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Abstract 

The current study aims to discuss the current situation of research on speaking anxiety of EFL 

learners through some variables. The journals indexed in various databases were searched and 59 

studies were selected for the review by considering (a) the participant selection process of the studies 

(b) the main causes of speaking anxiety in EFL classrooms (c) whether there is any difference 

according to some variables including level of proficiency, gender, and English learning background 

(d) how the participants perceive themselves in terms of speaking anxiety. It was found that the 

number of studies on speaking anxiety has been on the increase in the last decade. When it comes to 

the causes of speaking anxiety in the bunch of studies, the foremost and most reported cause of 

speaking anxiety is learners’ fear of making mistakes, being compared by others, proficiency level and 

gender type. As speaking one of the four skills to communicate in any language, it is important to find 

solutions to these questions and enhance the development of the EFL learners’ speaking skills. The 

findings yield important insights on Turkish EFL learners speaking anxiety in English for all the 

stakeholders ranging from teachers and learners. In addition, it is hoped that, from the sociological 

perspective, this paper will pave a way to rethink and criticize the local context in countries which do 

not include oral exams in their national standardized testing system and mandate receptive skills.  

Keywords: English as a foreign/second language, language learning, speaking anxiety, systematic 

review 

Yabancı dil sınıflarında İngilizce konuşma kaygısı üzerine bir derleme çalışması 

Öz 

Bu çalışma, temel olarak yabancı dil olarak İngilizce öğrenen öğrencilerin konuşma kaygısının 

mevcut durumunun bazı değişkenler açısından tartışmayı amaçlayan bir derlemedir. Farklı veri 

tabanlarında indekslenen dergiler taranmış ve inceleme için 59 çalışma seçilmiştir. Bulgular 

konuşma kaygısı üzerine yapılan çalışma sayısının son on yılda artmakta olduğunu ortaya 

koymaktadır. Bulgular, Türkiye'deki öğretmenler, kurumlar, program geliştiriciler ve öğrencilerden 

oluşan tüm paydaşlar için Türkiye'deki yabancı dil olarak İngilizce öğrenen öğrencilerin konuşma 

kaygısı konusunda önemli bilgiler vermektedir. Konuşma kaygısının en çok bildirilen nedenleri, 

öğrencilerin hata yapma ve başkalarıyla kıyaslanma korkusu, yeterlilik düzeyleri ve cinsiyet türleridir. 

Bu çalışmanın amacı (a) çalışmaların katılımcı seçim sürecini (b) yabancı dil olarak İngilizce öğretimi 
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sınıflarında konuşma kaygısının temel nedenlerini (c) yeterlilik düzeyi, İngilizce öğrenme geçmişi ve 

cinsiyet de dâhil olmak üzere bazı değişkenlere göre bir fark olup olmadığını (d) katılımcıların 

konuşma kaygısı açısından kendilerini nasıl algıladıkları bulmaktır. Herhangi bir dilde iletişim 

kurmak için kullanılan dört beceriden biri konuşma becerisi olduğu için, bu sorulara çözüm bulmak 

ve yabancı dil olarak İngilizce öğrenen öğrencilerin konuşma becerilerinin gelişimini sağlamak 

gerçekten önemlidir. Bu yazının kurumlara, araştırmacılara, öğrencilere, öğretmenlere ve müfredat 

tasarımcılarına yabancı dil sınıflarında konuşma kaygısı konusunda farkındalık kazanmaları ve 

öğrenmeyi geliştirmeye yardımcı olan sınıflarda daha rahat bir ortam yaratmalarına yardımcı 

olacağına inanılmaktadır. 

Anahtar kelimeler: İkinci/yabancı dil olarak İngilizce öğrenme, konuşma kaygısı, sistematik 

derleme 

Introduction 

There is no doubt that we live in a world that is changing rapidly and in a highly influential way. With 
all these developments around the globe, communication has gained priority in academics and in each 
field of a professional context. Since English is widely used as a way of global communication, EFL 
learners' English-speaking skills must be enhanced in relation to other skills in reading, listening, and 
writing. Speaking in the target language has become as important as or more important than other skills 
such as reading, listening, and writing, and it, as the primary tool for conveying messages in the target 
language, enables students to produce in the target language. While doing so and trying to produce orally 
in English, they may have some considerations, the most important of which is “speaking anxiety”, so 
speaking is considered as the primary anxiety-provoking element of foreign and second language 
education (Marzec-Stawrarska, 2015: 116). It is also clear that there is a strong relationship between the 
anxiety level and achievement in learning a foreign language (Horwitz et.al., 1986: 2). In classes and the 
general context of teaching English, teachers and learners have concerns in common; most of the 
students have high levels of anxiety in speaking in the target language. In general, anxiety, which is one 
of the most common emotions, has always been a focus of research in foreign language teaching. 
Learning a foreign language is always associated with some level of tension and uneasiness (Shomoossi, 
2009: 2), however, anxiety in communicating in a second language, particularly in English, can have an 
adverse effect on their learning and may influence learners’ learning and motivation to the atmosphere 
of the target language and, finally, their educational aims (Mohamad & Wahid, 2009: 1). Taking all 
concerns mentioned above, the researchers seek to answers to the following research questions; 

1. What kind of causes of speaking anxiety in the EFL/ESL setting are presented in the studies 
published? 

2. What are the demographic characteristics including gender, proficiency level, and the background of 
the participants in the studies published?   

3. What are the self-perceptions of EFL learners on speaking anxiety?  

Purpose of the study 

In the present study, the systematic review of speaking anxiety may provide some important insights for 
teachers, institutions, policymakers, curriculum designers as well as teachers and it is important to 
reveal whether studies conducted on speaking anxiety in Turkey are satisfactory, or what the general 
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perception of speaking anxiety in Turkey in terms of EFL learners, what the general descriptors of 
speaking anxiety are for learners’ fear of making mistakes, proficiency level and gender.   

Relevant literature 

Language Anxiety 

Foreign language learning could be a very challenging process for some language learners. There is a 
variety of explanations for this difference associated with some cognitive and affective factors in 
language learning. These factors include motivation, personality, aptitude, intelligence, learner styles, 
and strategies (Ellis, 2008: 79). Anxiety is one of these factors which has always been a significant 
problem that many students experience in the foreign language learning process. It has been revealed 
that students experience anxiety in language classes more compared to other classes such as history or 
maths. (Horwitz et al. 1986; Muchnik & Wolfe 1982, MacIntyre & Gardner 1989 cited in Cutrone 2009) 
On the other hand, anxiety has been studied for many years by researchers and as a result of all these 
studies there are different perspectives on anxiety in general, but mostly it has been associated with 
psychology. Spielberger’s definition of anxiety is “subjective, consciously perceived feelings of 
apprehension and tension, accompanied by or associated with activation or arousal of the autonomic 
nervous system”. (cited in Wilson, 2006: 1). Similarly, Horwitz et al. (1986) also defined anxiety as a 
“subjective feeling of tension, apprehension, nervousness, and worry” (cited in Carreira, 2006: 125). 
Such psychological definitions are mostly related to negative feelings and emotions such as tension, fear, 
or worry. Language anxiety is a specific type of anxiety that is correlated with L2 learning context. 
MacIntyre (1998) defines anxiety as an emotional reaction or worry that occur in the process of learning 
or producing a second language. (cited in Riasati, 2011). Horwitz et al. (1986:128) mention language 
anxiety as “a distinct complex of self-perceptions, beliefs, feeling, and behaviors arising from the 
uniqueness of the language learning process. (cited in Alghothani, 2010). Similarly, MacIntyre and 
Gardner (1993, cited in Alghothani 2010) define language anxiety as “the apprehension experienced 
when a situation requires the use of a second language with which the individual is not fully proficient” 
(p. 5). Thus, language anxiety can be defined as emotional feelings or reactions of learners that they 
show in their language learning process. 

Effects of Anxiety on Learning 

The relationship between foreign language learning and language anxiety has been a main focus of 
research for many years because it is one of the factors that might impede success in language learning. 
MacIntyre and Gardner (1991, cited in Kondo n.d.) view anxiety as one of the best obstacles to 
achievement in a second language. A number of studies (Gardner, 1985; Gardner, Tremblay &Magoret, 
1997) have revealed a high correlation between anxiety and language proficiency. (Kondo, n.d.). These 
correlations are both positive and negative. Therefore, researchers haven’t been able to reach a clear 
consensus on the effect of anxiety on learning. Some of the research suggests that a certain amount of 
anxiety can enhance learners’ performance in the classroom. (Scovel, 1978, cited in Cutrone 2009). In 
another study, Kleinmann (1977) found that facilitating anxiety helped students to take more risks and 
use the normally avoided structures such as passive forms. (Alghothani, 2010). Krashen (1982) is also 
one of the researchers who believe the strong relationship between anxiety and language acquisition. He 
believes that low level of anxiety helps language acquisition, because it doesn’t influence affective filter 
negatively. Thus, a certain degree of language anxiety can have facilitating effects on language learning. 
Although there have been stated some positive effects of language anxiety on learning, foreign/second 
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language learning anxiety has mostly been associated with negative effects. Campbell and Ortiz (1991, 
p. 159) considered the levels of anxiety among university students to be “alarming” and indicated that 
one-half of all language learners experience negative consequences of foreign language learning anxiety 
(cited in Subaşı, 2010). These negative effects can be classified as physical, psychological, or social (e.g., 
Bailey, Daley, Onwuegbuzie, 1999; Oxford 1999a; cited in Andrade & Williams 2009). Physical effects 
irregular heartbeat, muscle tension and can include excessive sweating. Psychological effects may be 
shame, anxiety and fear. The social effects of anxiety include reluctance to communicate and avoidance, 
and so on. All of these effects are caused by high degrees of anxiety and as a result of this, learners usually 
display poor performance or fail. MacIntyre and Gardner (1989: 27) claimed that “anxiety leads to 
deficits in learning and performance (cited in Wilson 2006). Similarly, Kondo and Ling (2004) stated 
that learners with high level of anxiety might have problems such as difficulty in understanding and low 
level of production. Some of the studies have found out that anxiety influences learners’ communication 
strategies in language classes. In a study, Ely (1986, cited in Cutrone 2009) stated that learners with 
feelings of anxiety had less attempts to take risks in the language class. In brief, a result of all the studies 
carried out on the correlation between anxiety and foreign language learning is that it can be claimed 
that anxiety can contribute to learners’ success or failure in language depending on some factors. 

The Causes of Anxiety 

There have been different theories about the causes of anxiety in language classes. One theory is that 
language anxiety is caused by poor foreign language performance resulting from native language ability 
and foreign language learning aptitude of the learner (e.g., Sparks &Ganschow, 1991; 
GanschowJavorsky, Sparks, Skinner, Anderson, & Patton, 1994). Sparks and his colleagues have carried 
out a number of studies trying to find out whether foreign language anxiety is a cause or a consequence 
of differences in students’ language learning skills, especially their native language learning skills and 
foreign language aptitude (cited in Alghothani, 2010). Sparks and Ganschow (1991: 10) suggested the 
Linguistic Coding Differences Hypotheses (LCDH) which claimed that “foreign language learning, being 
an attempt to learn language, is enhanced or limited by the degree to which students have control over 
the phonological, syntactic, and semantic components of the linguistic code” (Alghothani, 2010). 
Another theory about the causes of foreign language anxiety is about situational variables such as course 
activities, level, instructor, and organization (Jackson, 2002; Oh, 1992; Oxford, 1999a; Powell, 1991; 
Samimy, 1989; Spielmann& Radnofsky, 2001; Young, 1991, cited in Andrade & Williams 2009). Another 
area of research focused on learner variables as source of anxiety such as learner beliefs, age, learning 
styles and strategies etc. (e.g., Bailey, Daley, & Onwuegbuzie, 1999; Brown, Robson, &Rosenkjar, 1996; 
Campbell, 1999; Dewaele, 2002; Ehrman& Oxford, 1995; Gardner, Day, &MacIntyre, 1992; Gardner, 
Smythe, & Brunet, 1977; Gregersen& Horwitz, 2002; Oxford, 1999b, cited in Andreda& Williams 2006). 
According to Horwitz et al. (1986) foreign language anxiety may stem from three performance anxieties 
which are communication apprehension (e.g. shyness about communicating with people, difficulty in 
understanding the teacher’s instructions), fear of negative evaluation (fear of making mistakes, fear of 
correction, losing face in front of others) and test anxiety (fear of failing the class). (Tanveer, 2007). 
Young (1991) also suggested another group of potential sources of language anxiety. She discusses six 
potential sources from three aspects: the learner, the teacher and the instructional practice. She claimed 
that language anxiety results from a) personal and interpersonal anxieties; b) instructor beliefs about 
language teaching; c) learner beliefs about language learning; d) language testing; e) classroom 
procedures and f) instructor-learner actions. (Riasati, 2011). 
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Language Anxiety and the Speaking Skill  

Speaking skill is probably the most anxiety-provoking language skill in many language classes 
(Keremida, 2009 cited in Subaşı, 2010). Learners generally consider participating in speaking activities 
as highly anxious. Horwitz et al. (1986) called the anxiety of second language performance 
“communication apprehension”. It occurs when learners have difficulty in communicating with others 
although they may have sufficient cognitive skills. Communication apprehension defines situations 
when students could not comprehend a message, input, instruction or when they fear the act of speaking. 
Daly (1991, cited in Wilson 2006) stated that some learners “fear of giving a speech in public exceeded 
such phobias as fear of snakes, elevators and heights” (p.3). There are some features of foreign language 
speaking anxiety that can be perceived in learners experiencing anxiety. For example, learners generally 
cannot reproduce the intonation and rhythm of the language, pronounce the words; when they are called 
on, they freeze up, forget what they will say or cannot find the right word, or they remain silent (Young, 
1991; cited in Wilson 2006). There could be a variety of factors causing learners to experience these 
situations. According to Horwitz et al. (1986, cited in Wilson 2006) learners who are afraid of making 
mistakes in front of others “seem to feel constantly tested and perceive every correction as a failure” 
(p.130). Another reason could be classroom activities and the learning/teaching environment. Young 
(1990, cited in Wilson 2006) stated that majority of his university level and high-school learners of 
Spanish felt less uncomfortable in speaking activities when they were “prepared” and when they were 
“not the only person answering a question” (p.544). 

Analysis of the Selected Research Studies 

This section of the paper examines speaking anxiety of the selected articles published between the years 
2000 and 2019 October. Summaries of the 59 articles include the title, year, indexing, journal, author(s), 
research questions, subjects, data collection instruments, and the results of speaking anxiety are 
obtained. 

Method 

The Manuscript Selection Process 

Table 1. Distribution of Document Types in Studies Published 

Document Types N 

Research Article 50 

Conference Proceedings 9 

A systematic review is a type of literature review that seeks to identify the evidence which is available on 
a topic (Booth &Papaioannou, 2016). In this study, previous studies focusing on Speaking Anxiety in 
Foreign Language (FLSA) were considered. In this study, all journals between the years 2000 and 
October 2019 indexed in all databases are searched and collected. 100 studies are reviewed and 41 of 
them were omitted as they were not related to the aim of the study. Indexed journals including ERIC 
(12), PROCEDIA (6), SCOPUS (3), Taylor and Francis Online (2), COPERNICUS (7), Canadian Center 
of Science and Education (3), RedFame (2), Crossref (5), Macrothink Institute (2), IJELS(3), BASE (2), 
DOAJ (2), SOBIAD (1), Global Challenge (1), Dergipark (1), ERICPLUS (1), EBISCO (3), Association of 
Applied Linguistics (1), SciLit (1), De Gruyter (1), ASIAN TEFL (1), American Center of Science and 
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Education (1), IAAJS (1), JEELS (1), DRJI (2), SINTA (1), SIEC (1), SAGE (1), UPM(1), ESCI (1) are 
examined. 

Table 2. Distribution of Data Analysis Types 

Data Analysis Type N 

Quantitative 33 

Qualitative 9 

Mixed 12 

Teacher Observation 5 

In the present study, content analysis process was applied. Content analysis helps us to get a systematic 
and objective means to yield reliable data in many ways to reveal and qualify specific evidence (Downe-
Wambolt, 1992). In qualitative content analysis, as data are presented in sentences, themes, and words, 
it makes it possible to interpret the results (Berg, 2001). For the first research question, the type of 
participants was classified into three groups: a) primary and secondary schools, b) higher education 
students enrolled in college or university c) not specified (a study in which the type of the participants 
is not defined). For the second research question, it is found that proficiency level and age take a large 
place among the other causes of speaking anxiety such as self-perception and gender. The third research 
question seeking an answer about the range of proficiency level students have. It is found that, almost 
half of the participants in these studies are taking preparatory classrooms which means their proficiency 
levels are between A1 and C1. For the fourth research question, students’ self-perception on speaking 
anxiety was analyzed and it is indicated that students suffer from their lack of vocabulary and grammar 
structures. The most encountered problem which causes bad conclusions on students’ speaking abilities 
is their fear of making mistakes. They are not confident enough to performance because of the possibility 
of being criticized by their peers. For the fifth research question, specifying whether gender enhance the 
speaking anxiety or not was the main aim. It is concluded that mostly female students more tend to get 
anxious than males when speaking English language. Alongside of these results, some studies showed 
that there is no connection between gender and speaking anxiety. In the sixth research question, it is 
examined whether students’ background effects their speaking performance or not. It is found that 
students have difficulty in their speaking performances because they could get enough English education 
on their previous classes. It is also seen that lack of experience and practice were unable to cope for 
students who are supposed to speak in English just as their peers. Studies have shown that qualitative 
data collection methods such as interviews and observations are the most commonly employed, and 
these techniques are further supported by content analysis and other case studies. Some research uses 
a combination of methodologies. The employment of exclusively quantitative approaches in research is 
quite uncommon, but in order to strengthen the validity of the research, triangulation should be used. 
For this reason, researchers should employ a variety of data collection methods (qualitative as well as 
quantitative) in order to get accurate results. Twelve studies on the comparative evaluation of English 
language teacher education programs are evaluated in this study. They were published in seven 
prestigious journals between 2008 and 2018. The assessment finds a dearth of comparative research on 
language teacher education programs. Once the articles in this review's corpus are analyzed according 
to their research methodologies, it is discovered that qualitative studies outweigh mixed-method and 
quantitative method studies. Seven out of twelve investigations adopt a qualitative approach. The reason 
qualitative research methodologies have gained popularity appears to be connected to the kind of data 
gathering technologies used in program assessment studies. Given that the studies involve evaluating 
English language teacher education programs, gathering stakeholder perspectives and assessing 
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program materials are often favored. While four of them employ a combination of methods, only one is 
entirely quantitative. In terms of data gathering methods, it can be stated that interviews, surveys, policy 
and curriculum papers, essays, and field notes are recommended. Interviews stand out among these 
data gathering methods since they are employed in 10 out of twelve research. 

Results and discussion 

RQ1: What kind of causes of speaking anxiety in EFL/ESL setting are presented in the 
studies published in terms of different variables? 

Table 3. Distribution of Studies in Terms of Causes 

Causes of English Language Speaking Anxiety Studies Published 

Lack of Self Confidence Öztürk & Gürbüz (2014), Şubaşı (2010), Toköz Göktepe 
(2013), Tok (2009), Kayaoğlu & Sağlamel (2013), Ölmezer 
Öztürk & Ok (2014), Yaman(2016), Coşkun (2016), 
Hamzaoğlu & Koçoğlu (2016), Amorim (2013), Tridinanti 
(2018), Heryatun & Tarihoran (2016), Anwari (2019), 
Sayuri (2016), Ariyanti (2016), Akkakoson (2016), He 
(2013), Woodrow (2006), Kasap & Power (2019), Takkaç 
Tulgar (2018), Baharuddin & Rashid (2014), Gopang et 
Al., (2015), Bensalem (2017), Melouah (2013), Barabas 
(2013) 

Age & Proficiency Çağatay (2015), Alcı et Al. (2016), Gürsoy & Akın (2013), 
Tercan & Dikilitaş (2015), Gürsoy & Korkmaz (2018), 
Debreli & Demirkan (2015), Liu (2006), Bozkırlı (2019), 
Abrar (2017), Lian & Budin (2014) 

Achievement Stress Tuncer & Doğan (2015), Yaman(2016), Demirdaş & 
Bozdoğan (2013), Dalkılıç (2001), Wilang & Singhasiri 
(2017), Sutarsyah (2017), Woodrow (2006), Baharuddin & 
Rashid (2014), Melouah (2013) 

Feedback Problem Tuncer & Doğan (2015), Tercan & Dikilitaş (2015), Han et 
Al. (2016), Çakıcı (2016), Aydoğan et Al. (2014), 
Akkakoson (2016), Sadighi & Dastpak (2017), Sayuri 
(2016), Melouah (2013) 

Gender Çağatay (2015), Öztürk & Gürbüz (2012), Tercan & 
Dikilitaş (2015), Demirdaş & Bozdoğan (2013), Tien 
(2018), Sharifi & Lashkarian (2015), Toghraee & 
Shahrokhi (2014), Gopang et Al. (2015), Lian & Budin 
(2014) 

Background Yaylı (2012), Gürsoy & Korkmaz (2018), Mede & 
Karaırmak (2017), Bozkırlı (2019), Akkakoson (2016), 
Rafada & Madini (2017), Batiha (2016), Gopang et al., 
(2015) 

Unpreparedness Öztürk & Gürbüz (2014), Yalçın & İnceçay (2013), Tercan 
& Dikilitaş (2015), Genç et Al. (2016), Batiha (2016), 
Bensalem (2017), Barabas (2013) 

Negative Evaluation Öztürk & Gürbüz (2014), Şubaşı (2010), Toköz Göktepe 
(2013), Kayaoğlu & Sağlamel(2013), Elaldı (2016), 
Amorim (2013), Sadighi & Dastpak (2017), Tien (2018), 
Akkakoson (2016), Mulyono et Al. (2019), Heryatun & 
Tarihoran (2016), Anwari (2019), Hosni (2014), Kasap & 
Power (2019), Batiha (2016), Takkaç Tulgar (2018), 
Baharuddin & Rashid (2014), Bensalem (2017), Melouah 
(2013), Lian & Budin (2014), Barabas (2013) 
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Proficiency Level and Age 

In this study, it is observed that effects of proficiency level and age gains an important place on FLSA. 
Studies shows that the higher proficiency level students have, the more anxious they feel. In addition, 
some studies stated that there is no relationship between proficiency and anxiety.  

Çağatay (2015) indicated that there was not considerable difference at the level in FLSA scores for 
beginner, elementary, intermediate, and upper-intermediate students. Similarly, Karataş et al. (2016) 
noticed that the language level does not affect students’ levels of foreign language speaking anxiety. On 
the contrary, Aydın et al. (2017) indicated that higher grade students seem more anxious at the time of 
testing and unexpected questions, when compared to lower grade students just as Debreli and Demirkan 
(2015) who mentioned the results of the test that was conducted to compare the elementary and pre-
intermediate students’ anxiety level. Coming to the influence of age, both the youngest and the oldest 
students suffer from failing in tests and exams in English according to Aydın et al.’ study (2017). The 
study by Gürsoy and Korkmaz (2018) revealed significant variations in English language classroom 
anxiety between freshmen and seniors. Given that teacher candidates graduate from high schools with 
minimal or no exercise in speaking activities and an insufficient capacity to communicate in a second 
language, the first year of university when all courses need second language output, may increase their 
anxiety levels. The students' levels of speaking anxiety appears to decrease during the course of their 
university education. Gürsoy and Akın (2013) found that being younger may be better for learning a 
foreign language. Debreli and Demirkan (2015) reported that pre-intermediate level students’ anxiety 
level is higher than elementary level students’ anxiety. In addition, Dalkılıç (2001) indicated that there 
was a positive relationship between the students' anxiety levels and their speaking performance success 
levels in speaking classes, on the contrary, Liu (2006) added; the more proficient students are likely to 
be less anxious. 

Self-Perception 

Self-perception is one of the major factors causing FLSA. In the studies investigating the causes of FLSA, 
self-perception is considered and mostly found a negative relationship between self-perception and 
FLSA. Subaşı (2010) stated if a student trusts his abilities, he will not be anxious at the time of his 
performance. In other words, if he believes that he did not have the required skills to ensure success in 
the speaking lessons, he could suffer from foreign language speaking. Similarly, because of high 
expectations from their speaking performance in the speaking lessons and not being able to supply those 
expectations as anticipated, students suffer from FL speaking anxiety. Likewise, students who perceive 
their English level as “poor” are more anxious to speak in public classrooms than the other students 
perceiving their English level as “Very Good, Good, Ok.” Tok (2009). With a similar example, Mede and 
Karaırmak (2017) reported that there was a negative correlation between English self-efficacy and 
foreign language speaking anxiety. Aydoğan et al. (2014) pointed out lack of self-confidence is in 
moderate, positive correlation with Intention for practicing English and in negative correlation with 
Beliefs about speaking English. So, when someone is not confident enough, he will have smaller 
intentions and motivation for practicing English, but also have more inadequate beliefs about speaking 
English. According to Sadighi & Dastpak (2017), the three primary reasons of learners' anxiety are 
"anxiety of making mistakes," "anxiety of being assessed adversely," and "poor word recognition." 
According to Heryatun and Tarihoran's (2016) study, speaking anxiety is caused by a variety of factors, 
ranging from students' self-confidence to their surroundings and behaviour aspects. According to 
Anwari (2019), students are concerned about making errors and the prospect of being judged by other 
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peers in the classrooms. According to Sharifi and Lashkarian's (2015) study, there is no notable 
difference in speaking among different genders. According to Sayui (2016), students struggle with a lack 
of self-esteem, humiliation, fear of making errors, nervousness, and nothing on their mind to say. 
Furthermore, some students avoid participation out of fear of being wrong and a lack of self-esteem 
confidence and desire, tend to prefer to remain quiet in classroom (Ariyanti, 2016). Students think of 
making mistakes when speaking in front of their peers which is very embarrassing for them (Hosni, 
2014). Rafada and Madini (2017) mentioned that there are few causes 1- Test Anxiety 2- Lack of 
Vocabulary Knowledge 3- Inefficient Education at Schools 4- Teachers' Role in Raising or Reducing 
Anxiety 5- Peer Anxiety.  In Melouah’s study (2013), it is indicated that foreign language speaking 
anxiety was common among first year LMD students and appeared to mostly result from language 
proficiency fear of interaction, low self-confidence, error correction and self-esteem, etc. According to 
Baharuddin and Rashid (2014), university ESL students had a moderate anxiety level. Anxiety in English 
classes, skills of communication, anxiety of adverse assessment, and test anxiety were identified as 
significant causes to participants' speaking anxiety. 

Achievement 

Nearly all of the studies found a negative relationship between FLSA and achievement. In other words, 
the higher level of anxiety meant the higher level of failure.  Students who have great level of proficiency 
is supposed to reach achievement, so they get anxious in case they can’t meet these expectations. 

Demirdaş and Bozdoğan (2013) are pointing out that as the level of anxiety increases, the language 
success decreases. In the same way, Dalkılıç (2001) stated that there was a positive correlation between 
the students' anxiety levels and their success levels in speaking classes. In Tuncer and Doğan’s (2015) 
study, it was seen that the students' anxiety was counted as an academic failure with speaking anxiety 
in the language class dimension and it predicted academic success with the interest in the language class 
dimension. According to Çakıcı (2016), the relationship between FLCAS scores and language 
achievement was found to be negative, indicating that language success decreased as anxiety level 
increased. In other words, these findings indicate that it is associated with low academic achievement of 
high levels of language anxiety. Similarly, Hamzaoğlu and Koçoğlu (2016) indicated that there was a 
negative relationship between the participants' speaking performance and anxiety; Despite the growing 
concern in this case the participants' speaking indicates that decreased performance of speaking. 

Gürsoy and Korkmaz (2018) showed considerable differences between freshmen and seniors in terms 
of foreign language speaking anxiety. The level of speaking anxiety may decrease lower as the 
participants get more practice in their university education. Not being confident enough and not 
speaking in lessons anxiety can be grouped as educational, individual and environmental.  Individual 
reasons can be explained as not being close to the target language, lack of self-confidence and fear of 
making mistakes are more dominant than the others which results in students see English as a 
phenomenon that they haven’t had experience and trying to convey themselves through this unaware 
manner as a basic cause for speaking anxiety. Speaking in front of other students and expected responses 
to an individual's speech performance are the main causes of speaking anxiety (Öztürk & Gürbüz, 2014). 
Most of the students blamed their language because it was limited to vocabulary and grammar 
structures. Main reasons behind this problem may be about having low level of language and/or content 
knowledge and appreciable affective and individual factors (ToközGöktepe ,2013). One of the problems 
that the students have mentioned is preparedness vs. unpreparedness (Yalçın&İnceçay, 2013). Feeling 
of making a mistake while talking in the target language increases our anxiety and it is dissuasive (Şenel, 
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2012). Tridinanti (2018) indicated that the higher the self-confidence, the higher the speaking 
achievement. With the similar results, Sutarsyah (2017) stated that students with low level of speaking 
anxiety got better grades on their speaking test than those who have high level of speaking anxiety. Abrar 
(2017) reported that competence variable is the most important factor to predict the change in foreign 
language speaking anxiety. 

RQ2: What are the demographic characteristics including gender, proficiency level, and 
the background of the participants in the studies published?   

Table 4. Participation Types in Studies Published 

Participation Type N 

High School Students 5 

Prep-Class Students 6 

Undergraduate Students 44 

Undergraduate Students and Teachers 4 

When the selection of participants for the studies on EFL speaking anxiety is concerned, it is certain that 
the number of studies has constantly increased in the last decade. When the participant selection process 
of the studies is considered, participants are mostly students at a university and frequently the ones 
attending English Language Teaching (ELT) department or English Preparatory School.  

Although the majority of the studies on speaking anxiety are conducted in colleges or universities, many 
studies focused on speaking anxiety in primary and secondary schools. ToközGöktepe (2013) analyzed 
the group includes 120 students enrolled in a public school. In another study, the convenience sampling 
technique was used, and a total of 150 students participated in the study. 77 participants were 8th grade 
students ranging in age from 13 to 14 (Gürsoy&Karaca, 2018). The participants in the study were 494 
Turkish children students who taking lessons on English as a foreign language at primary and secondary 
schools (Aydın et al., 2017). The study was managed at a vocational high school (Satar&Özdener, 2008). 
The participants were 84 children who were given EFL lessons in a state primary school (Gürsoy&Akın, 
2013). Participants in Coşkun’s (2016) study were 293 high school students. Hamzaoğlu and Koçoğlu’s 
(2016) study consisted of students in two ninth-grade classes. Without considering which education they 
take; some participants are selected with the knowledge of their proficiency level.  

When the qualities of participants who took part in the studies, all of them is Turkish which means, all 
of them know Turkish as a mother tongue. They were all taught English with Turkish Educational 
System but maybe some of them attended English course with their individual choice.  

To determine and understand the causes of FLSA, questionnaires are given to the students. Besides, 
interviews are done with students, who have more potential to be anxious than others according to the 
questionnaire in Gürsoy and Korkmaz’s (2018) study, the interviewees were chosen among the 
participants having higher speaking anxiety. More studies should be conducted with larger samples in 
various contexts. 

The Proficiency Level of EFL Learners in the Studies Published 

Proficiency level can be defined as a factor that decreases students’ speaking achievement. In the studies 
analyzed, it is seen that mostly, the higher proficiency level students have, the more anxious they 
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become, so it is aimed to investigate students’ proficiency levels. Öztürk and Gürbüz’s (2014) study 
consists of 383 students. Students were placed in English language preparatory classrooms with the 
grades of language achievement test (Han et al. ,2016). The participants were 331 A1 students 
(Demirdaş&Bozdoğan, 2013). Koçak (2010) indicated that students’ English level is lower-intermediate, 
and their mother tongue is Turkish. 

In studies conducted, mostly (41,1 %), participants attend preparatory classrooms.  

The participants of the Öztürk and Gürbüz’s (2014) study included 383 university students in the 
English preparatory classrooms. In the other study, the participation of students was 320 (Karataş et 
al.,2016). The participants included 314 EFL students at the English preparatory program of a state 
university (Öztürk& Ok, 2014).  Tuncer and Doğan (2015) stated that it was required for students to take 
a FL achievement test before they could start education in their departments. The results of the Elaldı’s 
(2016) study were evaluated for 98 participants. The study was handled at Preparatory School 
(Tercan&Dikilitaş, 2015). The total number of participants were 33. They were placed in A1 level English 
language preparatory classrooms through a placement test year (Han et al.,2016). Yaman (2016) stated 
that the participants were all attending prep classes. The participants of the study were 301 students 
attending an EFL preparatory classrooms (Çakıcı, 2016). The participants were 331 A1 (beginner to 
elementary) students attending an EFL preparatory school at a state university. (Demirdaş&Bozdoğan, 
2013). 100 students have participated in Aydoğan et al.’ study (2014). 196 students of the total 350 
enrolled in the English Preparatory School voluntarily participated in Debreli and Demirkan’s study 
(2015).  Students have been studying at the English Preparatory School for four semesters (Koçak ,2010).  

Gender and Speaking Anxiety in EFL Context 

Gender is always found as one of the important factors which causes speaking anxiety in EFL classrooms. 
In the previous studies it was mostly mentioned that female learners more tend to get anxious than male 
learners.  

In the studies conducted, it can be clearly seen that gender has a significant effect on EFL learners’ 
speaking anxiety. According to the studies analyzed, the results show that female learners are more 
anxious in speaking to a greater part (54.5 %). Çağatay (2015) stated that female students at seem to be 
more anxious in terms of foreign language speaking anxiety. Female students showed a moderate level 
of anxiety, while male students experienced low level of anxiety. (Öztürk& Gürbüz,2012). Female 
students have more anxiety than male students (Tercan&Dikilitaş, 2015). Female students are much 
more anxious than male students, according to Çakıcı's (2016) results. Additionally, according to 
Demirdaş and Bozdoan (2013), female students are much more anxious than males. Female teacher 
candidates experience greater anxiety than male teacher candidates under four circumstances: speaking 
with any preparation beforehand preparations; speaking with native english speakers; speaking once 
their names are mentioned; and speaking around other teacher candidates (Gürsoy& Korkmaz, 2018). 
Female students are more anxious about speaking English than male classmates (Tien, 2018).The 
results of Lian and Budin’s (2014) study revealed that students have an average level of English language 
anxiety and there is a considerable difference between genders in English language anxiety. 

On the other hand, alongside of findings which shows female students are more anxious than male, a 
part (more than a quarter) of studies say the opposite. 
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In a study, Tok (2009) pointed that females are less anxious and more willing to performance speaking 
in English classes than males. Similarly, Aydın et al. (2017) stated that female students are more 
confident of tests in English, while male learners feel less worried during test preparation. According to 
Elaldı’s (2016) study, male students are more likely to feel anxious and they are worried about making 
mistakes in language classes.  

Apart from these, there are some studies indicating that gender does not affect the FLCA (in nearly one-
fifth of the studies). The results of Gürsoy and Karaca’s (2018) study indicate that there was no 
considerable difference according to gender regarding students’ speaking efficacy beliefs and speaking 
anxiety). With the similar meaning, Köksal et al. (2014) pointed that Those who learn a foreign language 
may be concerned to some speaking anxiety independent of gender. It was indicated that female and 
male learners are similar in terms of foreign language anxiety in terms of Köksal et al.’s study (2014). 
There was no considerable difference observed between male and female learners in terms of anxiety 
level (Sharifi & Lashkarian,2015). In Batiha and Noor et Al.’s (2016) study, it is certain that there are no 
significant gender differences found in terms of foreign language speaking anxiety factors. It was found 
that no considerable difference was found in language anxiety between male and female students 
(Gopang et Al., 2015). 

Background of EFL Learners  

Most studies support the impact of EFL learners' background: 

EFL students acknowledged that their anxiety negatively affected their current learning and that many 
of them blamed their previous learning experiences for the anxiety they had in public speaking classes 
(Yaylı, 2012). Participants stated that they suffered from anxiety because they did not have enough 
opportunity to practice in their previous education (Koçak, 2010). Additionally, it is reported that 
students in Turkey do not have enough opportunities to speak in target language, which causes them to 
feel anxious and confused when asked to speak in English in the classroom. As a consequence, it was 
concluded that the Turkish educational system did not adequately prepare learners to communicate in 
English (Gürsoy& Korkmaz, 2018). Bozkırlı (2019) concluded that speaking anxiety significantly 
changes in positive or negative way depending on their grade and speaking experience. Akkakoson 
(2016) reported that having ineffective background may be one of the reasons which hinders speaking 
development.   

RQ3: What are the self-perceptions of EFL learners on speaking anxiety? 

Most of the students blamed their language because it was limited to vocabulary and grammar 
structures. Main reasons behind this problem may be about having low level of language and/or content 
knowledge and appreciable affective and individual factors (ToközGöztepe, 2013). One of the problems 
that the students have mentioned is preparedness vs. unpreparedness (Yalçın&İnceçay, 2013). 
Participants consider culture as the one of the main causes of speaking anxiety. According to the majority 
of participants, their lack of knowledge about English culture hinders them from speaking English 
(Coşkun, 2016). Students worry that they speak English in class and even stated that the feelings of 
anxiety and tension negatively affects motivation and self-confidence. (Öztürk&Gürbüz, 2012). In 
Toghraee and Shahrokhi’s (2014) study, it was mentioned the main sources of language anxiety were 
speaking in front of classmates, concern about grades, and worry about being lost in class. In addition, 
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results indicated that there was a significant negative relationship between students’ level of anxiety and 
their test scores. 

One of the most important issues to be handled here could be the fear of making mistakes. Most students 
see language as a tool for communication. For this purpose, a nuisance to fall, because they believe that 
the participants in vain attempts in such a situation. In Kayaoğlu and Sağlamel’s (2013) study, a number 
of learners stated that they were afraid of making mistakes. According to Amorim’s (2013) study, the 
students were worried about speaking because they were worried about producing correct English, fear 
of underperformance and fear of negative evaluation, and shyness to speak in front of their classmates. 
Students reported feelings of unease, feelings affecting their self-esteem and bodily sensations 
associated with anxiety (Kasap& Power, 2019). 

Discussion and conclusion 

This integrative study review was carried out in order to comprehend the results of previous research 
and also the main elements of research on speaking anxiety. These 59 studies published between the 
years 2000 and October 2019 were selected, categorized, analyzed in a systematic way, and yielded some 
important conclusions. The first implication is that Turkish EFL learners have a high level of anxiety on 
speaking English as a second language, so it should be taken into consideration that students need more 
practice on speaking skills in English. As a suggestion, teachers should allocate more time on speaking 
in English. Focusing on productive skills in EFL classrooms through some activities would yield positive 
results in lowering the anxiety on speaking in the target language. As a suggestion, Yüce (2018) stated 
that listening to music in foreign/second language can be helpful for students to overcome their anxiety. 
Similarly, Cesur (2020) suggests that adapting and using magic could motivate young learners to 
improve their speaking skills. The program to improve their speaking skills can be revised to eliminate 
the anxiety on speaking English as a foreign language and all stakeholders should keep in mind that 
anxiety affects the performance of learners in a negative way. Another reason for the high level of anxiety 
may be “the ignorance of speaking skills” in EFL classes. The testing system both in-class and local 
context may lead to this problem and receptive skills may gain more importance compared to productive 
skills.  As an example, a relatively small number of studies on speaking anxiety of Turkish EFL learners 
reveal that it is a neglected research area for researchers. Secondly, the teaching programs can be 
examined to find out whether they include enough speaking activities and time allocated is satisfactory 
to improve the speaking skills of Turkish EFL learners. To wrap up, a comprehensive modification is a 
must in speaking-in-the-target-language classes and teachers can be equipped and supported with 
activities to improve the speaking skills of learners, so the review here also implies there may be a need 
to include and modify a variety of speaking activities in terms of pedagogy, and pedagogical applications 
of the curricula for pre- and in-service teachers. Future studies may also focus on teachers’ experiences 
on planning, practicing, evaluating, and giving feedback on speaking skills of learners, so pre- or in-
service trainings may be needed for teachers to be practical, effective, and enjoyable in implementing 
planning and practicing speaking activities in their classes. Furthermore, future research could also 
investigate the relationship between teacher identity, motivation, experience, and teaching practices on 
speaking skills in Turkey. This present study tries to provide a detailed and useful data about the studies 
and give an overall perspective on speaking anxiety. It is hoped that this present study will be helpful for 
all the stakeholders ranging from institutions, researchers, teachers to find out the causes and overcome 
speaking anxiety in EFL classes. 
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