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The Roots and Reduction Methods of Anxiety in Learning English

Mostafa Mohammadi!; Zahra Ahmadpour Kasgari**

tUniversity of Mazandaran, Mazandaran, Iran

Abstract Anxiety plays a significant role in learning and especially in learning
foreign languages. It should be noted that this kind of feelings may become an
insoluble problem in learning English as a Foreign Language (EFL) for students
and even lead to dropping out among them. The current study used the capacity
of existing studies in this field, which have expanded more in recent years, and
especially the relevant articles in 2023 and 2024. By combining psychological
studies in the field of anxiety with educational studies in this field, a
comprehensive and practical summary was obtained. By deriving 23 strategies
of reducing foreign language anxiety in the classrooms teaching English as a
foreign language, this study contributes to the development of students'
linguistic abilities and the teaching improvements in English language
institutions of Iran.
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1. Introduction
rom a psychological perspective, there is no single, agreed-upon definition
F of emotion (Pishghadam et al., 2016). However, it can be stated that emotions
are fundamental aspects of cognitive abilities that significantly affect human
life (Swain, 2013). Emotions and cognitive abilities are closely related to each
other in various ways (Parkinson et al., 1996; Pessao, 2008). One of the most obvious
manifestations of this relationship can be observed in student learning and
performance in educational settings (Pekrun et al., 2002; Bai, 2023).
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A wide range of emotions, both positive and negative, have been widely
studied (Dewaele et al., 2019; Li, 2021). Among the emotions and feelings
that can be mentioned as having an impact on learning English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) is the feeling anxiety (Pishghadam et al., 2016), which is
considered a negative and active emotion and has been described as an
abnormal feeling consisting of apprehension and fear (Pekrun & Perry, 2014).

Foreign Language Anxiety (FLA) is a common problem that language
learners struggle with in the classroom (Ghorbandordinejad & Ahmadabad,
2018; Liu & Xiangming, 2019) and negatively affects their performance
(Daly & Wilson, 1983; Spielmann & Radnofsky, 2001; Cheng, 2002;
Tridinanti, 2018; Feng & Rawian, 2023) and often leads to poor performance
(Maclintyre & Gardner, 1994; Righi et al., 2009; Namaziandost et al., 2018).
In general, FLA is recognized as an effective factor in language learning, and
the higher the level of this anxiety, the poorer the performance of language
learners in the classroom (Horwitz, 2001; Darmawangsa et al., 2020).

Given that “the classroom is an emotional environment” (Pekrun, 2014, p.
6), and considering that a person’s emotions, especially stress and anxiety,
affect the learning process, motivation, performance, identity development,
and even health (Pekrun & Schutz, 2007), it is necessary to pay closer
attention to the emotions in the classroom environment. In order to integrate
recent studies in this field, this study attempts to present a comprehensive
picture of the FLA problem and strategies for dealing with it. The questions
examined in this study to obtain their answers are as follows:

A. What problems do stress and anxiety create for learners of EFL?
B. What can be the strategies for reducing these problems for learners?
2. Method

As mentioned, this study aims to review and synthesize existing studies in the
field of FLA, while addressing the shortcomings of these studies, and to
present a complete summary of this problem in EFL classrooms. This
research method is called qualitative research synthesis, which is a subset of
secondary research methods (Chong & Plonsky, 2023). This method of
qualitative research is based on the systematic analysis of information
available in articles, books, reports, and other sources. In this research, more
than 40 studies related to the fields of psychology, education, and foreign
language, especially the 5 articles mentioned in 2023 and 2024, were used.
Through the purposeful sampling, the available resources that were most
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relevant and of the highest quality in relation to the research questions were
selected and examined. Moreover, due to the qualitative and comparative
nature of the research, a larger number of articles reduces the depth of the
analyses and makes them superficial. Therefore, when the data reached to its
saturation point, examining more articles was stopped.

3. Results

Using the results of the reviewed studies, anxiety reduction strategies can be
divided into 5 general categories: creating a safe environment in the
classroom, increasing learners’ independence, engaging learners in
educational activities, increasing group activities, and classroom dynamics
(Saito et al., 1999).

3.1. First strategy: creating a safe classroom environment

This strategy includes classroom management techniques and skills through
which English teachers and instructors can control the level of tension and
stress in the classroom and strengthen its reduction process. This process is
carried out in such a way that the learner feels safe in the classroom and is not
afraid or anxious about expressing opinions, class activities, and
communicating with the teacher and classmates.

3.2. Second strategy: increasing learners’ independence

This group of strategies, recommends that teachers allow their students to be
independent in learning educational resources. This means that teachers
should make students less dependent and change their own role from a full-
fledged language model to a facilitator of the learning process that supports
and corrects students’ weaknesses and mistakes. This will allow students to
learn English as they need and are interested in it. As a result, their stress and
anxiety in the classroom will be reduced, which will directly have a positive
effect on increasing their language abilities.

3.3. Third strategy: engaging learners with educational activities

Exploring and engaging learners with educational resources and activities, is
one of the most effective teaching methods to increase educational efficiency
and facilitate the English language learning process. In this strategy, teachers,
by using the capacities and diversity of learners’ attitudes, can well develop
their latent talents and make learning in the classroom more enjoyable.
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3.4. Fourth strategy: increasing group activities

Group activities are among the strategies that take a large amount of pressure
and stress off learners. In these types of activities, learners solve problems
and class exercises with each other's help and cooperation. In this way, not
only teamwork and social life skills are formed among learners, but also, by
reducing FLA and increasing opportunities for conversation and language
communication among learners, learning language skills would be doubled.

3.5. Fifth strategy: classroom dynamics

This strategy invites English teachers and instructors to establish a human
relationship with their learners. Using these methods, English teachers can
create a sincere relationship with their learners, recognize their identities and
differences, and manage their classes with them in mind. This creates a sense
of importance among learners and creates motivation and interest in
classroom activities. Undoubtedly, increasing students' interest and
motivation towards the class activities and a sense of interest and intimacy
with the teacher can lead to increased student effort and learning.

4. Discussion and conclusion

As a result of this qualitative research, it was determined that FLA is an active
negative emotion (Pekrun et al., 2007) in the learning process of language
learners, which depending on its type, source of origin, and severity, can have
very destructive effects on the education and assessment of learners (Feng &
Rawian, 2023). Personal characteristics of language learners, including
morality (Gregersen, 2003), behavior (Dewaele et al., 2008), age (Dewey et
al., 2018), gender, and socioeconomic status (Ali et al., 2021), can also affect
the extent to which anxiety affects them. It was also determined that FLA, not
only affects the performance of language learners in various language tests
(Namaziandost et al., 2018), but can also play a role in learning the four main
skills of speaking (Hewitt and Stephenson, 2012), listening (Elkhafaifi,
2005), writing (Cheng, 2004), and reading (Feng & Rawian, 2023). Despite
this serious threat to learners, especially learners of EFL, there are some
solutions. Methods such as progressive muscle relaxation, visualization,
meditation, yoga (Oxford, 2017), and experiential (Paradowski et al., 2015)
and group awareness of English can be appropriate strategies for reducing
anxiety among learners. In addition, five general strategies were introduced
so that teachers can also use these practical tools to reduce FLA and transform
the classroom environment into a relaxing, lively, and active environment.
These five general strategies, each of which includes its own sub-strategies,
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are: creating a safe environment in the classroom, increasing learners’
independence, engaging learners in educational activities, increasing group
activities, and classroom dynamics.

The findings showed that language learners and those interested in
learning a foreign language should develop their skills of controlling fear of
classroom and anxiety while improving their language abilities, which will
lead to their progress in learning a foreign language. Strengthening self-
esteem, concentration, and language preparation through the above-
mentioned strategies is the best way to reduce FLA. Moreover, using some
strategies to deal with FLA is essential not only for the learners themselves,
but also for the instructors and teachers. It is recommended that English
teachers in schools and educational institutions, first, try to make their
classrooms more useful by strengthening their language abilities and teaching
skills, gaining the necessary experience and training, because the more
intimate the relationships within the classroom and the greater the learning of
the students, the less the source of anxiety will be in there. So, the educational
effectiveness of the teacher and the classroom will be increased. In addition
to using appropriate teaching methods, English teachers and instructors are
advised to use the results obtained in this study and apply the five mentioned
strategies, to reduce their learners’ FLA.
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