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Abstract 

Students describing feelings of anxiety and a lack of confidence for speaking in a foreign 
language can be a common phenomenon in the context of Japanese higher education. We 
believe that cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT) techniques can be used to help such 
learners overcome these feelings. A scenario-based questionnaire, adapted from Gkonou and 
Oxford’s MYE (2016), was designed in order to examine a number of speaking situations 
which were thought to induce anxiety, the emotions students associate with these situations 
and why they feel them, whether there are any situational factors influencing their 
perceptions, and what coping strategies they may or may not use. Using data collected from 
85 first-year English-language majors, we found that ‘You want to say something in English 
in class, but you don’t’ was the most negatively rated scenario. This was reported as a 
frequent occurrence and was also a scenario where they lacked coping strategies to deal with 
their negative emotions. The data also show that there are notable, significant correlations 
between how frequently students experience any of the given scenarios and how they rate 
their emotions, with the more frequently a scenario is experienced, the more negatively it is 
evaluated. This data will be utilised to design CBT-based activities to reduce anxiety in the 
foreign language classroom. 

Keywords: Japanese EFL classroom, cognitive-behavioural theory, Foreign Language 
Anxiety, language learner emotions, speaking-related anxiety 

 

 

Foreign Language Anxiety (FLA) has been the subject of much research and 

discussion since Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986) first developed a means of assessing its 

prevalence amongst foreign language students. They define FLA as “a distinct complex of 

self-perceptions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviours related to classroom language learning 
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arising from the uniqueness of the language learning process” (Horwitz et al., 1986, p.128). It 

is probably safe to say that in any language classroom there are students for whom the 

thought of having to express themselves in another language in front of their peers creates 

feelings of anxiety, potentially preventing them from speaking and reinforcing a lack of 

confidence in their abilities. In our context of foreign language learning at Japanese 

universities, students often report experiencing such situations in which they do not take the 

opportunity to speak. Silent classrooms are also seen in other institutions in Japan (King & 

Smith, 2017), and King (2013; 2014; 2016) has found evidence for a link between a lack of 

oral participation in classes and experiences of anxiety. 

As educators, we know that FLA is present, and that it can make what should be an 

enjoyable and meaningful experience stressful and demotivating, limiting students’ potential. 

Therefore, developing means to help learners manage their emotions and increase their 

confidence should be of importance to any foreign language educator. We have found CBT 

activities to be successful for individual learners (Curry, 2014; Maher, 2020), and are now 

developing activities which can be used by groups. The first part of this process is to seek 

confirmation of what kind of situations and scenarios language students find to be anxiety 

inducing. This paper aims to inform the field on the thoughts and emotions our students 

experience in given situations and how they may affect their language learning process. We 

have adapted Gkonou and Oxford’s Managing Your Emotions for language learning (MYE) 

(2016) to present our students with five scenarios selected by the researchers based on our 

classroom experiences and reports from students, for which they are asked to state their 

feelings. Understanding from learners’ own words how they perceive and interpret affect in 

the classroom will result in a more accurate assessment of their situation and inform us on 

what kind of activities might be suitable to overcome anxiety. It also gives some idea of how 

widespread such feelings of anxiety are, and how intensely they are held. Additionally, we 

investigate what, if any, coping strategies students use to deal with anxious situations. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Negative emotions in foreign language classroom and foreign language anxiety  

Awareness of the dynamic role emotions play in language learning has been 

increasing in the field of SLA research. This attention has been overdue according to some of 

the leaders of this area of interest. Boudreau, MacIntyre and Dewaele (2018) state that “prior 

research in SLA has either ignored emotions, underestimated their relevance, or has studied 
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them as a relatively stable individual difference variable” (p. 149). Since Gardner's (1985) 

work on the influence of motivation to learn, research on emotions has established links with 

the cognitive elements of language learning (Gkonou, Daubney, & Dewaele, 2017; 

MacIntyre, 2007; Sampson, 2018). With these new developments, some have stated that too 

much attention has been placed on the impact of negative emotions, and more recent work 

has examined the effects of positive and negative emotions (Boudreau et al., 2018; MacIntyre 

& Dewaele, 2014; Piniel & Albert, 2018; Sampson, 2018). In his study on the diversity of 

feelings in the foreign language classroom, Sampson (2018) says that a lot of this attention 

has been on FLA (Horwitz et al., 1986). He describes the extent of this focus as being that 

“one could be forgiven for believing anxiety to be the default feeling for any L2 learner” (p. 

2). 

These calls for a more diverse approach to examining emotions in language learning 

were influential when designing this study. While our motivation for this research is to 

support students who feel that they want to speak in English but do not due to FLA, we 

wanted first to see whether our students would report having experienced forms of FLA as a 

dominant emotion. Furthermore, we wanted to challenge our assumptions from our teaching 

experience about what emotions students experience in the classroom. However, for a foreign 

language student, it could be argued that there is a higher likelihood of them experiencing 

some form of academic anxiety related to foreign language learning than other subjects 

(Piniel & Albert, 2018).  

When Japanese students speak English in their university classes, it is understandable 

why they might experience FLA. English is a core subject for high school and university 

entrance exams which mainly test reading and listening ability. With so much weight resting 

on these skills, development of speaking and writing skills tends to be sacrificed (Nishino & 

Watanabe, 2008; Shachter, 2018). The washback effect often means that students’ experience 

of English from 12 to 18 years old involves little exposure to communicative approaches and 

few opportunities to speak English aside from pronunciation (Gorsuch, 1998; Hino, 1988; 

Nishino & Watanabe, 2008; Osterman, 2014). Toyama and Yamazaki’s (2018) findings 

confirm the influence of this learning experience of Japanese university students. Using a 

factor analysis for the components of the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale 

(FLCAS) (Horwitz et al., 1986) they found that communication apprehension and test anxiety 

were prevalent. In a high-stakes test-focused environment with a lack of opportunities to try 

speaking, it is not surprising that some students are affected by a fear of failing and worries 

about not being able to communicate.  
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As well as the washback effect, socio-cultural and socio-psychological elements also 

play a role in FLA in the Japanese context. King’s (2014) investigations into Japanese 

language learners’ silent behaviour and anxiety have found that socio-psychological factors in 

the classroom inhibits students from speaking as demonstrated in his cognitive-behavioural 

model of a silent L2 learner’s social anxiety (Figure 2) (King & Smith, 2017). King (2014) 

defines the foreign language classroom as a social situation that can trigger social anxiety 

which can lead to silent behaviour due to the social performances that occur in this context. 

King and Smith (2017) explain that social anxiety is “not an entirely separate phenomenon to 

foreign language anxiety, rather it represents a deep seam running through the latter 

construct” (p. 91). Concerning the influence of peers in the Japanese context, peer attitudes 

towards speaking in class can affect anxiety (Effiong, 2016; Lee-Cunin, 2004). As 

demonstrated in King’s (2014) model, some students worry about being negatively evaluated 

by their classmates. Not just their speaking ability, but fears of bothering their classmates 

with their performance –not being understandable, being too loud, or choosing uninteresting 

topics that would not be enjoyable (Greer, 2000; King, 2013; Nakane, 2007). In relation to 

teachers, the student-teacher hierarchical relationship has clearly defined roles and 

behaviours, where the student is the listener and the teacher speaks (Aspinall, 2006). This 

means that silent participation is expected in-class behaviour, which would not be easy for 

students to change for just one subject –English, or just because they have entered a 

university classroom (Nozaki, 1993; Wadden, 1993). So, in addition to triggers of content-

specific anxiety, a foreign language student may also feel anxious about the interpersonal and 

communicative factors present in a language class (Cassady, 2010; Horwitz, Tallon, & Luo, 

2010). 
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Figure 1. A Cognitive-behavioural Model of a silent L2 Learner’s Social Anxiety (King & 

Smith, 2017) 

 

Support for anxious Japanese foreign language learners could be argued to be of 

growing importance as Japan’s government is aiming for a more communicative approach to 

improve speaking skills in foreign language education. These aims have become apparent in 

curriculum changes which emphasise and promote speaking activities in the classroom, such 

as evaluated speaking tasks like presentations and speeches (MacWhinnie & Mitchell, 2017; 

Teeter, 2017). Nevertheless, despite this top-down emphasis on speaking and moves towards 

more communicative pedagogy and speaking time in classes, students still appear to miss 
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opportunities in the classroom to develop their speaking skills and are hesitant due to negative 

emotions they experience there (Curry, 2014; Harumi, 2011; King, 2013; 2016; Kurihara, 

2006; Shea, 2017). Studies by King (2013; 2016) have highlighted the low oral participation 

in the Japanese university foreign language classroom, finding multiple forms of student 

silent behaviour and as little as one per cent of initiated talk by students (2013). While not all 

of this was due to FLA and other negative emotions, it appears that research into students’ 

emotions, thoughts and behaviours related to speaking English could help to find out what 

support they require to increase their confidence to develop their speaking skills in the 

classroom.  

 

Developing interventions to help reduce negative emotions related to speaking English in 

the classroom: A CBT-based approach 

In order to support students to feel more confident about speaking English in the 

classroom, we intend to develop interventions. The design of these interventions will be 

based on a cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT) approach and informed by the perspectives of 

our students. Our ultimate aim is to see how CBT methods can be applied to reduce negative 

emotions in our classrooms, increase learners’ confidence, agency and autonomy, and make 

the classroom a more comfortable and supportive learning environment for both students and 

teachers. As CBT methods shaped the structure and purpose of our data collection tool, this 

section will describe how CBT works and outline how it fits in the context of this project. 

CBT can be described as a means of reducing the effects of negative thoughts on 

behaviour (Stallard, 2019). A premise of CBT is that anxiety results from events being 

interpreted negatively, which gives rise to negative emotions and sensations. As a result, 

negative behaviour may ensue. In short, thoughts affect feelings, which in turn create 

emotions, which then determine behaviour.  To give a simple, language learning-related 

example; a student may 

 

● believe they lack sufficient communicative skills: I don’t know enough vocabulary to 

clearly express what I’m thinking. 

● feel ashamed, overly concerned with what others may think: They’ll misunderstand me, it 

will be embarrassing. 

● act accordingly with an avoidance strategy: I won’t seek out or join a conversation. 

This is known as the dysfunctional cognitive cycle (see Figure 2 below).  
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Figure 2. The Cognitive Cycle: A Dysfunctional Cycle (Stallard 2002, p. 7) 

 
CBT identifies three levels of cognition in which thoughts occur, and which the therapy 

process addresses (Westbrook, Kennerley & Kirk, 2011). These range from more generalized, 

deep-rooted beliefs about oneself, to more surface-level automatic thoughts (Stallard, 2009): 

 

1. Negative automatic thoughts (NATs) 

 Everybody has automatic thoughts, which happen constantly as we interpret the 

events of our daily lives. Some of these interpretations can be automatically negative if we 

have an underlying anxiety which stems from certain beliefs, exemplified above as ‘I made a 

mistake, everyone will think badly of me, because mistakes are bad.’ If these are not 

challenged, they may become viewed as truisms. Because NATs influence mood, they are the 

main focus of CBT therapy, and many activities are designed to aid the anxiety sufferer 

challenge them in order to renegotiate their beliefs. This process aims to help them come to 

an alternative, more positive way of thinking about the issue. As these cognitions are the most 

accessible cognitions, CBT sessions tend to focus on helping the person to recognise them 

with the aim of changing them into more positive thoughts. Our interventions will also focus 

on NATs, and we intend to develop activities that help learners to recognize and manage any 

negative thoughts they have about speaking English in the classroom. These activities will be 

informed by the data collected in this study, helping us to focus on the negative experiences 

and perceptions our students have, which we hope will make them more effective for 

students.  
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2. Core beliefs 

 Fundamental ideas or absolute ‘truths’ about the self and the world, e.g. ‘mistakes are 

a bad thing’. They are not easily accessible and tend to form early through the results of 

youthful experience. As a result, they generally “are not immediately accessible to 

consciousness” (Westbrook, Kennerley & Kirk 2011, p. 10) and cannot be addressed by a 

short course of interventions; rather, they may change over the long term. It is hoped that the 

data collected in this study will reveal some students core beliefs to help inform our activity 

design.  

 

3. Dysfunctional assumptions 

 These often arise from and can be an attempt “to live with negative core beliefs” 

(Westbrook, Kennerley & Kirk, 2011, p. 10), shaped as conditional statements, e.g. ‘if 

mistakes are a bad thing, I must not make any!’. Westbrook, Kennerley and Kirk (2011) state 

that this dysfunctionality stems from a lack of flexibility when people are confronted with 

real situations. As part of our intervention, we will help students to recognize their negative 

assumptions and evaluate how they could be affecting their in-class behaviours.  

 

In addition to activities that help students to recognise and manage negative thoughts, 

another CBT activity we hope to develop for classroom-use is “a hierarchy of feared 

situations” (Stallard 2009, p. 77). In a CBT session, the person lists situations that range from 

the least anxiety-inducing, or most relevant of which can be tackled first up to the most-

anxiety inducing which they are encouraged to challenge themselves with once they have 

learnt and practiced how to manage their negative thoughts. To do this as a classroom 

intervention, we want to firstly confirm what kind of situations students typically experience 

as anxiety-inducing so that we are able to develop activities for it, as well as using the 

language that the students use themselves.  To do so, we developed the MYE-inspired 

scenario-based data collection tool used in this study (Appendix A), which focuses on the 

situations which students often report to us as being anxiety-inducing. Exposure to these 

situations is a major part of overcoming anxieties, and for our students these situations often 

involve some aspect of their language class. It is hoped that the completion of the scenario 

tool can help students to recognize that they are not alone and that others may experience 

similar problems. This might help them and us in developing skills such as coping strategies 
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to manage emotions; and in the language classroom we consider these to be equally important 

as language skills. 

As with learning any skill, students need a period of instruction or ‘psychoeducation’, 

by which they will be able to understand the cognitive cycle (Figure 2) and their own thought 

processes, and understand their own responses to anxiety-inducing situations, strategizing 

means of challenging “anxiety-increasing self-talk” (Stallard 2009, p. 19). In CBT this is 

usually done collaboratively with the therapist, but group therapy for social anxiety does exist 

(Heimberg, 2002), and in our context, if done together as a class, it could allow students to 

see that often they share the same fears and concerns about their speaking performance. This 

is a crucial point to consider in the development of anxiety-reduction activities as it is often 

the opinion and reaction of peers that the anxious student fears the most (King & Smith, 

2017; Yoneyama, 1999). Shared discussion and reflection on shared worries pertaining to the 

classroom, undertaken in a supportive environment, should allow students to increase the 

sense of community (Gregersen, MacIntyre, & Olson, 2017), and recognize that they have a 

teacher who is aware of potential problems and supportive of them. Horwitz (2017) notes that 

more teacher support leads to less anxiety, and can, therefore, be seen as a means of actively 

reducing FLA while creating an enjoyable, stable environment for learning. Lastly, Stallard 

(2019) remarks that young people often do not ask for help with anxiety issues, so educators 

may need to take the first step and discover exactly how students might be feeling. 

 

The Study 

Objectives and research questions 

The objective of this study was to investigate the prevalence of speaking-related anxiety 

and other negative thoughts and emotions of Japanese university language learners. A 

scenario-based questionnaire was used to gather data to find out what emotions and thoughts 

students associated with five different scenarios related to speaking English, and what coping 

strategies students use when experiencing negative emotions. In selecting scenarios, we 

focused on situations in which students may not speak English due to negative thoughts and 

emotions. Scenarios included in this study were: 

 

Scenario 1: You have an opportunity to speak English to a non-Japanese person outside of 

class, but you don’t. 

Scenario 2: You want to say something in English in class, but you don’t. 
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Scenario 3: There is another student in your class who you think is a better speaker than you. 

You have to do a speaking activity together. 

Scenario 4: You make a mistake during a classroom speaking activity, and you receive, or 

perceive, criticism from another student. 

Scenario 5: You make a mistake during a classroom speaking activity, and you receive, or 

perceive, criticism from the teacher. 

 

To study learners’ emotions in given situations, as well as how they cope in these 

situations, the following research questions were formulated: 

 

RQ1. What emotions do students associate with each scenario? 

RQ2. What reasons do students give for assigning these emotions? 

RQ3. What situational factors influence students’ perceptions in this regard?  

RQ4. Do students have coping strategies for situations they perceive as negative? 

 

Context and participants 

The study took place at two medium-sized private universities specialising in foreign 

languages, located in metropolitan areas in Honshu, the main island of Japan. The 

questionnaire was given to first-year English-major students whose proficiency levels ranged 

from lower-intermediate to upper-intermediate based on placement tests by each university. 

The questionnaire was piloted twice at each site; the first time with 78 students and the 

second time with 45 students. 85 students completed the final version of the questionnaire. 

The authors’ institutions granted ethical clearance with informed consent in Japanese 

obtained from all participants before collecting the data. 

 

The questionnaire  

The questionnaire for this study was adapted from Gkonou and Oxford’s (2016) 

Managing Your Emotions for language learning (MYE). This scenario-based questionnaire is 

designed to find out what emotion-regulation strategies language learners use in 20 

hypothetical L2 learning situations. Participants respond to a series of scenarios by writing 

down their emotions (positive and negative) and emotion-regulation strategies they would or 

have used in each situation. The MYE was felt to be a good fit for this study. Most 

importantly, the questionnaire items collect data on language learners’ emotions, thoughts 

and behaviours, which correspond with the CBT elements. Also, the MYE contains several 
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open questions to elicit students’ perceptions and experiences in their words about speaking 

English. Piniel and Albert (2018) state that there can be cultural and linguistic differences in 

how people describe and interpret emotions, as well as individual variation. Therefore, the 

authors wanted to challenge their assumptions about speaking-related anxiety in the Japanese 

university context and gain new insights by looking at how the participants themselves 

described their emotions and thoughts. Finally, the authors felt that the hypothetical style of 

the scenarios would help to generate responses even from participants who thought they had 

not experienced those types of situations. 

We adapted the MYE to fit our research context by changing some items and reducing 

the number of scenarios. To link them to CBT elements, we added items to elicit students’ 

thoughts about what causes the emotions they associated with each scenario. Also, we 

removed items related to teachers helping learners to manage their emotions as we wanted to 

find out students’ independent behaviours and awareness of using coping strategies. We 

decided to use only five of the MYE’s 20 scenarios as we asked participants to complete the 

questionnaire during class time in case they had any questions. To avoid taking up too much 

learning time, we aimed for participants to take 20 to 30 minutes to complete the 

questionnaire. If they did not have enough time, students did not have to complete all the 

scenarios, or all the questions about the scenarios. They were told that they should start 

completing the scenario that was most relevant to them first.   

For each scenario, participants were asked the same series of questions. The first item 

asked whether they would feel positive or negative about being in the situation. The MYE has 

a multiple-choice answer, which we changed to a scale ranging from 0 (positive) to 30 

(negative) to find out to what extent they felt it was positive or negative, and giving them the 

option to put neutral. The second item asks them to write down up to ten emotion words or 

phrases they associate with the situation. This item helped us to clarify whether participants 

perceived the situation as positive or negative and gave us new insights through the 

participants' descriptions. We felt that this was essential given the fact that emotions are 

personal and culturally dependent (Piniel & Albert, 2018). In the explanation guide, we 

included a list of 30 emotion words in Japanese taken from Stallard (2002) with an equal 

number of positive and negative emotions as a guide for participants, but also to avoid having 

them think that we were only interested in negative emotions. Thirdly, we asked them to 

write down why they thought they (would) have these emotions. The next few questions were 

to find out whether the participant had experienced this situation and the frequency of 

experiencing it. This item was to help us consider whether these situations could be ‘feared 
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predictions’ or ‘direct experiences’ (King, 2014). Finally, we asked what coping strategies 

they had used. This item was to find out how often independent emotion-regulation strategies 

occurred. In a study by Kondo and Ying-Ling (2004), no significant relationship between 

language anxiety and frequencies of strategy use were found, suggesting that future research 

should look at how to increase the effectiveness of such strategies. 

After completing the first version of our questionnaire design in English, we 

translated it into Japanese with a team of four Japanese research assistants –two from each 

research site– who had high proficiency in English and were familiar with research 

questionnaire design. For the first round of translation, one research assistant from each site 

individually translated the questionnaire. The two versions were compared and combined, 

and then checked by two different research assistants –again, one from each site– and back-

translated into English with the authors to confirm accuracy and nuance. Finally, as a team, 

we checked the accuracy, nuance and readability for students. We also asked the participants 

of the two pilot tests to give feedback about the language to make any final changes. 

 

Pilot analysis  

The first and second versions of the questionnaire were piloted with 123 participants, 

fulfilling Dörnyei and Taguchi’s (2009) suggested sample size of 80 to 120 for piloting a 

questionnaire. The analysis was done using written and verbal feedback received from 23 

participants and item analysis. We checked response patterns for missing responses and signs 

of misunderstanding; for example, some participants responded that they had never 

experienced the situation but also responded that it happened to them frequently. This led us 

to add instructions in Japanese next to this item. We also wanted to see to what extent 

participants responded to each scenario to ascertain whether students were open to answering 

questions about their emotions, thoughts and behaviours related to language learning. 

Following this analysis, we made further modifications to the Japanese wording and the order 

of the scenarios. One translation issue was that in the English version, we intentionally used 

vague language to prompt various interpretations of the scenario. For example, in Scenario 2 

‘You want to say something in English in class, but you don’t,’ was meant to imply that for 

some reason, they did not speak and missed an opportunity. We avoided using ‘you can’t’ so 

that students were not guided to reflect on just their ability or proficiency. However, 

according to participant feedback, this was not a natural translation and may have caused 

some confusion resulting in fewer responses. After further discussion with the Japanese 

translators, we decided not to change the wording, but to include more explanation about the 
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interpretation of the scenarios at the front of the questionnaire. Finally, we noticed that the 

scenario with the lowest number of responses was the last one which asked about an outside-

of-class speaking situation. Since students were requested to focus on the scenarios which 

were most applicable to them first, they were free to choose where to start when completing 

the questionnaire. We decided to reverse the order of the scenarios before the second pilot to 

see if this affected the response rate. However, reversing the order of the scenarios did not 

majorly affect response rates for the different scenarios.   

In the following section, the emotion words and phrases students associate with the 

given scenarios are analysed, as well as their interpretation of these emotions and their coping 

strategies. In order to shed more light on any possible relation between how often students 

experience a scenario, how they rate it, and whether or not they have any coping strategies for 

that scenario, correlation and association analyses were conducted. This information allows 

us to elaborate on the situational factors that come into play, distinguish patterns between 

factors, and inform future research design.  

 

Results 

In this section, we will first elaborate on participants’ emotional rating of the different 

scenarios, which is represented by a scale equivalent to numbers ranging from 0 (being 

positive) to 30 (being negative). A summary of these emotions is also provided. Then, we 

look at the situational factors which might influence participants’ ratings, including whether 

participants have ever experienced the given scenario before, and, if so, how frequently they 

experience it. Following this, we analyse if participants report on having any coping 

strategies for a scenario which they rate negatively. Finally, we provide an in-depth analysis 

of Scenario 2, which was rated the most negatively by the participants.   

 

Positive and negative emotions  

From participants’ responses, the mean (M) and standard deviation (sd) scores for all 

scenarios were calculated. Scenario 5 is rated as the most positive by the participants (M = 

8.9, sd = 8.7), followed by Scenario 3 (M = 10.1, sd = 9.6) and Scenario 4 (M = 10.8, sd = 

9.7). In general, Scenario 1 is rated more negatively than positively (M = 17.3, sd = 8.8) and 

Scenario 2 is rated as the most negative (M = 18.6; sd = 9.4). The standard deviation for all 

scenarios is high, indicating that there does not seem to be a consensus among participants 

and that there can be a great level of variation between individual respondents when rating 

their positive and negative emotions. This claim is backed up by the results of a repeated-
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measures ANOVA that was used to analyse if the five means reported on above can be 

considered equal. The results show, however, that there are significant differences between 

the situations the students were presented with, based on the ways they rate the scenarios 

(F(4, 336) = 27.93, p < .00001). To give an idea of what emotions the participants associated 

with each scenario, Table 1 contains the three most mentioned positive and negative 

emotions.  

 

Table 1  

List of Most Prevalent Emotions for Each Scenario 

 
Because of its negative rating, we would, firstly, like to focus on students’ responses 

to Scenario 2 in our analysis. As already mentioned above, negative emotions are often 

associated with FLA and, therefore, are of particular interest when studying ways to combat 

students’ feelings of anxiety. Furthermore, because Scenario 2 is classroom-based, this is a 

good starting point for developing group-focussed activities for FLA reduction. 

Participants gave a variety of reasons for their negative feelings in this situation, as 

shown in Table 2. The 67 responses to Question 10 (Why do you think you would feel this 

way? Please explain in a few words), were coded by selecting key terms or ‘themes’ relating 

to the emotions being expressed and elements from CBT. Of the total, only four responses in 

the last two categories could be considered positive as they contained no language describing 

negative feelings or offered some type of solution; all other categories are coded as negative 

owing to only negative feelings being expressed. 
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Table 2  

Students’ Report on Emotions for Scenario 2 

 
Situational factors: Experience and frequency 

To analyse whether there is any relation between students’ report on their emotions 

for a given scenario, and situational factors such as whether or not they have experienced that 

scenario before and, if so, how frequently this occurs, levels of correlation and association 

have been calculated for these variables. Calculating the level of correlation (based on 

Pearson's r) was possible for data sets with two ordinal variables, such as the rating of 

emotions (on a scale from 0 (positive) to 30 (negative)) and frequency (on a scale from 0 

(never) to 30 (all the time)). In their meta-analysis of effect sizes in L2 research, Plonsky and 

Oswald (2014) make a strong case for interpreting r that is close to .25 (or a probability of 

6%) as a small effect size, .40 (or a probability of 16%) as medium, and .60 (or a probability 

of 36%) as large.  

To calculate if there is a relation between students’ rating of their emotions and 

frequency, levels of association were calculated (based on η²) to determine if students’ 

experience with a given scenario (nominal data: 1 (yes) or 2 (no)) relates to how they rate that 

scenario (Nero et al., 2018). The ETA coefficient (η²) is analogous to Pearson's r² and ranges 

between 0 and 1. As a rule of thumb, when η² > 0.14, variables are closely related or, in other 

words, there is a large effect size. It is not possible to calculate the level of correlation (using 

r²) in this regard since Pearson requires two ordinal variables and no nominal ones.  
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Experience 

More than three quarters of the respondents indicate that they have experienced 

Scenarios 1, 2 and 3 before, while about two thirds have experienced Scenario 5 before and 

less than half has experienced Scenario 4 before, as indicated in Table 3. 

 

Table 3  

Students’ Experience with the Given Scenarios 

 
When looking at emotions, for Scenario 1, we see that people who have experienced 

the scenario rate their emotions more negatively, and that people who have not experienced the 

scenario before rate their emotions more positively. Statistically, however, with η² = 0.0295, 

variance in ratings can hardly be associated with whether or not learners have experienced this 

scenario before, as shown in Figure 3. Across the five scenarios, it has been found that any 

variation in students' ratings of their emotions can barely be associated with whether or not they 

had experienced the scenarios before. 
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Figure 3: Scatter Plots on Experience and Emotions. The X-axis (Experience) Includes 1 

(Yes) and 2 (No). The Y-axis (Rating) Ranges from 0 (Positive) to 30 (Negative). 

 

For Scenario 2, participants who have experienced the scenario also rate their 

emotions more negatively. With η² = 0.0213, variance in ratings can barely be associated with 

whether or not learners had experienced this scenario before. For Scenarios 3, 4 and 5, people 

who have experienced the scenarios rate their emotions more or less the same compared to 

those who have not experienced these scenarios before. Statistically, with η² = 0.0074 for 
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Scenario 3, η² = 0.0049 for Scenario 4 and η² = 0.0031 for Scenario 5, variance in ratings 

cannot be associated with whether or not learners had experienced these scenarios before. 

 

Frequency 

Looking at the relationship between how frequently a scenario is experienced and how 

emotions are rated, there are significant correlations to be observed. For Scenario 1, there is a 

statistically highly significant correlation (p > 0.01) between how frequently a student 

experiences a given situation and how they rate their emotions, with the more frequently a 

scenario is experienced the more negatively it is evaluated. For Scenario 1, there is a 

moderate correlation between the variables (based on r 0.498, r² = 0.248), as shown in Table 

4, below. 

 

Table 4.  

Correlation Between Students’ Rating of Emotions and Frequency 

 
  

For the other scenarios, there is also a statistically highly significant correlation (p > 

0.01 or p > 0.05) between how frequently a student experiences a specific situation and how 

they rate their emotions, with the more frequently a scenario is experienced the more 

negatively it is evaluated. For Scenario 2, there is a medium to strong correlation between the 

two variables, i.e. the report on emotion is likely to depend on how many times a student has 

been in that specific situation. We can also observe medium correlations for Scenario 3 and 

for Scenario 5, and a weak to medium correlation between these variables in Scenario 4.  
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Coping strategies 

We also analysed whether students reported on having coping strategies when 

experiencing these scenarios using the following question; If you tried to manage your 

emotions in this situation, how did you do so? Examples for Scenario 2 included taking action 

to improve the situation (“yes, I made sentences in my head then uttered them”) or awareness 

and acceptance of the situation (“hold back my feeling. Suppress it”). For Scenarios 1 and 2, 

about a third (31.8% for Scenario 1 and 34.1% for Scenario 2) reported on having coping 

strategies while about a tenth (9.4% for Scenario 1 and 10.6% for Scenario 2) reported on 

having no coping strategies at all. A number of students skipped this question (58.8% for 

Scenario 1 and 55.3% for Scenario 2). For Scenario 3, about a quarter (27.1%) reported on 

having coping strategies while about a tenth (10.6%) reported on having no coping strategies. 

62.3% did not answer this question. For Scenario 4 and 5, more than three quarters of the 

students did not reply to this question. Because of these low response rates across all five 

scenarios, it is safe to infer that students regarded this question to be challenging. Enough 

data was collected, however, to make inferences for the first three scenarios. For scenarios 4 

and 5, too few students replied, which makes it impossible to make any valid inferences about 

coping strategies for these scenarios.  

We looked at the relation between having coping strategies and emotional rating for 

the three scenarios. For Scenario 1, we can see equal ratings for people who do and for people 

who do not have coping strategies. Statistically, with η² = 0.0005, variance in emotional 

ratings cannot be associated with having coping strategies or not, as shown in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4: Scatter Plots on Experience and Emotions. The X-axis (Coping Strategies) Includes 

1 (Yes) to 2 (No). The Y-axis (Emotional Rating) Ranges from 0 (Positive) to 30 (Negative). 

 

For Scenarios 2 and 3, we can observe fairly equal ratings for people who do have and 

for people who do not have coping strategies as well. With η² = 0.0182 for Scenario 2 and η² 

= 0.0201 for Scenario 3, there are very weak levels of association to be observed. In other 

words, variance in ratings can barely be associated with people reporting on having coping 

strategies or not. For Scenarios 4 and 5, not enough students reported on whether or not they 

had coping strategies. Due to the small sample size, no statistical analyses could be 

conducted. 

Discussion 

From the results, we can conclude that students associate Scenario 2 (‘You want to 

say something in English in class, but you don’t’) with negative emotions the most. We also 

know from their responses that they experience this scenario most often. Looking at 

correlation coefficients between the variables ‘frequency’ and ‘emotion’, we can infer that the 

more a student has experienced this scenario, the worse they feel about it. On the other hand, 

a third of the students report on having coping strategies to deal with this situation, which is 

the highest number observed. A second situation that was rated more negatively than 
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positively was Scenario 1 (‘You have an opportunity to speak English to a non-Japanese 

person outside of class, but you don’t’). Students experience this situation often too. Similar 

to Scenario 2, we can infer that students who have experienced this scenario more often have 

more negative emotions associated with it. A third of the students report on having coping 

strategies to deal with this situation, the second highest number observed. Scenario 3 (‘There 

is another student in your class who you think is a better speaker than you. You have to do a 

speaking activity together’) is also experienced quite often by the students but is rated more 

positively than negatively. A quarter of the students report on having coping strategies to deal 

with this situation. Scenario 5 (‘You make a mistake during a classroom speaking activity, 

and you receive, or perceive, criticism from the teacher’) was experienced less often and is 

rated more positively than negatively as well. The same goes for Scenario 4 (‘You make a 

mistake during a classroom speaking activity, and you receive, or perceive, criticism from 

another student’), which is rated as most positive.  

Based on the levels of association between the different variables, variation in 

students' ratings of their emotions can barely be associated with whether or not they have 

experienced the scenarios before. When students have experienced a given situation, 

however, there is a (highly) significant correlation between how frequently they have 

experienced it and how they rate their emotions; the more often a situation is experienced, the 

more respondents associate negative emotions with it. Finally, whether or not students report 

on having coping strategies can only slightly (or not) be associated with how positively or 

negatively they feel about the situation. 

These results might indicate that those who have experienced these scenarios have had 

bad experiences with them and, thus, now associate them with negative emotions, feeding and 

sustaining the dysfunctional cycle described above. It suggests that a psychoeducational 

approach which shows students how their cognitions might be affecting their behaviour, and 

which can empower them to make changes could lead to more positive perceptions. At the 

same time, those who have not experienced these scenarios might find it difficult to associate 

any emotions with a situation they have not yet encountered. Still, it is useful to find out how 

they might feel or react in this situation. We can argue that a student who has knowledge of 

coping strategies can use these for any stressful situation which might arise in the future, or 

they might possess good advice or ideas which they can share with their peers. 

Additionally, from the analysis of Scenario 2, what is most apparent from the 

responses is students’ beliefs that they lack an essential skill or the quality of being able to do 

something (refer to Appendix B for list of responses). This suggests that students do not 
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speak because they feel that they cannot express what they want to say, or lack confidence, so 

they keep quiet. The most important point here is that according to the participants’ 

responses, these negative thoughts affect their in-class behaviours as they do not try to speak. 

If they did, they might build up positive speaking experiences, but their lack of verbal 

participation means that they are unable to produce the evidence to disprove their negative 

thoughts. CBT-based activities to help them challenge their thinking and encourage what 

might be a more positive self-appraisal of their abilities could be valuable here. 

In terms of the limitations of this study, we found that the questionnaire did not 

provide the detail hoped for regarding use of coping strategies. In accordance with the fourth 

research question, we found that many students who responded to this question do have 

coping strategies, especially for the most negatively-rated Scenario 2. However, more 

information is needed to know how well these strategies work, and whether they were 

developed as a direct response to the scenario being experienced. This may be due to the 

wording of the question which asked participants to write down how they control their 

emotions in each scenario. Also, a large number of participants left these items blank, which 

may suggest that they did not understand the question, or that if they do not control their 

emotions, they should leave it blank. This item needs to be reworded to get a higher response 

rate to generate more data, including an option for students to report that they do not try to 

control their emotions. For our own study, we have already adjusted the question into two 

parts, adding a fixed yes/no question to find whether participants actually have a coping 

strategy, before asking for details about the strategy itself. Another limitation, linked to low 

response rates for some of the questions, is the time it takes to complete a questionnaire in 

class. Because of time restraints, students might opt to answer questions they think are 

simpler first and not spend time thinking about more challenging ones. Future projects 

should, therefore, consider whether additional time needs to be allocated to ensure proper 

data collection on all variables in the study. In order to answer the questions of how students 

develop their own means to cope with negative emotions and raise confidence, and how we 

might be able to utilise these ideas for the benefit of their peers will be the subject of further 

investigation, as will the development of activities to help learners cope with situations 

beyond the classroom. 

Conclusion 

In summary, we found that the questionnaire was a useful means for achieving our 

goals. We found out how students perceive five in-class speaking situations and we chose to 
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see if these situations would be worth developing into CBT-based activities aimed at reducing 

students' anxiety about speaking in class. Also, we gathered data on what negative thoughts 

and emotions students report that they experience, or might experience, in these situations to 

help inform the activities. To answer the first research question, we found that students 

attribute more negative feelings to situations when they want to say something but are unable 

to; inside and outside of the classroom. In accordance with the second research question, 

students report on feeling predominantly insecure, ashamed or frustrated when being in such 

a situation. An important situational factor was frequency in this regard. Answering the third 

research question, the more experience students had with a given scenario, the more 

negatively they rated it. The fourth research question proved to be rather challenging to 

answer conclusively. For some scenarios, not enough data was collected on students’ coping 

strategies. However, according to the responses we did receive, we found that students do 

tend to have coping strategies for scenarios they have experienced more often, and which 

they have rated more negatively. Nevertheless, more research should be conducted to answer 

this question.  

We were able to provide empirical data to support and challenge our assumptions 

about whether the five situations we selected are perceived as anxiety-inducing by students. 

We were surprised to find that making mistakes and receiving negative feedback from peers 

and teachers was not rated as the most negative, and in fact, was viewed as a positive 

experience by many. This data has helped us to identify and will help us to concentrate our 

efforts on the situations which generate the most negative feelings.  

The MYE is a valuable instrument for teachers and researchers who want to collect 

detailed information on students' perceptions of scenarios to identify situations that may cause 

speaking-related anxiety. As the instrument is easily adaptable to suit the purpose of the 

research context, the data produced can help to not only gain a deeper understanding of how 

students think and feel but also to inform future interventions such as in-class activities. We 

hope that by using the thoughts and phrasing used by the students to report their perceptions, 

the activities can be tailored more specifically for learners, making the activities more 

effective. A further practical application of this modified version of MYE is as an in-class 

activity. It could be used to ask students collectively about how they feel about speaking and 

a way to show them that many of their peers share similar worries. This could then be an 

ideal starting point from which to introduce other activities where students can share their 

ideas, challenges and solutions, leading to a more relaxed and productive classroom 

atmosphere conducive to learning (Peeters, 2018). Doing this activity with a new class will 
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allow us to say to the students "this is how you feel now - how do you want to feel? Together 

let's think how to achieve that." The next steps of this project will focus on developing and 

evaluating these practical applications. We aim to create informed CBT-based activities from 

this data that help anxious students to learn how to recognise and balance out their negative 

thoughts to improve their confidence to use the class as a place to practice speaking. 
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Appendix A 

Example of the Questionnaire: Scenario 2 
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Appendix B 
Responses to Questionnaire Question 10 

 

Category Response 

Unable to talk due to belief in lack of linguistic 
skills  

I am worried about if my grammar is correct, 
and I am mortified when I cannot find phrases 
and stumble over my words 
 
Because I have more unknown words than other 
people but I do not improve it 
 
I feel sorry every time I ask ELI teachers. Also, I 
cannot respond because a the lack of my 
vocabulary and grammar 
 
I cannot find words 
 
I think the reason why I cannot convey what I 
want to say in English is because my English 
skills are low 
 
I am not sure whether what I am saying can be 
understood 
 
I cannot come up with words I want to say 
 
I have a thing that I want to say though I can't 
because I do not know vocabulary 
 
I often cannot speak because of my lack of 
vocabulary 
 
I have a thing that I want to say, however I can't 
do it because I do not know how to say it in 
English 
 
Because I do not know vocabulary 
 
I have my opinion but I don't know what to say 
in English 
 
I wanted to say something, but because I 
didn't have the words I annoyed the other 
person 
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Not sure my English will be enough to get 
across my message. 
 
I think too much about grammar, and then 
the words don't come out. 
 
Even though there was something that I had 
in my head that I wanted to say, there is no 
point to all this if you can't find the words to 
say it. 
 
I don't understand grammar, 

Negative feelings due to belief in an inability to 
speak (no specific cause given) 

Because I have something that I want to say but 
I cannot tell in English 
 
I cannot say in English even though I can 
prepare what I want to say in Japanese 
 
Because I cannot say what I want to say 
 
Because I can study vocabulary by myself but I 
cannot use it (in an actual conversation) 
 
I am irritated because I cannot say. It is not 
because I do not say 
 
Because I think it is a waste that I have 
something that I want to say, however I cannot 
say it (in English) 
 
I cannot come up with (something) even though I 
want to speak English 
 
I feel miserable because I cannot say what I 
want to say 
 
Because I want to say (in English) but I can't 
 
I know the answer but I cannot talk about it 
 
I have a dilemma - want to speak but can't. 
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Even though I want to say something but I 
can't. 

Lacking confidence / agency I am not confident in my English 
 
Because I have no confidence to convey what I 
want to say 
 
I cannot speak (English) because of a lack of 
confidence in my English skills. I cannot say 
what I want to say as I wish to, and I am 
irritated- I want to speak better 
 
I feel my powerlessness 
 
I don't have confidence in my English. 
 
No confidence in my ability 
 
I don't have the confidence to communicate. 
 
Embarrassed to speak English in front of my 
friends, so I get frustrated by losing my 
interest in speaking. 
 
Not because I made mistakes, but because 
my speaking wasn't smooth I lost my 
confidence and was hard on myself. 
 
Despite the people around me saying things, 
I can't say anything well in English, so I lose 
my confidence. 
 
No confidence to speak a foreign language. 

Fear of negative evaluations  Because I am anxious about how people think 
about my opinion 
 
Because I imagine when I make mistakes 
 
Feel unsure because I don't know whether 
my English is correct or not. 
 
I might make a mistake. 
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I get anxious about what to do if I make a 
mistake. 
 
If I have the chance to go and start a 
conversation, I will go. I will do it if it is 
necessary, but I still worry about making 
mistakes. 

Belief in a lack of ability related to study Because people around me are improving their 
English skills a lot. I cannot improve my English 
even though I am also studying hard 
 
I cannot see improvement although I study 
English every day 
 
Because I can't think of what to say quickly. 
 
Because I feel like I didn't study enough. 
 
Even though I want to talk, I have no 
speaking ability, and the words don't come 
out. 
 
Just as I thought; I don't have enough 
ability. 

Feeling unable to communicate The atmosphere which makes it difficult to utter 
makes me silent, and it makes me sad 
 
I wanted to ask something but I didn't. 
 
What a waste, because I had the chance to 
speak English. 
 
I had something to say but didn't. 
 
I can't get across my feelings. 

Negative feelings (no specific cause) I am on the edge whether I say or not (what I 
want to tell) 
 
Because it does not go well 
 
Because I am irritated 
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Because it's difficult. 

Positive / neutral I do not know because I have never been in that 
situation 
 
Because I focus on their good looks. 

Ways to improve Even though it is regrettable that I didn't say 
what I wanted to say, I think about trying 
harder to learn more vocabulary and using 
the English I know to communicate. 
 
There was something I wanted to say but I 
didn't, so how can I improve my 
conversation skills, this isn't fun. 

 
 

 

 


