the classroom atmosphere (Pan, 2016). Using Kim's (2000) Foreign
Language Listening Anxiety Survey (FLLAS), this study investigates whether French language
students in Secondary Schools suffer from listening anxiety as well as the causes of their
anxieties in listening comprehension. The FLLAS survey had been distributed to 36 SMK
Elopura French language students. The survey’s findings show that students experience a high
level of anxiety in French language listening. This research will attempt to identify the
learners’ anxiety level and explain the cause that triggers their listening anxiety.

Keywords: Listening Comprehension, Listening Anxiety, Foreign Language Learning, French
Language.

Introduction

Anxiety is possibly the strongest negative element of affective factors which influences
language performance and therefore, frequently obstructs the learning process (MacIntyre &
Gardner, 1994; Hidayati et al., 2020; Xu, 2011). It is an affective factor that could prevent a
learner from acquiring the maximum level in learning. Maclintyre and Gardner (1994)
explained Foreign Language Anxiety (FLA) as "the feeling of tension and apprehension
specifically associated with language context, including speaking, listening, and learning". This
negative feeling of uneasiness, tension, nervousness, and frustration prevents students from
performing at their best in the targeted language, thus hindering their success. The Malaysian
Diplome d'études de la langue fran¢ais (DELF) Al examination results from 2015 to 2019
(appendix A) indicated that students taking this exam seemed to have listening
comprehension difficulties. One of the reasons of their poor performance in listening
comprehension is caused by their learning anxiety. Thus, this research on the student anxiety
and listening comprehension is pertinent as a first step in finding a solution for the listening
comprehension problem among French language learners in Malaysia.
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Literature Review

Foreign Language (FL) classroom anxiety is one of the specific anxiety-situations that has been
extensively researched. Horwitz et al. (1986) listed three types of anxiety: communication
apprehension, test anxiety and fear of negative evaluation. The communication apprehension
explains learners’ anxiety when they need to use the foreign language to communicate; test
anxiety builds on the fear of failure during the test or examination, while the fear of negative
evaluation implies that learners experience anxiety towards their counterpart’s evaluation.
Past researches showed that students could only perform at their best and actively participate in a
low-anxiety classroom environment (Pan, 2016; Xu, 2011). The level of anxiety will eventually decrease
as they become more proficient in the FL. In order to study a specific type of anxiety in foreign
language acquisition, the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) has been developed by
Horwitz et al. (1986) which consists of 33 items. Saito et al. (1999) extended the FLCAS to include
Foreign Language Reading Anxiety Scale (FLRAS) and Foreign Language Listening Anxiety (FLLA) was
eventually proposed by Elkhafaifi in 2005. Since then, many researchers have come up with different
scales. Elkhafaifi (2005) presented the 20 items Foreign Language Listening Anxiety Scale (FLLAS) and
Kim (2000) invented the FLLAS with 33 items learners' listening anxiety assessment.

However, previous researches that are conducted in finding the effects of anxiety on listening
comprehension deliver conflicting results. Some researchers actually believe that language
anxiety can be beneficial to a student’s performance (Alpert & Haber, 1960; Scovel, 1978).
Alpert and Haber (1960) research’s finding are found to be contradictory to the general
opinion due to the different anxiety measures used in the 1960s and ‘70s, such as test-anxiety
and facilitating-debilitating test. On the other hand, Razak et al. (2017) believes that listening
anxiety had no significant effect on student performance, following a research conducted on
Yemeni university students where they used their mother tongue in writing the answer to
guestions asked in a foreign language. The study further suggests that the use of a mother
tongue in the classroom could eliminate language anxiety among students.

Nonetheless, a current quantitative research by Gebre and Wako (2017) and a qualitative
research by Oteir and Abd Aziz (2017) shows that high anxiety will attribute to poor
performances. The feeling of tension and apprehension during the learning process will
negatively impacts a student’s performance and learning achievement. Some research goes
even further by looking into students' anxiety level according to their level of proficiency in
the target language. Wang and Cha (2018) examined the FLLA scales on low proficiency
Chinese learners in English Foreign Language (EFL) and suggested that listening anxiety is a
negative predictor of student's performance, hence confirming the results of previous a
research (Kim, 2002; Liu, 2016; Subekti, 2018; Wang & Cha, 2019; Zheng & Cheng, 2018). This
result is also supported by Isrokah (2016) and in addition, she suggested that teachers should
use the students’ mother tongue when necessary to avoid anxiety-triggered blockages. This
negative effect of anxiety on listening performance happens not only in low proficiency
students but also among intermediate FL learners. In this regard, Ebadi and Oroji (2016)
conclusion was also affirmative and shows a negative relationship between listening anxiety
and learners' listening achievements. Nevertheless, low-proficient listeners are still believed
to be more anxious than high-proficient learners (Chang, 2008; Kim, 2002; Wang & Cha, 2019).
It could be explained that this is due to the fact that high-proficient students invest an
extensive amount of time to learn, compared to those that are low-proficient. Past researches
indicate that anxiety is supposed to decrease as experience and proficiency increases
(Elkhafaifi, 2005; Liu, 2016).
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Researchers further investigated the relationship between language anxiety and its effect on
academic achievement based on gender and age differences. It is reported that foreign
language anxiety in female students is higher than among male students. Those findings were
also supported by previous researches on this topic (Cakici, 2016; Dordinejad & Ahmadabad,
2014; Saeidi & Khaliliagdam, 2013; Shahnaz & Bhatti, 2014). Scholars believe that gender-
based differences in test anxiety can be explained by the higher emotional component that
female learners experience, and their talent in learning a new language, compared to their
male counterparts (Deffenbacher et al., 1980; Yan & Horwitz, 2008). Some studies, however,
suggest a higher anxiety among male learners as they are more concerned about making
mistakes (Awan et al., 2010). Nevertheless, a considerable amount of research found that
there is no gender effect on foreign language (Alshahrani & Alandal, 2015; Aydin, 2013;
Sakrak, 2009; Yamat & Bidabadi, 2012). On the other note, the study on the relationship
between anxiety and age reveals that younger learners are less anxious (Dewaele, 2002; P. D.
Maclntyre & Gardner, 1989). Recent research by Tosun (2018) on the possible relationship
between anxiety and age, however, indicates no significant co-relation. The plausible
reasoning for such result is because the participants of Tosun’s research were attending the
same course.

This diverse results on listening anxiety and its relation to age, level and gender may be caused
by many factors. Previous researchers had conducted researches on the factors contributing
to foreign language anxiety and they believe that teacher, leaners and classroom environment
play an important role in students’ anxiety levels (Pan, 2016; Vogely, 1998).

Factor contributing Foreign Language Listening Anxiety

The feeling of tension and apprehension during a learning process could be triggered by many
factors. An early research by Vogely (1998) on factors contributing to the listening anxiety
identified four causes of anxiety in listening comprehension. The causes determined were
listening input characteristics, the process-related aspect of listening comprehension, the
instructional factor, and the teachers’ and learners’ attributes. Furthermore, Pan (2016)
managed to classify the list of causes into three categories: teacher and learner factor,
listening material & process factor, and the other factor. However, the factor contributing to
anxiety in learning listening could be explained by the learners’ internal and external factors.

The learners' lack of linguistic knowledge is one of the internal factors of anxiety while
listening. The unfamiliar or difficult vocabulary or sentences used in the texts makes students
find themselves unable to understand every detail of the message or even incapable to make
sense of the listening material (Tahsildar & Yusoff, 2014; Young, 1992). Furthermore,
students' attitude and motivation also highly impacted learning anxiety. A lack of motivation
and self-efficacy will only worsen the situation. A student who is determined to hold a higher
learning self-expectation is less anxious than those who learn only to pass for the exam (Pan,
2016). The fear of failure in a listening test or an exam could cause a negative feeling of
tension and apprehension in learning listening comprehension.

The external factor is related to teachers, learning material and process, as well as the learning
environment. Teachers are accountable for choosing the listening materials and creating an
appropriate learning atmosphere in the classroom to facilitate the students’ learning process
in listening comprehension exercises. The teacher is responsible for managing the already
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planned listening class with pre-listening, listening, and post-listening activities (Pan, 2016).
In addition, the teacher's personality also highly influences the students’ listening anxiety.
Their attitudes, such as fun, humorous, outgoing, or severe towards the students does have
a massive impact on the students' anxiety level. An easy-going teacher can create a warm and
comfortable environment for language learning. The listening material used in the classroom
also influences the students' listening anxiety. A rapid speech (Kim, 2000; Vogely, 1998),
unfamiliar accent (Vogely, 1998), irregular pauses (Gilmore & Vance, 2007) and complex
lexical features (Flowerdew, 1994,p. 19) lead students to have fear and apprehension during
the listening process. Finally, the environment factor such as lack of quality multimedia
facilities and inadequate physical surroundings also contributes to high anxiety in the listening
comprehension class.

In conclusion, research on listening anxiety and student's performance according to age,
gender and level of proficiency discovered positive, negative and no significant result. Studies
also indicate that listening anxiety is caused by many factors. Nevertheless, anxiety does
affect the students’ achievement and student performance in listening comprehension. As
research shows that students could only perform better and participate actively in a low-
anxiety classroom environment (Pan, 2016; Xu, 2011); therefore, addressing anxiety is
becoming a priority in the classroom. Hence, more research ought to be conducted to
investigate Malaysian French language learners’ listening anxiety level and the cause of their
listening anxiety to find the conclusive solution to appease this issue specifically in the French
listening classroom exercise in Malaysia.

Research Objectives
This present research is conducted to answer the two research questions.
e Do French foreign language students suffer from listening anxiety?
e What is the factor that triggers French foreign language students listening anxiety?

Methodology

Research design

This study conducts a descriptive research design to determine French language learners’
listening anxiety and the factor contribute to their anxiety. A survey questionnaire was
distributed to 36 SMK Elopura French language learners to answer the research questions.

Setting and Participants

The 36 respondents have been studying the French language for two years at SMK Elopura.
The 14 years old student participants have more than 50 hours of French language lesson.
The respondents are chosen via a cluster sampling method where the participants are
identified and included in the sample. In Sabah, there are only four active Secondary schools
that offer the French language classroom: SM Sains Sabah, SM Sains Lahad Datu, SMK Sanzac
and SMK Elopura. Among those four schools, SMK Elopura is selected to conduct the research
for its practicality and time efficiency. They are selected as preliminary test subjects for an
experimental research on the same group. The respondents distributed almost equally
according to gender. Table 1 below shows the distribution of participants according to gender.
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Table 1

Distribution of participants by gender
Gender No
Male 19
Female 17
Total 36

Instruments

The study adopted the questionnaire developed by Kim (2000) comprises of 33 Likert scale
items, divided into 3 themes: background knowledge (8 items), listening strategies (8 items)
and listener's characteristics (17 items). Questions 1 to 8 relate to student background
knowledge, 9 to 16 on listening strategies, and questions 17 to 33 on the listener's
characteristics. The lower score will indicate lower anxiety while a higher score will indicate
higher anxiety. The scale indicates a score continuum ranging from 1 "strongly disagree" to 5
"strongly agree". The anxiety score is derived by adding up the 33 items with a total score of
165. The questionnaire had been used to measure learners’ anxiety levels in China (Wang &
Cha, 2019), in Iran (Ebadi & Oroji, 2016), and among Malaysian University students (Tahsildar
& Yusoff, 2014). In this study, to answer the first research question, each student total score
in FLLAS survey is analysed. For the second research question, the highest mean of all the 33
items is identified and examined. The FLLAS questionnaire is included in the Appendices
section.

Procedure

The survey was distributed online as Malaysia was in the midst of a lockdown due to the
COVID-19 pandemic outbreak at the time the survey was conducted. The participants of the
research had been informed in advanced through a zoom classroom by the researcher. During
the zoom session, the researcher explained the objective of the survey and described the
elements present in the questionnaire. Upon receiving authorisation of university authorities,
the survey was distributed to the teacher teaching the course and the students via WhatsApp
group. Prior to answering the survey, a verbal and written instruction was given to the
participants through WhatsApp voice and chat. The responses were analysed using SPSS
software.

Data Analysis

The data collected through the online survey is analysed using the descriptive statistic method
to determine the students’ anxiety level and the factors causing the problem. The frequency
of learner’s anxiety identifies according to high, moderate, and low level. The Likert-scale
score of each question is added up to quantify their anxiety level. The total score of 165
represents the highest level of anxiety while 33 represents the lowest level of anxiety. Finally,
the mean obtained for each given item denotes the element that causes the participant’s
learning anxiety. The highest mean indicates the major source of student anxiety and vice-
versa.

Result

The findings indicate that participants have a high level of listening anxiety. Table 2 presents
the three anxiety levels: high, moderate, and low level of anxiety that the 36 Secondary school
French learners experience in French language listening classroom. The high anxiety level
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reflects on those participants who answered, “strongly agree” and “agree” in the survey,
while the low anxiety learners answered the opposite: “strongly disagree” and “disagree”.
The moderate students are those who responded most question neutral.

Table 2
Summary of participants’ anxiety level
Anxiety level N %
high 34 94,4
moderate - -
low 2 5,6
36 100

Research question 1: Do French foreign language students suffer listening anxiety?

In this study, each participant’s total score ranges from 55 to 137. 2 participants score from
55 to 62 and 34 participant score range from 97 to 137. According to the table, 94,4% of the
students experience high anxiety levels, while only 5,6% suffer low anxiety. The highest mean
recorded is 137 and the lowest is 55.

This finding is parallel to the previous research of Annisa et al. (2020), Nasim Tahsildar and
Shah Yusoff (2014), and Nurul Hidayati et al. (2020). Their research, however, is conducted in
Malaysian and Indonesian universities. Based on this recent study, the feeling of tension and
apprehension towards foreign language is not limited only to university level but also among
secondary school students. Learners of French as foreign language in Sabah’s Secondary
Schools also suffer from high anxiety while conducting listening activities and listening tests
or during general listening process.

Research question 2: What is the factor that triggers French foreign language students
listening anxiety?

The factor that contributes to learners listening anxiety could be explained according to these
three themes: background knowledge, listening strategies, and listener’s character as being
demonstrated in figure 1, 2 and 3. Figure 1 presents the anxiety in relation to the participant’s
background knowledge.
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Figure 1: Mean score of students’ opinions according to 5 Likert-scale on each FLLAS item.

The chart in figure 1 shows a high level of anxiety on Item 1,2,4,5,6,7 and 8. The participants
exhibit a moderate level of anxiety on question 3, which is related to their ability to guess
which parts they missed out on while listening to French sentences. The majority are also
indecisive on their ability to guess the missing information during the listening process
whereas 38.89% answered neutral for this item. On the contrary, the participants’ highest
level of anxiety expressed in question 5 projects their feelings and emotions when they do
not understand every word. The majority of the participants, which consist of 47.22% and
38.89% strongly agree and agreed that they get nervous and confused when unable to
comprehend every term heard during the listening test. In general, participants manifest their
worry over the lack of background knowledge. They believe having adequate knowledge of
vocabulary and topic addressed is important in listening. Buck (2001) expressed the
importance of background knowledge to lessen students’ anxiety in listening. Hence, teachers
will need to reinvent their teaching methods in the listening classroom to focus on students'
background knowledge of the task ahead before conducting the listening exercise. The
listening classroom should consist of the three stages: pre-listening, while-listening and post-
listening (Field, 2009,p. 316). By focusing on activating student background knowledge in the
pre-listening stage, student’s anxiety level could be reduced.

Figure 2 demonstrates the participants' level of anxiety related to the listening text itself and
their listening strategies.
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Figure 2: Mean score of students’ opinions according to 5 Likert-scale on each FLLAS item.

Based on Figure 2, participants demonstrate a high level of anxiety in questions 9 and 11,
followed by question 10 and 16 and question 12,13,14, and 15 which demonstrate the same
level of anxiety. Item 9 describes the amount of repetition of the listening passage during a
test. 87.06% of the participants strongly agree that they get nervous if a listening passage is
read only once during the listening test. For item 11, the result also indicates that 87.06% of
participants strongly agree on having anxiety when a person speaks French very fast because
they are worried that they might not understand all of it. In contrast, participants expressed
a most moderate anxiety levels in questions 15 on their sentiment when listening to French
without the text on hand. 20,59% and 38.24 % students strongly agreed and agreed while
17.5 % and 23.53 % participants answered neutral and disagree on the feeling of discomfort
when a written text is not provided during French listening activity. This result suggests that
listening strategies are an essential element in listening comprehension. Foreign language is
a challenging skill and listening strategies are needed to increase student performance and
encourage learners' autonomy (Chand, 2007). An effective listening strategy during listening
could help students perform better under the stress of limited activity time, the rapidity of
the text, and unpredictable topics. Students who can use metacognitive and cognitive
strategies in listening activity most probably succeed better than those who do not use any
strategies (Nor Zihan, 2011). Therefore, teachers need to train and teach the students to use
listening strategies during listening comprehension lessons.

Lastly, Figure 3 exhibits the mean result of listening anxiety and listener’s characteristic. This

third part includes question 17 to 33. This set of questions inquire on students’ attitude and
behaviour towards listening activities.
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Figure 3: Mean score of students’ opinions according to 5 Likert-scale on each FLLAS item.

According to Figure 3, Items 20,21,22,25,26,27,29,30,31 and 33 indicate a high level of
listening anxiety, while on item 19, 23, 28 and 32 results describe a moderate anxiety-level
among the survey participants. The highest anxiety level was demonstrated in question 23 on
students’ feeling when listening to French against their own pace. 45.95 % of the participant
strongly agreed and 27.03% agreed that they get worried when they could not listen to French
at their own rhythm. On the opposite, the lowest mean result presented in question 19
discusses about participant’s confidence when they are listening in French. 24.32% of the
participants answered they agree, neutral and disagree for each scale, 21.62% for strongly
disagree while 5.41% strongly agree on their level of assertiveness in French language
listening. These results suggested that the lack of confidence, stress, nervousness, fear, and
worry while listening to French language listening texts could contribute to high-anxiety
levels. MacIntyre and Gardner (1989) suggested that shyness to communicate, fear of failure,
and fear of others' negative evaluation are the major cause of anxiety in foreign language
listening.

Discussion

The result indeed shows that the participants suffer high anxiety towards listening
comprehension. Based on the findings, the study indicates that both external and internal
factors influence students’ anxiety level. Firstly, the students get worried, nervous, and
confused due to their inadequate knowledge of vocabulary and topics. Learners are anxious
about unfamiliar vocabulary or unfamiliar topics and fear they might miss important details.
This study result is parallel to Young (1992); Annisa et al. (2020)previous research findings.
Participants’ self-confidence also correlates to the listening anxiety. Students with higher self-
confidence will have low anxiety, thus have higher achievement in listening (Basco & Han,
2016).

Secondly, participants also find the listening comprehension process itself caused the
listening anxiety. The fact that they can listen to the text only once and the lack of time to
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process all the details, such as the accent or facial expression makes the students more
anxious. Buck (2001) identified these elements as factors causing the anxiety in listening
comprehension. Listening is stressful when students have limited time and processing skills.
Learners will find themselves trying to understand every word, thinking that would make
them understand better. Arguably, understanding every word does not mean understanding
the contexts they are listening to.

Finally, French language learners also associate their feelings of anxiety in listening to the
external factors, such as not understanding the instruction given in French during the listening
activity or inability to concentrate because of background noises. In factors such this, students
need to practice the listening strategies to enhance their listening comprehension.
Mohammadi Golchi (2012) believes that training students in metacognitive strategies could
be handy in minimizing their anxiety in listening.

Conclusion

The study explores the listening anxiety among French language learners in Malaysia and the
cause of their anxiety. The low results in listening comprehension in DELF saw the need to
find the cause of the problem and eventually find its solution. Dérnyei (2005) suggested that
language aptitude, motivation, learning strategies, anxiety, creativity, self-esteem, willingness
to communicate and learners’ beliefs are the characteristics that influence individual
differences in language learning. He also mentions that the ambiguity of listening anxiety
towards the learning performance needed to be addressed. Thus, this research is conducted
to elucidate the Malaysian French language learners’ anxiety level that and the cause of this
anxiety.

The findings show that in general, Malaysian French language learners at SMK Elopura have a
high anxiety level towards listening exercises and tests. The majority of the students feels the
tension, worry and fear in listening to French language. In addition, the findings also confirm
that the source of students’ listening anxiety relates to internal and external factors. Learners
fear that, their inability to understand everything and their inability to follow the listening
activity according to their own pace, influences their understanding and ability to answer the
guestion. Listening comprehension class has always been treated as a series of listening tests
instead of teaching the necessary learning skills and strategies. Giving instructions in French
also adding the stress that the students are facing in the listening lesson. Thus, Isrokah (2016),
in her research on the correlation between foreign language listening anxiety and listening
comprehension achievement, suggested the use of the Students’ mother tongue to avoid
blockage. When the students do not understand the instructions, it will make them anxious
and make them unable to participate in the listening activity. Overall, the results show that
the learners have a low self-confidence in French listening resulting from the internal and
external anxiety factors.

This research also coincides with the Tahsildar and Yusoff (2014) on Malaysian university
students' anxiety in second language listening. It is believed that Malaysian students feel the
anxiety towards listening in a second and foreign language, either university or school level.
The anxiety originated in the students' lack of knowledge input, lack of listening strategies
and external factors such as teachers and physical surroundings. Certainly, it would be
interesting to examine other circumstances such as listening external anxiety factor (teacher's
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role in the listening classroom, teaching pedagogy, etc.) that may also have massive influence
in learners' listening anxiety. The teacher's teaching method and communication styles highly
influence students' performance. The low-anxiety classroom environment will produce a
better or good performance student. Therefore, it is important to find a suitable solution to
appease learners' anxiety to succeed and perform better in listening comprehension.

The finding of this study hopes to create awareness among French language teachers on the
importance of language anxiety in language learning. As anxiety influences students'
performance in learning, teachers should create an anxiety-free environment to help them
deal with their fear and eventually ease their learning process. The teacher needs to build up
students' confidence by encouraging them to talk freely and openly in class, as recommended
by Alshahrani and Alandal, (2015). An anxiety-free environment could also be implemented
through the use of learners' native language. The possibility of communicating in a language
that the students are proficiently familiar with would reduce their fear of expressing
themselves in the classroom.

This research shall give the teachers idea to reinvent their teaching methods, especially in
listening comprehension. They have to provide and prepare listening materials appropriately
and at their students' own pace and rhythm. They also need to concentrate on strengthening
learners' background knowledge before listening activities to give them the general idea of
what they will hear. This information could help the students to predict the topics hence avoid
the fear of uncertainties during the listening activity.

The study's findings may provide a better understanding of the learning anxiety to the
students, parents, teachers, and the Education Ministry. It is clear that anxiety could obstruct
the learning process, and something should be done to improve the French learning system
in Malaysia as a whole.
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