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Abstract—Foreign language anxiety is one of the best predictors in accounting for individual differences in
language learning success in SLA, and that it is proved to be one of the most essential and influential affective
factors. The present study adopts English listening tests and questionnaire to conduct a survey on English
listening classroom anxiety with 125 English majors as its subjects. The results show that there exist certain
negative correlations both between English listening classroom anxiety and listening achievement. This thesis
investigates the influence anxiety has on listening comprehension, explores the potential sources of foreign
language listening anxiety, and puts forward some coping strategies from various aspects such as learners’
psychology, teaching techniques, etc. in a hope to create a low-anxiety classroom atmosphere, and help to
improve students’ listening performance and proficiency in a most favorable affective state.

Index Terms—anxiety, listening, English teaching, strategies

l. INTRODUCTION

Listening is one of the most important skills for a student to learn in order to communicate effectively and in a
mutually satisfying manner. Unfortunately, listening and speaking are the weakest points of most English learners of all
the five skills in China. Poor listening ability results from many factors, such as insufficient emphasis on listening by
the whole society, immature teaching methodologies, ineffective listening strategies, and students’ lack of vocabulary,
but the increasingly important one is that anxiety, an affective factor in listening comprehension, plays a very important
role because the anticipation of foreign language use in receiving information can provoke anxiety. Listening
comprehension is “highly anxiety-provoking if the discourse is incomprehensible” (Young, 1992). Therefore, anxiety
has gradually been a focus of research in the area of listening comprehension and it is a “variable that must be respected
in teaching and accounted for in research” (Young, 1999). Listening anxiety of Chinese English major students in the
college classroom learning activity is researched in this thesis to investigate the influence of anxiety on listening
comprehension and to discuss further the potential sources of English listening classroom anxiety and suggest possible
coping strategies.

Il. METHODOLOGY

A. Subjects

The subjects chosen for this study are 131 second-year English majors from four classes in Grade 2008 at Henan
Agricultural University (HAU) during an autumn semester. Six subjects failed to follow the instructions and their data
were excluded, leaving a total sample of 125. There are about 33 students in each of four classes and the gender ratio
between male and female is about 1:7. All of them have learned English for at least 7 years before entering college.
After 3 to 4 semesters at HAU, they will be required to sign up for CET-6(College English Test, Band 6), TEM-4(Test
for English Majors, Grade 4) and TEM-8(Test for English Majors, Grade 8). Only TEM-8 is not compulsory. They are
willing to cooperate because they want to know how to cope with language anxiety and improve their listening ability.

B. Instruments

The Foreign Language Listening Anxiety Scale (FLLAS) (See Appendix I1), the listening proficiency test --TOEFL
(Test of English as a Foreign Language) and the subjects’ personal background information such as sex, age, major, and
their scores in the last semesters’ listening exams in college are employed in the study. The subjects are required to put
down their students’ ID card numbers so that the researcher can easily get their personal background information. The
questionnaire is in Chinese for the sake of convenience and time-saving. The FLLAS is used to measure the level of
their listening anxiety. Two TOEFL listening tests and scores of students’ listening examinations gained from their
records for undergraduate students of HAU are used to check the participants’ English listening proficiency.

1. Foreign Language Listening Anxiety Scale (FLLAS)

In this study, the researcher chooses the main part of Kim’s (2000) English version of FLLAS which is based on the
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FLLAS designed by Horwitz et al in 1986. The Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale designed by Horwitz et al
in 1986 is one of the most popular instruments used in the language anxiety research. The scale is a self-report measure
of language learner’s feelings of anxiety in the foreign language classroom. The scale has 35 items and 5-point
likert-type scales are used. According to Horwitz (1986), the internal consistency is 0.93 based on Cronbach’s
coefficient alpha and test-retest reliability over a period of eight weeks is r=0.83(p<0.001). Therefore, the scale is “an
adequately reliable and valid measure” (Kim, 2000). The purpose of this scale is to measure the general language
anxiety as a specific reaction to foreign language learning. Listening anxiety as a language anxiety accompanied by
listening process has its own characteristics. Therefore, some researchers, such as Elkhafaifi (2005), Zhou (2003) and
Kim (2000), studying listening anxiety tend to work out their own scales on the basis of the FLLCAS. Kim (2000) uses
her own version of Foreign Language Listening Anxiety Scale in her dissertation under the supervision of Horwitz, E.K.
To develop the new instrument, Kim follows the guidelines of Gable and Wolf and De Vellis. The adapted second
language version of Wheeless’ Receiver Apprehension Test and the Foreign Language Reading Anxiety Scale by Saito,
Horwitz and Garza (1999) are also good sources for addition to items. A five point Likert Scale has been widely used in
instruments measuring opinions, beliefs and attitudes, so it was chosen in the research. It ranges from 1) “strongly
disagree” to 5) “strongly agree”. A student’s endorsement in 1) “strongly disagree” is equated with a numerical value of
one; 2) “disagree” is two; 3) “neither agree nor disagree” is three; 4) “agree” is four; and 5) “strongly agree” is five.
After the deletion of 8 items, an alpha of 0.93 and 33 items remained in the final form of the instrument. Therefore, as a
scale, it is highly reliable. In the study of HAU English majors’ listening anxiety, the researcher uses Kim’s English
version, adapts, deletes and adds some items (ltems 3, 14, 20, 21, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34 and 35) for his own research
purposes. The final version has 35 items and 3 categories: tension and worry over English listening (Items 2, 3, 4, 9, 10,
12, 13, 14, 16, 17, 19, 20, 21, 22, 24, 31, 32, 33, 34, and 35), lack of confidence in English listening (Items 6, 7, 8, 13,
18, 25, and 27), concern about insufficient prior knowledge( Itemsl, 5, 11, 15, 23, 29, and 30) and some items (Items 6,
21, 23, 25, 27, 31, and 35) are negatively worded so that the participants would not fall into a pattern of marking only
one side of the rating scale. For each subject, an anxiety score is derived from summing his or her ratings of those items
in the questionnaire. A high score represents high anxiety in the English classroom. According to the results of FLLAS,
the 125 students are classified into three groups: HI-ANX(High Anxiety), AVE-ANX(Average Anxiety) and
LO-ANX(Low-Anxiety) in order to compare their scores of semester listening examinations and TOEFL listening tests.

TABLE 1
CATEGORIES AND ITEMS OF FLLAS

FLLAS

c . Tension and Worry over English Lack of Confidence in Concern about Insufficient Prior
ategories R Lo
Listening English Listening Knowledge
Items 2, 3, 4,9, 10, 12, 13, 14, 16, 17, Items 6, 7, 8, 13, 18, 25,

Items | 19 20, 21, 22, 24, 31,32, 33, 34, and 35 and 27 Items 1, 5, 11, 15, 23, 29, and 30

2. Students’ personal information and TOEFL Listening Tests

The students’ ID card numbers can clearly and officially elicit their basic demographic information, including name,
sex, age, birth place and various records such as the first and second semester’s listening grades. The research purpose
is explained and the privacy of the participants is ensured to be respected by the researcher. According to the English
Teaching Syllabus for English Majors of Universities (2000), the English proficiency of the second-year English major
after two semesters’ study should meet Grade Three. Therefore, the researcher does not use TEM-4, which is an
authoritative proficiency test for English majors after 3 to 4 semesters learning. TOEFL, a Test of English as a Foreign
Language, is to evaluate the English proficiency of people whose native language is not English. The test uses a
multiple-choice format to measure the ability to understand North American English. The test consists of three sections:
listening, structure/written expression (i.e. grammar) and reading comprehension. Listening Comprehension is to
measure the ability to understand English as it is spoken in North America. Most students taking this examination must
achieve a certain score to enter an institution abroad of higher learning. Therefore, TOEFL is used in the study to more
appropriately evaluate the subjects’ listening proficiency. The listening proficiency test for the second-year English
majors of HAU is the listening parts of the TOEFL tests in January and October 2009.

3. Data Collection

In autumn, 2009, the questionnaire and TOEFL listening test were carried out at HAU and the data of the study were
collected. The instructions about how to fill in the questionnaire were explained carefully to them. First, the participants
were told the purpose of the research. Second, the listening tests and instructions were carried out in language labs. The
participants were informed to start with the TOEFL listening questions. They were also guaranteed that the results and
personal information would not be publicized and had nothing to do with their final-term listening test score. Seventy
minutes later the test papers were collected. After the listening tests, the questionnaire was given to each participant, and
it took about 20 minutes to finish. Third, the data of each class were collected separately and given to the researcher.
131 copies of questionnaires and test papers were collected. Six of them were not counted because the participants
failed to follow the instructions completely.

4. Data Analysis Procedure

FLLAS is based on a Likert-type scale with five possible responses to each of the questions. The scale ranges from 1
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(Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). The answer indicating the highest degree of anxiety receives five points,
whereas the answer indicating the least anxiety is one point. The quantitative analysis includes descriptive statistics,
reliability analysis, correlation analysis and One-way ANOVA which are provided by SPSS. In order to summarize the
participants’ background information and responses to the questionnaire, descriptive statistics (mean, SD, maximum,
minimum, frequency distribution of the variables) were computed for each item. The negative worded items were firstly
recoded and the mean of two TOEFL listening scores and the sum of anxiety scores for each participant were computed.
The relationship of the two scores -- the mean of first and second semester’s listening examination scores and that of the
two TOEFL listening test scores and the relationship between listening proficiency and listening anxiety were tested by
the correlation analysis.

I1l. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A. Scale Analysis of the FLLAS and Reliability of the FLLAS

The FLLAS is comprised of 35 items scored on a five-point scale with a theoretical range of 35 to 125. After the
relatively few negatively worded items being recoded, a higher score indicates a higher level of listening anxiety and a
lower score indicates a lower level of listening anxiety. In this study, the total scores ranges from 72 to 137 with a mean
of 101.38 and a standard deviation of 14.30. A mean scale score is also computed. On the basis of a 5-point format, the
mean score is 2.95 indicating a slightly elevated level of listening anxiety. The three categories of FLLAS: tension and
worry over English listening (Items 2, 3, 4, 9, 10,12, 13, 14, 16, 17, 19, 20, 21, 22, 24, 31,32, 33, 34, and 35), lack of
confidence in English listening (Items 6, 7, 8, 13, 18, 25, and 27), concern about the insufficient prior knowledge
(Items 1, 5, 11, 15, 23, 29, and 30) receive different scores. The first category ranges from 48 to 86 with a mean of
64.19 and a standard deviation of 8.26. The mean scale score of this category is 3.01. The second category ranges from
10 to 27 with a mean of 19.83 and a standard deviation of 4.28. The mean scale score of this category is 2.81. The third
category ranges from 14 to 31 with a mean of 22.04 and a standard deviation of 4.37. The mean scale score of this
category is 3.04. The result shows anxiety due to the first and third categories are roughly equal. Anxiety due to lack of
confidence for the participants is less than the anxiety caused by the insufficient prior knowledge or tension and worry
over English listening.

TABLE 2
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS OF FLLAS
Listening anxiety Listening worry Confidence Prior knowledge Valid N(listwise)
N 131 131 131 131 131
Minimum 72.00 48.00 10.00 14.00
Maximum 137.00 86.00 27.00 31.00
Mean 101.3782 64.1927 19.8329 22.0352
Std. deviation 14.29813 8.26171 427611 437217

As a result of SPSS analysis, Cronbach’s coefficient alpha is 0.841 for the FLLAS and Cronbach’s coefficient alpha
of the three categories are 0.702 for the category about the tension and worry over English listening and 0.637 for the
category about lack of confidence in English listening and 0.650 for the category about concern about insufficient prior
knowledge. The results are acceptable because Cronbach’s coefficient alpha of the overall scale is higher than 0.80 and
Cronbach’s coefficient alpha of the subcategories is higher than 0.60. Therefore it is a scale with high reliability and the
items in the scale are consistent.

TABLE 3
RELIABILITY OF THE FLLAS
Scale Cronbach’s coefficient alpha
FLLAS 0.841
Tension and Worry over Listening 0.702
Lack of Self Confidence 0.637
Concern about The Insufficient Prior Knowledge 0.650

B. Worries and Tension over Foreign Language Listening

Anxiety caused by tension and worries over English listening includes Items 2, 3, 4, 9, 10, 12, 13, 14, 16, 17, 19, 20,
21, 22, 24, 31, 32, 33, 34 and 35. The means of Items 2, 3, 4 and 9 show that the participants suffer higher anxiety in
those situations. 51.8% of the participants report that they get nervous if a listening passage is read only once during the
English listening exams. 70.3% of the participants report that it is difficult to understand English with an accent and
none disagree or strongly disagree with it. When a person speaks English very fast, 69.4% of them worry that they
might not understand all of it. While listening to English, 73.1% of the participants feel more relaxed if there are some
visual clues (e.g. with pictures, TV programs, speakers with facial expressions). Accent is one of the characteristics of
the spoken language, but since most materials used in listening classes are usually Standard English, once the students
are exposed to English with an accent or dialects, they will likely feel more anxious. The best way to handle this anxiety

© 2010 ACADEMY PUBLISHER



JOURNAL OF LANGUAGE TEACHING AND RESEARCH 565

is to make an extra-curriculum listening plan and listen to more authentic English. As a foreign language learner, he
usually can not control the velocity of the input especially during listening tests and lectures. Even in the interactive
listening, it is not easy for Chinese students to control the speaker’s speaking speed. In addition, they are too cautious
and polite and they dread losing face before peers. To avoid this occurrence the students should make use of the
strategies to ask for repetition and clarification. With regard to the visual cues, visual methods in listening classes are
always limited because of lack of facility; the listening materials are often given without any visual support except the
question items. Therefore in the interactive listening, a listener can use visual cues to help understand what the speaker
means; but in listening tests, it is impossible to get visual cues for help. This is perhaps one reason why some students
do not feel anxious if they have some visual cues. In other situations of the interactive listening, such as telephone
conversations or attending lectures, 18.1% of the participants report that they feel anxious in telephone conversations
but 61.3 % of them feel anxious when listening to a lecture. The reason may be that telephone conversations are carried
out with some familiar greetings, but lectures can cover any topics and the listener cannot control the speed of the
speech; therefore they make listeners more anxious. As to listening class anxiety, Item 32 shows that there are only
7.2% of the participants who do not often feel like going to their listening classes; Item 33 shows that 23.7% of the
participants report that they often daydream in listening classes; 19.5% of them worry that they will fail in listening
tests; 26.9% of the participants report that they do not feel nervous at all while taking semester listening exams. To sum
up, listening anxiety experienced by students in listening class is not very high to most of the participants. But in some
interactive listening situations, they suffer severer anxiety.

C. Correlation Analysis

The TOEFL listening scores which represent the listening proficiency is significantly and positively correlated with
the scores of two semesters’ listening exams. This result means the changing direction of the TOEFL listening mean
scores is consistent with the changing directions of two semesters’ listening exam scores. That is to say, those who have
higher scores in the two semesters’ listening exams usually score high in the TOEFL listening tests. Therefore, the mean
of the TOEFL listening scores can be accepted as a method to test the listening proficiency of the participants, although
it only represents the non-interactive listening proficiency. According to the mean of the subjects” TOEFL listening
scores and that of two semesters’ listening exam scores, the 125 students were divided into three groups: HI (the group
of high grades) of 29 students who got more than 80 scores, AVE (the group of average grades) of 83 students who got
between 65 and 85 scores and LOW (the group of low grades) of 13 students who got below 65 scores.

According to the results of the FLLAS, the 125 students were classified into three groups. First, we calculated the
group’s mean for all the questions (M=3.22), and then determined the degree to which students deviated from the mean.
The deviation of the highest score (i.e. the most anxious student) from the mean is +0.8, and the deviation of the lowest
score from the mean is -0.76. So those students that score between +0.4 and -0.38 standard deviations from the mean
were identified as AVE-ANX; and those with standard deviations below -0.38 were identified as LO-ANX; and the
students with standard deviations over +0.4 were identified as HI-ANX. Table 4 presents the number and percentage of
students in each FLLAS category and mean anxiety level and range of each identified group.

TABLE 4
FLLAS CATEGORIES
Category Number Percentage Mean Range
LO-ANX 20 16% -0.47 -0.76~-0.39
AVE-ANX 91 73% +0.244 -0.38~+0.4
HI-ANX 14 11% +0.516 +0.41~0.8

The data computerized in the SPSS imply that the listening proficiency of second-year English majors is negatively
correlated with the listening anxiety at the 0.00 level, which further confirms the previously-conducted researches(Aida,
1994; Cheng et al, 1999; Horwitz et al., 1986; Maclntyre & Gardner, 1991; Kim, 2000; Zhou, 2003 and Chen, 2004;
Elkhafaifi, 2005): when the listening anxiety goes up, the proficiency will go down, and vice versa (See Table 5). It can
be concluded that FLLAS has a significant but debilitating correlation with English listening achievement (r=-0.392),
which indicates that anxiety does affect listening proficiency negatively.

TABLES
CORRELATION BETWEEN THE LISTENING PROFICIENCY AND FLLA
Listening proficiency FLLA
Listening proficiency Pearson Correlation Sig. (2-tailed) N 1.000 -0.392**
- .000
125 125
FLLA Pearson Correlation Sig. (2-tailed) N -0.392** 1.000
.000 -
125 125

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level(2-tailed).

IVV. CONCLUSION: PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS
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This experimental study has shown a negative correlation between FLLA and the subjects’ listening achievement.
Although FLLA is a complicated and multidimensional phenomenon, it is possible for us English teachers to find out
the potential sources of FLLA and coping strategies.

First, as an instructor of listening, s/he needs to pay attention to the affective state of the learners, especially the
listening anxiety experienced in listening so as to help improve the listening proficiency of the students. As the results
of this research and many other researches have shown a negative relation between listening anxiety and listening
performance, the listening instructors should “create a low-anxiety classroom atmosphere” as Young (1999) says.

Second, listening comprehension strategies are the particular approaches or techniques that learners use to try to
reduce or lower students’ listening anxiety and improve their listening comprehension ability (Ellis, 1994). According to
the previous researches both at home and abroad, listening anxiety is negatively correlated to the use of listening
comprehension strategies. That is to say, the more strategies students use during their listening process, the lower
students’ anxiety degree is. Therefore, English listening teachers should diagnose English learners’ anxiety precisely
and carry out corresponding strategies to improve students’ listening level. To those highly anxious learners with low
listening proficiency, the mastery of a variety of strategies and frequently using these strategies to handle anxiety is
helpful in listening and learning. To those less anxious learners with high listening proficiency, using more strategies,
integrating different strategies and raising the strategy awareness is helpful for them to make greater achievements.

Third, instructors should get rid of the teaching model which is just to play a record or cassette without giving any
suggestions. As an instructor of listening, s/he should try to make his or her listening class interesting and rewarding so
that a learner does not feel bored or tired about listening. For example, in listening classrooms, music, humorous stories
and jokes, interesting narrative stories, deep breath training can be adopted as supplement to listening textbooks.

Fourth, students should be informed to be more autonomous and know their present level of foreign language
learning. They should be faced with English listening anxiety and foreign learning problems objectively and correctly,
and find appropriate strategies to lower anxiety and solve problems so as to improve their listening level and further
improve their foreign language learning.

APPENDIX 1
TABLE 1
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS OF FLLAS
Anxiety 1 2 3 4 5 Std.D Mean Maximum Minimum Valid N
Items
1 7.6 28.9 27.2 28.5 7.8 1.10 2.99 5.00 1.00 125
2 1.1 14.0 30.6 37.2 17.1 .97 3.52 5.00 1.00 125
3 0 10.6 17.2 53.9 18.3 .86 3.8 5.00 2.00 125
4 1.1 7.8 20.0 57.2 13.9 .83 3.75 5.00 1.00 125
5 0 26.7 30.0 38.9 4.4 .89 3.21 5.00 2.00 125
6 5.6 22.2 56.7 14.4 1.1 .78 2.83 5.00 1.00 125
7 10.0 30.6 23.3 30.6 5.6 1.11 291 5.00 1.00 125
8 13.3 54.4 19.4 11.7 1.1 .89 2.32 5.00 1.00 125
9 1.1 9.4 17.2 49.4 22.8 .92 3.83 5.00 1.00 125
10 3.3 39.4 32.8 20.0 4.4 .94 2.83 5.00 1.00 125
11 8.9 33.9 21.7 30.0 5.6 1.10 2.89 5.00 1.00 125
12 10.0 27.8 14.4 40.0 7.8 1.18 3.07 5.00 1.00 125
13 5.6 18.9 26.7 37.2 11.7 1.08 3.31 5.00 1.00 125
14 2.2 27.8 43.9 21.7 4.4 .87 2.98 5.00 1.00 125
15 11 23.9 30.0 394 5.6 .92 3.24 5.00 1.00 125
16 1.1 23.3 27.2 41.7 6.7 .94 3.29 5.00 1.00 125
17 3.3 36.7 31.7 26.1 2.2 .92 2.87 5.00 1.00 125
18 7.8 34.4 32.2 21.7 3.9 1.00 2.79 5.00 1.00 125
19 0 21.7 20.0 51.7 6.7 .90 3.43 5.00 2.00 125
20 0 10.0 33.9 38.3 11.1 1.02 271 5.00 1.00 125
21 11.7 52.2 23.9 12.2 0 .84 2.37 4.00 1.00 125
22 3.3 29.4 26.7 33.3 7.2 1.02 3.12 5.00 1.00 125
23 5.6 50.6 21.7 17.8 4.4 .98 2.65 5.00 1.00 125
24 0 26.7 33.9 32.8 6.7 91 3.19 5.00 2.00 125
25 11.7 54.4 28.9 5.0 0 .73 2.27 4.00 1.00 125
26 5.0 36.1 21.1 27.2 10.6 1.12 3.02 5.00 1.00 125
27 2.2 8.9 17.8 55.6 15.6 91 3.73 5.00 1.00 125
28 2.8 17.2 16.1 54.4 9.4 .98 351 5.00 1.00 125
29 3.3 29.4 31.1 27.8 8.3 1.02 3.08 5.00 1.00 125
30 2.2 22.8 21.7 43.9 9.4 1.01 3.36 5.00 1.00 125
31 11.1 36.7 16.1 28.3 7.8 1.18 2.85 5.00 1.00 125
32 35.6 43.3 13.3 7.8 0 .89 1.93 4.00 1.00 125
33 13.3 42.2 18.9 20.0 5.6 1.11 2.62 5.00 1.00 125
34 8.9 37.2 27.2 22.2 4.4 1.04 2.76 5.00 1.00 125
35 9.4 33.3 28.3 24.4 4.4 1.05 2.81 5.00 1.00 125
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