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Abstract  

Language anxiety (LA) is a prevalent issue for English as a Second Language (ESL) learners 

at state universities in Sri Lanka. However, there is a paucity of comprehensive exploration of 

ESL learners’ LA sources and effective strategies for managing LA within the Sri Lankan 

context. As sources of LA are context-specific, LA management strategies investigated in 

other contexts cannot be generalised to Sri Lanka’s unique sociocultural milieu. This 

qualitative study sought to examine ESL learners’ sources of LA and identify strategies for 

managing LA, with the aim of developing a low-anxiety classroom model specifically 

tailored to the needs of the tertiary education setting in Sri Lanka by integrating approaches 

informed by Traditional Psychology (TP) and Positive Psychology (PP). 

 Data were collected from ESL teachers and learners at state universities in Sri Lanka 

using four research methods. First, a questionnaire survey was administered to 75 teachers 

across all state universities in Sri Lanka. Second, nine ESL teachers selected from three state 

universities were interviewed in depth. Third, four focus-group interviews were conducted 

with learners of the previously-interviewed teachers. Finally, six ESL classrooms of 

previously-interviewed teachers were observed. The collected data was analysed using the 

Thematic Analysis method. 

The study reveals the complexity and multifaceted nature of LA. Three main source 

types of LA were discovered among ESL learners, including those that originate from the 

learners themselves (i.e., learner-specific), those that are related to classroom factors (i.e., in-

class), and those that arise from socioeconomic and cultural factors beyond the ESL 

classroom (i.e., out-of-class). These three source types are inextricably interrelated, requiring 

a holistic approach to successfully addressing them.  
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A myriad of strategies were implemented or proposed by ESL teachers and learners to 

manage LA among ESL learners. These strategies were mainly reflective of approaches 

based on TP. Although they were effective in addressing learner-specific and in-class anxiety 

sources, they were less effective in handling anxiety sources that are outside the classroom. 

PP offers strategies for redressing this issue.  

By investigating LA sources and anxiety-management strategies specific to the Sri 

Lankan context and integrating TP-informed and PP-informed strategies, the study offers a 

low-anxiety classroom model for ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka. It drew on 

Fredrickson’s Broaden-and-Build Theory of Positive Emotions and recommended creating 

opportunities for learners in ESL classrooms to frequently experience positive emotions 

(PEs). Frequent experiences of PEs help reduce learners’ LA and develop their resilience, 

which is crucial for thriving as an English speaker in a country with a complex relationship 

with English. 

The findings of this study have significant implications for policymakers, curriculum 

planners, university administrators, and ESL teachers in managing ESL learners’ LA. By 

implementing the low-anxiety classroom model in state universities in Sri Lanka, teachers 

can expect to foster a more relaxed, safe, and supportive environment for ESL learners to 

speak English. This, in turn, can help enhance their English-speaking skills and improve their 

chances of employability after graduation. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

The research was undertaken to devise a low-anxiety classroom model tailored to learners 

who study English as a Second Language (ESL) at state universities in Sri Lanka. The study 

aimed to achieve this by investigating the sources of these ESL learners’ language anxiety 

(LA) and identifying effective strategies to manage it.  

This chapter provides an overview of the study, which includes a description of the 

country’s context, a brief discussion of the status of English in Sri Lanka, and an outline of 

ESL as a subject in the Sri Lankan education system. It also presents the research problem, 

research questions, and the significance of the study. The chapter concludes with a 

description of the thesis organisation.  

1.2 Sri Lanka 

Sri Lanka, officially known as the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka, is an island 

country in South Asia (see Figure 1.1).  

Sri Lanka has a total land area of 65,610 square kilometres. As of 2022, it has a 

population of 22.1 million people (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2023). The majority ethnic 

group are Sinhalese, constituting 74.9% of the total population. Tamils represent the largest 

minority group, making up 15.3% of the population. Sri Lankan Moors account for 9.3%, 

while others, including Burghers and Malays, represent 0.5% of the total population of Sri 

Lanka (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2023). The population in Sri Lanka is unequally 

distributed, with 77.4% residing in rural areas, 18.2% in urban areas, and 4.4% in estate areas 

(i.e., areas dedicated to plantation agriculture). Sri Lanka is a developing country with a GDP 



 

2 

 

per capita of USD 3474. As of 2022, the unemployment rate in Sri Lanka is 4.7% of the 

labour force (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2023).   

Figure 1.1 

Location of Sri Lanka in the World  

 

1.3 English in Sri Lanka 

Over the past four centuries, Sri Lanka has experienced colonisation under three different 

Western powers, namely (i) the Portuguese (1505-1658), (ii) the Dutch (1658-1796), and (iii) 

the English (1796- 1948) (Herath, 2015). The former two colonisers were only interested in 

commerce and trade and maintained the vernaculars of the country (Sinhala and Tamil) as the 

languages of administration (Herath, 2015). 

Contrarily, the enforced governance in 1796 by the British East India Company 

resulted in an unparalleled impact on language use in Sri Lanka (Saunders, 2007).  For 

instance, to make the colonial administration easier in the country, English was sanctioned by 

the British as the official language of Sri Lanka (Gunesekera, 2005).  Consequently, all native 
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headmen were required to learn to read and write English if they wished to be appointed to 

local administration positions (Dhanapala, 2021). Hence, fee-levying Missionary schools 

were established to teach Standard British English to locals. However, only the local officials 

who were rich and resided in cities could send their children to these Missionary schools 

(Jayawardena, 2009), which made up only 5% of all schools in the country (Ratwatte, 2015).  

English education was not provided in 95% of vernacular medium schools (Ratwatte, 

2015). Consequently, society was bifurcated between the English-educated elite and the 

vernacular-educated commoners, with English becoming a scarce commodity for everyday 

Sri Lankans (Lim, 2013). According to J.E. Jayasuriya, an educational historian, “[e]ven after 

nearly a century and a half of British rule, only about 6 per cent of the population was literate 

in English but they constituted an elite” (as cited in Lo Bianco, 2011, p. 50). This situation 

has made the English language a symbol of power and prestige in Sri Lankan society 

(Gunesekera, 2005).  

After gaining independence in 1948, with the aim of building an autonomous nation-

state, Sri Lanka banned English-medium instruction from the education system. However, 

English was still in demand as it was the medium of “higher education, commerce, 

communication, technology and travel” (Canagarajah, 2005a, p. 423). Consequently, to 

ensure that all students had equal access to English, in 1956, the government decided to teach 

English as a Second Language (ESL) to all students in Sinhala and Tamil medium schools. 

Despite this effort, English bifurcation continued. The elite maintained English as their first 

language (L1) and then passed on their proficiency to their children. Eventually, this resulted 

in the development of two variants of English: “Standard Sri Lankan English” and “Non-

standard Sri Lankan English” (Gunesekera, 2005, p. 34).  
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Standard Sri Lankan English has its own unique pronunciation, intonation patterns, 

vocabulary, word order, idioms and discourse features that set it apart from other indigenous 

variants. It has also been referred to as “educated English” (Ratwatte, 2015, p. 114). 

However, Standard Sri Lankan English is not a “culturally neutral” variant and has an “elitist 

cultural baggage” attached to it, which may be used to exploit or oppress people who use 

other variants (Ratwatte, 2015, p. 117). The other variants, which are used by people who are 

peasants or lower-middle or working class, according to Ratwatte, have been “derisively 

referred to as ‘not-pot-English’, ‘non-standard English’, ‘substandard-English’ or 

‘uneducated’ English” (2015, p. 120). Consequently, even those competent in English worry 

about being judged based on their accent. This means that there is no guarantee, even for an 

individual with a good grasp of English, that they will be able to pass through the “linguistic 

gates” (Gunesekera, 2005, p. 113) to the upper echelons of Sri Lankan society.  

Thus, the language attitudes of Sri Lankans are heavily influenced by the country’s 

complex relationship with English. According to Jayadeva Uyangoda, a Professor at a Sri 

Lankan state university, “[t]here is a fear of the language, a cultural and social barrier” (as 

cited in Lloyd, 1998, p. A49). As Attanayake (2019) highlights, Sri Lankans have a love-hate 

relationship with English. Despite the nature of this relationship or Sri Lankans’ complex 

attitudes towards English, English continues to enjoy a powerful and prestigious position in 

society. It is still regarded as a “marker of privilege and advantage” (Liyanage, 2021, p. 99) 

and a “passport to wealth and opportunity and an essential requirement for almost every 

profession” in Sri Lanka (Gunawardana & Karunarathma, 2017, p. 3).  

1.4 ESL in the Sri Lankan Education System 

The education system in Sri Lanka has five levels: Primary (Grades 1-5), junior secondary 

(grades 6-9), senior secondary (grades 10-11), collegiate (grades 12-13), and tertiary 
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(university). School students sit for three national exams, including the Grade 5 scholarship 

examination, the General Certificate of Education Ordinary Level (G.C.E. (O/L)) 

examination, and the General Certificate of Education Advanced Level (G.C.E. (A/L)) 

examination. The G.C.E. (O/L) examination, which students take in Grade 11, determines 

their eligibility for collegiate education, while the G.C.E. (A/L) examination is held for 

students in Grade 13 to select them for tertiary education. Currently, learning ESL is 

compulsory for all students from Grade 3 to Grade 13. Despite this, most students still cannot 

use English to a satisfactory level (Wijesekera, 2011/2012, as cited in Liyanage, 2021).  

At present, there are 17 state universities in Sri Lanka that operate under the purview 

of the University Grants Commission (UGC), which “functions as the apex body of the 

University System in Sri Lanka” (University Grants Commission, n.d.).  Based on their 

geographical location, these universities are categorised as either Metropolitan or Regional 

(Attanayake, 2018). Typically, metropolitan universities are well-established, while regional 

universities are comparatively new. There is a considerable difference between metropolitan 

and regional universities in terms of physical and human resources, and access to expertise. 

Metropolitan universities enjoy an advantage over regional universities in all three aspects 

(Dhanapala, 2021).  

All students who enter state universities in Sri Lanka are mandated to follow an ESL 

course during their first academic year (Navaz, 2012). As it is a compulsory module, 

successful completion is a prerequisite for the award of a degree (Dissanayake & Harun, 

2012). 

1.5 Research Problem 

Achieving ESL proficiency has been a problem for school and university students in Sri 

Lanka for decades. English has been taught as a second language (L2) in the school education 
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system in Sri Lanka for approximately seven decades now. Every student in the public-school 

education system learns English as a core subject for 11 consecutive years (Attanayake, 

2019). Despite this, the Ministry of Education has stated on its website that the students’ 

performance in English is unsatisfactory (Attanayake, 2019). One-quarter of the students who 

sit the G.C.E. (O/L) examination fail the English subject, and the pass rate for English in the 

G.C.E (A/L) examination is only marginally higher than the failure rate (see Table 1.1). 

However, passing or failing the English paper at G.C.E. (A/L) examination does not qualify 

or disqualify a student from entering university.  

Table 1.1 

ESL Performance of Candidates in G.C.E. (O/L) and G.C.E. (A/L) Examinations 2021 and 2022 

(adapted from Research and Development (School Examinations) Branch et al., 2022, 2023)  

Year 

G.C.E. (O/L) G.C.E (A/L) 

Pass Fail Pass Fail 

2021 72.86% 27.14% 55.43% 44.57% 

2022 73.50% 26.50% 54.67% 45.33% 

 

The lack of undergraduate students’ English competence has been identified as one of 

the major reasons for graduate unemployment in Sri Lanka (Gunesekera, 2005). Employers, 

especially in the service sector, constantly complain about graduates’ lack of proficiency in 

English (Wijewardene et al., 2014). English is an essential skill that prospective employees 

must acquire to secure high-ranking jobs in both private and public sectors in Sri Lanka 

(Dhanapala, 2021). As Attanayake (2019) highlighted, a satisfactory level of English 

proficiency is a prerequisite for jobs in the private sector, where it is common to highly 



 

7 

 

regard an applicant’s English proficiency and downplay the absence of other qualifications 

and skills when recruiting employees.  

Several steps have been taken by the government and the UGC in Sri Lanka to 

address the issues regarding undergraduates’ English proficiency. First, the English Language 

Teaching Units (ELTUs) and English Language Teaching Centres (ELTCs) that were 

established in universities 30 years ago were recently upgraded to Departments of English 

Language Teaching (DELTs). By doing so, it was expected to empower the staff of DELTs to 

actively engage in the decision-making processes of universities regarding English language 

teaching (ELT) (Dhanapala, 2021).  

Second, in 2000, English for General Academic Purposes was introduced as a 

mandatory module to be completed by first-year undergraduates in all degree programmes at 

state universities (Navaz, 2012). In some state universities, the results of students’ 

performance in this module are considered when calculating the Final Grade Point Average 

(e.g., University B, 2020).  

Third, in 2014, the Ministry of Higher Education, in collaboration with UGC, 

introduced a national standardised English language test called the University Test of English 

Language to test undergraduates’ proficiency in English for academic purposes. The main 

objective of introducing it was to establish a national standard for proficiency in English. 

Accordingly, all state universities must align their ESL curricula with the stipulated 

benchmark levels of this test by revising and developing study materials as necessary.  

Furthermore, the Sri Lankan government is continuously working towards improving 

undergraduates’ English skills by utilising funds from the World Bank. Improving Relevance 

and Quality of Undergraduate Education (IRQUE), Higher Education for the Twenty-First 

Century (HETC), and Accelerate Higher Education Expansion and Development (AHEAD) 
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are recent World Bank-funded projects that prioritised improving English teaching and 

assessment at state universities in Sri Lanka.   

Though many parties, including the Sri Lankan government, university authorities and 

the World Bank, collaboratively attempt to improve local English language teaching and 

learning, many university ELT programmes seem to be ineffective (Rathnayake, 2013). Even 

today, the number of undergraduates who gain the maximum benefit from the programmes 

and various other projects aimed at improving their English is very low (Weerakoon, 2015).  

The research literature indicates that LA among ESL learners at state universities is a 

prominent reason for their impaired performance. A recent study conducted by Attanayake 

(2019) found that undergraduates in post-colonial South Asian countries, such as Bangladesh, 

Pakistan, India and Sri Lanka, are anxious when speaking English. She further asserts that 

learners’ LA hinders them from demonstrating their true language abilities. Navaz & Banu 

(2018) have also found that English-speaking anxiety is a common problem at the South 

Eastern University of Sri Lanka. They report that over 90 per cent of the students in SEUSL 

experienced anxiety during English lessons. 

As an ESL teacher in a prominent state university in Sri Lanka, the researcher has had 

the opportunity to engage closely with ESL undergraduates for more than 15 years. During 

this time, she also had the opportunity to serve as Head of the DELT for three years, which 

required her to work with other Heads and Coordinators of DELTs and ELTUs across the 

university system to make informed decisions and recommendations on matters pertaining to 

ESL teaching for undergraduates at state universities in Sri Lanka. Additionally, the 

researcher has obtained her undergraduate and postgraduate degrees from two different state 

universities in Sri Lanka. During these times, she was exposed to the difficulties experienced 

by ESL learners in university classrooms. As a result, her professional experience of ESL 
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teaching and personal experience as an ESL learner has provided her with a complementary 

perspective on the experiences of English teaching and learning in the Sri Lankan state 

university context. The researcher’s experiences, her classroom observations, and informal 

discussions with ELT staff members from other state universities confirm that ESL learners 

across state universities in Sri Lanka commonly experience LA while participating in in-class 

English-speaking.  

Witnessing how LA hinders the learning and performance of ESL learners, the 

researcher postulated that it is a major contributing factor to the low English competence of 

undergraduates in state universities of Sri Lanka. Addressing LA is therefore deemed to be 

critical for ameliorating LA among ESL learners in order to facilitate more effective language 

learning and performance. 

Additionally, the literature on LA highlights various factors that contribute to 

learners’ LA. However, a close review of the literature reveals a disproportionate emphasis 

on learner and classroom-related anxiety-provoking factors while overlooking the factors that 

occur outside of the ESL classroom. The lesser emphasis given to anxiety-provoking factors 

external to the classroom can be attributed to their operation beyond the classroom, making it 

nearly impossible for teachers and learners to manage them. The resultant dearth of research 

that examines out-of-class anxiety sources is a crucial research gap since they (e.g., language 

ideologies in society) can be significant in triggering learners’ LA while they speak English 

inside the classroom.  

Furthermore, it is important to note that the sources of LA are context-dependent and 

context-specific. The factors that induce anxiety among learners in one country may not be as 

significant in another. Similarly, anxiety-management strategies that work effectively in one 

context might not yield the same results in another context. Therefore, the sociocultural 
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context of a country should be carefully considered before devising or implementing 

strategies to manage learners’ LA. Scholars in the field have also recognised that 

investigating LA in different geographical areas is a fruitful trajectory for future research 

(Gkonou et al., 2017). 

In view of this discussion, a comprehensive empirical study on the LA of 

undergraduates in the Sri Lankan context is considered highly relevant. Hence, this research 

sought to explore the sources of LA among ESL learners and identify effective anxiety-

management strategies for designing a low-anxiety ESL classroom model that would enable 

ESL learners to speak English without inhibition.    

1.6 Research Questions  

i. What are the main sources of LA among ESL learners in Sri Lankan state universities, 

particularly when they engage in English-speaking activities in the ESL classroom? 

ii. What are the strategies ESL teachers can employ to manage the LA of ESL learners at 

state universities in Sri Lanka? 

1.7 Significance 

This study is a significant contribution to the field of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) in 

several respects. Some of the study’s findings are particularly relevant to the Sri Lankan 

context, while others have international significance. 

National significance of the study 

First, compared to the impressive number of studies conducted on LA in Western 

countries (Gkonou et al., 2017; Gregersen et al., 2017; Horwitz et al., 1986; MacIntyre & 

Gardner, 1991c), research on LA in developing countries, especially in the South Asian 

region, seems to be under-reported. Sri Lanka, in particular, offers a glaring example of this 
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gap in research. Despite the prevalence of LA in ESL classrooms and its detrimental impact 

on language acquisition, only a few empirical studies have been conducted, particularly in 

tertiary education settings. Hence, this study bridges this gap by thoroughly examining the 

LA sources that are specific to ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka. The study will 

contribute to the advancement of the literature regarding LA and provide valuable insights to 

parties responsible for ELT in Sri Lanka.  

Second, the low-anxiety classroom model developed in this study has the potential to 

influence the current sociocultural realities in the Sri Lankan context over time. For example, 

the study identified university subculture and its harmful practices towards speaking English 

as anxiety-provoking. Specifically, the study found that harmful practices such as ragging, 

are primarily conducted by senior students in state universities. In such a scenario, if the 

model is implemented for ESL learners from their first year onwards, they will start 

perceiving English in a positive light. When they enjoy ESL classes, experience positive 

emotions (PEs), and feel motivated and confident, their attitudes towards English may also 

become more positive. Consequently, when they become senior students in the university, 

their perceptions and attitudes will be more favourable towards English than the current 

senior students’ negative and unfavourable attitudes. Such positively oriented students are 

less likely to advocate banning English from the university premises but rather encourage 

peers and junior students to learn and speak English more. This change will lead to less 

anxiety among students to speak English within university premises.  

Third, as Lo Bianco (2013)  posits, teachers are language planners. “The very acts of 

classroom management, communication and teaching are a zone of semi-autonomous 

language planning in the hands of teachers” (p. 146). Teachers’ views of what language 

problems exist in the classroom, which problems are critical, and how they will be solved are 

all related to language planning. These views and choices influence curriculum planning, 
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resource allocation, and research interests, impacting the country’s language planning. 

Therefore, this study encourages university ESL teachers to acknowledge LA as a critical 

problem in the Sri Lankan university context and take it into serious consideration when 

making decisions about ELT in Sri Lanka. 

Finally, although there are low-anxiety classroom models based on other contexts and 

cultures, such as Young’s (1999) practical guide to creating a low-anxiety classroom 

atmosphere, their potential efficacy in the Sri Lankan context is questionable due to the 

distinctive socio-political and cultural context of Sri Lanka. Contrarily, the model generated 

in this study considered the unique needs and challenges of ESL learners in the Sri Lankan 

context. Therefore, it is hoped that the insights gained from this study will help policymakers, 

curriculum planners and educators to create a more effective and inclusive learning 

environment for ESL learners in Sri Lanka and thereby improve English language learning 

and teaching in tertiary education. In other words, this study will help shape ESL learners 

who graduate from state universities into competent and confident English speakers. This will 

enhance their employability and contribute to reducing the high rate of graduate 

unemployment in Sri Lanka. 

International significance of the study 

The study also has potential international significance. First, the study highlighted the 

complexity and multifaceted nature of LA by identifying seventeen sources of LA that 

originate from learners, ESL classrooms and the sociocultural milieu of the country. Most 

importantly, it found that these sources are interconnected, and therefore, addressing them 

independently would not be an effective strategy to manage LA. Instead, a holistic approach 

is necessary to address all these sources of LA in a coordinated and integrated manner. This 
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approach challenges the prevailing literature that advocates developing targeted intervention 

strategies for each source (Tran et al., 2013). 

Second, the literature related to LA highlights that learner-related and classroom 

sources contribute to LA, while ignoring the potential influence exerted by sources outside of 

the classroom. However, it is acknowledged that in-depth investigations of the anxiety-

causing factors that exist outside the classroom are rare within the field. By conducting a 

thorough investigation of out-of-class factors in triggering LA among ESL learners in state 

universities in Sri Lanka, this study advances the field of research on sources of LA, 

specifically in countries with complex sociocultural landscapes. 

Third, the SLA literature provides multiple strategies to alleviate LA that originates 

from learner-specific and in-class anxiety sources. Most of these anxiety-reducing measures 

are based on Traditional Psychology (TP). Approaches informed by TP focus on anxiety 

directly and try to alleviate the symptoms by employing different strategies. In other words, 

these approaches are underpinned by a deficit model which looks at what is lacking in 

foreign/second language learners and teachers and finds remedies for those inadequacies 

(MacIntyre et al., 2016). Given the lack of control that teachers and learners have over 

anxiety-inducing factors that exist outside the classroom but which nonetheless impact ESL 

learners in class, the application of approaches informed by TP appears to be ineffective. To 

this end, this study incorporated approaches informed by Positive Psychology (PP) to manage 

learners’ LA. The integration of these two approaches is significant. 

Fourth, the low-anxiety classroom model, which was developed by integrating both 

TP and PP approaches, can successfully address all three source types of LA: Learner-

specific, in-class and out-of-class anxiety sources. It is hoped that this model will have far-
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reaching implications for ESL teachers, scholars, and researchers worldwide and be unique in 

the field of SLA.   

Finally, it is hoped that the reconceptualisation of LA offered in this study which 

recognises the complex interactions of multiple potential sources of LA, and the fluctuating 

nature of LA over time, will lead theorists and researchers in the field of SLA to view LA 

from a different perspective, which could usher in a new line of empirical research on 

ESL/EFL learners. 

1.8 Thesis Organisation 

This thesis is organised into seven chapters. The first chapter, the Introduction, provides the 

research context, explains the research problem, and introduces the research questions. It also 

outlines the significance of the research. The second chapter, the Literature Review, 

examines previous research related to LA, including phases of LA research and the sources, 

effects, and manifestations of LA. The study specifically focuses on LA among ESL learners 

at state universities in Sri Lanka. It also reviews TP-informed and PP-informed approaches to 

managing LA. The latter part of the chapter highlights the key findings and insights gathered 

from the literature review, presents the conceptual framework, and a new definition for LA. 

The third chapter is concerned with the methodology used for this study. It covers the 

research design, data collection instruments for the first and second phases of the study, as 

well as the data analysis procedure. Authenticity and credibility measures are also discussed. 

The fourth and fifth chapters present the key findings of the study. The fourth chapter reports 

on the sources of LA among ESL learners, while the fifth chapter examines strategies to 

successfully manage their LA. The sixth chapter discusses the key findings of the study. It 

also presents the low-anxiety classroom model, which was developed by integrating 

approaches informed by TP and PP. Chapter seven, the concluding chapter, presents the main 



 

15 

 

findings of the study in relation to the research questions and discusses their significance and 

implications. The chapter also discusses the study’s limitations and provides suggestions for 

future research.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter discussed the context of the current study. It revealed that LA is a 

crucial issue that hinders the language learning process and academic performance of the 

majority of undergraduates in Sri Lankan state universities. To alleviate the debilitating 

effects of LA, it is vital to be cognizant of the presence and the sources of LA in a language 

classroom. Hence, this chapter offers the reader a comprehensive understanding of the 

concept of LA, specifically focusing on different phases of LA research and its sources, 

effects, and manifestations. It also discusses the strategies informed by TP and PP proposed 

to manage LA and their inadequacy to successfully manage all sources of LA. In addition, a 

separate section focuses on the LA of ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka. The 

chapter concludes with a conceptual framework for the current study. 

2.2 Language Anxiety 

As the most widely studied research topic in the field of SLA, LA has enjoyed continuous 

popularity over four decades due to its pervasiveness in the language learning domain and its 

intensity as an emotion (Daubney et al., 2017; Gregersen et al., 2014; MacIntyre, 2017). 

Currently, the predominance of the LA concept in the SLA field is such that one can hardly 

locate publications on affective factors or individual difference characteristics that do not 

refer to it (Daubney et al., 2017). 

Despite the bulk of literature on the subject, many scholars admit that LA is one of the 

most elusive psychological phenomena in SLA (Şimşek & Dörnyei, 2017). Scholars view LA 

from several different theoretical dimensions and approaches. Horwitz and Young (1991) 

identify two approaches to discerning LA: (i) LA is an expression of another general anxiety 
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(e.g., test anxiety, communication apprehension), or (ii) LA is an exclusive experience of the 

language learning process. Of note, these two approaches largely determine the 

conceptualisation and measurement of LA, although they propose different dimensions of 

perceiving what LA is and are not opposite ends of the same continuum (MacIntyre, 1999). 

The first approach to viewing LA as a transfer of more general types of anxiety is discussed 

in Section 2.3.1 under the Confounded phase, whereas the second approach to identifying LA 

as a unique construct specific to the language learning process is examined in Sections 2.3.2 

and 2.3.3 under Specialised and Dynamic phases of LA research.  

2.3 Phases of Language Anxiety Research 

Language anxiety has attracted much attention from researchers and educators in the SLA 

field from the landmark work of Scovel (1978) on reviewing LA literature (Daubney et al., 

2017). The analysis of LA research history since then until the present day indicates three 

major trends:  

(i) Anxiety related to language learning was studied and measured based on 

propositions in general psychology and was considered as a mere transfer of other 

forms of anxiety, 

(ii) LA was identified, defined, studied, and measured as a construct specifically 

related to the language learning process and distinct from other types of anxiety  

(iii)  LA is not considered as a fixed or independent construct; rather it is studied and 

measured as a dynamic factor in constant interaction with multitudes of factors 

related to language learning and development. 

MacIntyre (2017) labels these three phases of LA research as (i) the Confounded phase, (ii) 

the Specialised phase, and (iii) the Dynamic phase, respectively. The following section 
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details the conceptualisation and measurement of LA and the direction of the research focus 

in each phase (see Figure 2.1 for Summary of the LA Research Phases). 

2.3.1 Confounded phase 

As mentioned in Section 2.2, there are two approaches to describing LA (Horwitz & Young, 

1991). Adopting the first approach (which assumes anxiety in language learning is a 

transferred form of other forms of anxiety), researchers in the confounded phase applied the 

knowledge gained from research on other types of anxiety (e.g., test anxiety and 

communication apprehension) to LA. For instance, Kleinmann was interested in investigating 

the influence of forms of test anxiety on the use of syntactic structures in the L2 (1977, as 

cited in Scovel, 1978), while Daly (1991) examined the operation of L1 communication 

apprehension in L2 contexts. These early studies, which utilised the anxiety transfer 

approach, produced mixed and confounded results because of (i) the complex and intricate 

hierarchy of learner variables that may intervene in the language acquisition process and (ii) 

issues related to the conceptualisation and measurement of LA and their relationship to these 

learner variables (Horwitz, 2010; MacIntyre, 2017; Scovel, 1978). Scovel (1978), in his 

classic review of LA literature, explains the state of the art of LA research as follows: 

The research into the relationship of anxiety to foreign language learning has provided 

mixed and confusing results, immediately suggesting that anxiety itself is neither a 

simple nor well-understood psychological construct and that it is perhaps premature to 

attempt to relate it to the global and comprehensive task of language acquisition. (p. 

132) 

The confusing nature of results is specifically spotlighted in the study conducted by 

Chastain (1975), where he reported inconsistent directions in correlations between anxiety 

and L2 learning in three languages: French, German and Spanish. Using test anxiety and trait 
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anxiety scales, Chastain found positive, negative and zero correlations between anxiety and 

L2 learning. The inconsistencies in the results were identified as a consequence of using 

inappropriate anxiety measures, which are not necessarily or consistently related to language 

(MacIntyre, 2017; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1989). The use of anxiety measures that were 

drawn from Psychology (e.g., indicators of arousal, anxious behaviours, and self-report via 

structured questionnaires) has been one of the major problems in the confounded phase, for 

those measures actually “had little to do with language itself” (MacIntyre, 2017, p. 12).  

Scovel (1978), in his review of LA literature, postulated that the inconsistency of 

research results on anxiety could be resolved if a distinction was drawn between facilitating 

and debilitating anxiety. He explains facilitating anxiety as the motivational ‘gear’ that 

prepares the learner for the new learning task, whereas debilitating anxiety stimulates the 

learner to ‘flee’ from or avoid the task. This distinction was initially presented in a paper by 

Alpert and Haber (1960, as cited in MacIntyre, 2017), and it was applied to the L2 context by 

Kleinmann using two separate scales to measure facilitating and debilitating anxiety (1977, as 

cited in Scovel, 1978). He investigated how the difference in students’ native language and 

L2 compelled them to avoid specific complex syntactic structures in the L2 that are different 

from their native syntactic structures. Though this difference compelled some students to 

avoid using them, Kleinmann found that students with facilitating anxiety were emotionally 

ready to use those difficult structures, indicating a positive correlation between facilitating 

anxiety and the use of complex syntactic structures. However, recent literature argues against 

the distinction between facilitating and debilitating anxiety and acknowledges it as a 

dangerous line of thought that has not been useful for SLA research (Horwitz, 2017; 

MacIntyre, 2017). 

Scovel (1978) notes another useful distinction between trait and state anxiety, which 

was originally presented by Spielberger (1966). Spielberger views trait anxiety as a 
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personality attribute which is relatively stable over time and across situations. He further 

asserts that those who have a generally anxious personality are more susceptible to LA and 

react with higher emotional intensity in anxiety-provoking situations (Spielberger, 1983). In 

contrast, state anxiety is viewed as “the moment-to-moment experience of anxiety; it is the 

transient emotional state of feeling nervous that can fluctuate over time and vary in intensity” 

(MacIntyre, 1999, p. 28). For example, a person may experience state anxiety in response to a 

specific circumstance, such as public speaking or visiting the dentist (Gregersen, 2020). This 

distinction between trait and state anxiety has been acknowledged as conceptually solid in the 

field of SLA (MacIntyre, 2017). 

A survey of LA research history manifests three key themes of research interest in the 

confounded phase:  

(i) LA in relation to other forms of anxiety (e.g., Gardner, 1985; Scovel, 1978) 

(ii) Relationship between LA and language performance (e.g., Bailey, 1983; Chastain, 

1975; Guiora et al., 1972; Kleinmann, 1977, as cited in Horwitz, 2010; Scovel, 

1978) 

(iii)  Sources of anxiety under varied instructional methods and sociocultural 

conditions (e.g., Bailey, 1983; Chastain, 1975; Guiora et al., 1972).  

As mentioned above, a substantial amount of literature in the confounded phase 

comprised “scattered and inconclusive” results (Young, 1991, p. 426). The main reason for 

this is that “the ideas about anxiety and their effects on language learning were adopted from 

a mixture of various sources without detailed consideration of the meaning of the anxiety 

concept for language learners” (MacIntyre, 2017, p. 11). Gardner (1985, p. 34) marked an 

end to the confounded phase by emphasising that anxiety that is “specific to the language 
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acquisition context is related to L2 achievement”. Pointing to a new direction of LA research, 

his hypothesis laid the foundation for the next phase of LA research, the Specialised phase. 

2.3.2 Specialised phase 

Inspired by Gardner’s work (1985), Horwitz et al. (1986) marked a breakthrough in the field 

of SLA research by reconceptualising LA as a domain-specific construct distinct from other 

types of anxiety. They defined LA as “a distinct complex of self-perceptions, beliefs, 

feelings, and behaviours related to classroom language learning arising from the uniqueness 

of the language learning process” (p. 128). Accordingly, LA was identified as quite distinct 

from the anxiety episodes one might experience in daily life and, therefore, not a global 

construct (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991b). Horwitz et al. (1986) also developed and validated 

an instrument called the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) to measure 

LA that is specifically related to classroom language learning. In order to demonstrate the 

distinctive nature of LA, they also described three performance-related anxieties, including 

communication apprehension (fear of communicating with others that stems from a type of 

shyness), test anxiety (fear of performance that stems from fear of failure), and fear of 

negative evaluation (fear of being negatively evaluated by others in the classroom). However, 

it is important to be cautious in presenting these three anxieties, for Horwitz et al. (1986) did 

not claim that these anxieties are components of LA, or that in combination they equate to 

LA (Horwitz, 2017). 

Horwitz et al. (1986) are also credited for introducing LA as a situation-specific 

anxiety, which many scholars regarded as a turning point in SLA research (Dewaele, 2002). 

A situation-specific anxiety is experienced in a specific context or situation such as during a 

language class. However, MacIntyre and Gardner (1989, 1991c) argue that language learners 

do not experience anxiety specific to language learning situations (e.g., classroom)  during 
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the early stages of the language learning process. Rather they argue that it is only after 

repeatedly encountering anxiety-provoking, negative experiences in the language classroom 

that learners, at some point, begin to associate anxiety with the language class. It is the 

unique circumstances in the language classroom that trigger students’ anxiety. This means 

students who experience anxiety in the language class may feel secure and confident in other 

contexts, for example, in Math or Science classes. Therefore, anxiety specific to a particular 

situation (such as anxiety experienced in the language classroom) may vary across different 

situations, though it remains stable over time (Horwitz et al., 1986; Luo, 2013; MacIntyre, 

1999).  

The recognition of LA as situation-specific facilitated the rapid growth in LA 

research. The major themes explored in the research during the Specialised phase include: 

(i) Sources of LA (e.g., Horwitz et al., 1986; MacIntyre & Charos, 1996; Price, 1991; 

Young, 1990, 1991, 1999) 

(ii) Effects of LA (e.g., Aida, 1994; Horwitz, 2001; Horwitz et al., 1986; MacIntyre & 

Gardner, 1991a, 1991b) 

(iii) Skill-based LA: Listening anxiety (e.g., Elkhafaifi, 2005; Horwitz, 2010; Lund, 

1991), Speaking anxiety (e.g., Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002; Young, 1990),   

Reading anxiety (e.g., Matsuda & Gobel, 2001; Sellars, 2000), and Writing 

anxiety (e.g., Cheng, 2002, 2004, as cited in Mahmoodzadeh & Gkonou, 2015) 

(iv) Relationship of LA to other learner variables (e.g., Dewaele, 2002; Horwitz, 1996; 

Horwitz & Young, 1991; MacIntyre, 1995; Price, 1991; Saito & Samimy, 1996; 

Young, 1991)  

(v) Learner perspectives on LA (e.g., Bailey,1983; Horwitz et al.,1986; Price, 1991) 

(vi) Instructional strategies to alleviate LA (e.g., Bailey, 1983; Horwitz, 2010; 

MacIntyre, 2017; Price, 1991; Saito & Samimy, 1996; Young, 1991, 1999)  
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2.3.3 Dynamic phase 

The Dynamic phase of LA research has been influenced by Complex Dynamic Systems 

Theory, which was introduced to the field of SLA by the seminal work of Larsen-Freeman  

(1997, as cited in Yang, 2021). 

Through the lens of Complex Dynamic Systems Theory, LA is seen as a complex, 

dynamic system. Firstly, LA is complex because it is influenced by a myriad of other 

variables related to language learning and development (Gregersen, 2020; MacIntyre, 2017), 

including motivation, demotivation, willingness to communicate, agency, self-efficacy, self-

concept, and enjoyment. This interactional process among LA and other intervening factors is 

identified as mutual since these factors simultaneously influence each other (MacIntyre, 

1995). Secondly, LA is a dynamic variable because it “forms part of an interconnected, 

constantly-in-flux system that changes unpredictably over multiple time scales” (Gregersen, 

2020, p. 67). Gregersen (2020) examines LA in relation to four features that define dynamic 

systems:  

(i) Exist over different timescales: LA exists on multiple timescales, which are 

conceptualised as trait, state, situation-specific and momentary fluctuations, 

(ii) Are part of a system made of interconnected variables that are in constant motion: 

LA is in mutual interaction with many other individual difference variables, 

linguistic variables and cognitive variables, 

(iii) Contradictory elements co-exist: Positive emotions (e.g., language enjoyment) and 

negative emotions (e.g., language anxiety) co-exist, 

(iv) Perturbations in the system induce development and change: Positive 

perturbations lead to progress, and negative perturbations lead to setbacks; both 

feature development and/or change in the system. Further, minor perturbations 
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create macro change/development, while some macro perturbations pass 

unnoticed. In the trajectory of LA, learners’ internal perturbations (e.g., negative 

self-comparisons with peers, excessive concern over what others think, clash of 

learner beliefs with teacher beliefs, and low self-confidence) and external 

perturbations (e.g., teacher’s error correction procedure, and competitive 

classroom environment) that are predominantly negative, change the system and 

evoke LA. 

The scholars associated with the Dynamic phase view LA as a “state” that exists in a 

dynamic continuum interacting with a multitude of other factors related to language learning 

and development (Gregersen et al., 2014; Mahmoodzadeh & Gkonou, 2015). In contrast, 

previous research conceptualised and measured anxiety by freezing a moment in time and 

considering anxiety as a fixed construct (MacIntyre, 2017). This approach only allowed 

researchers to identify the existence and intensity of LA over a period of multiple weeks or 

months (Mahmoodzadeh & Gkonou, 2015). They also isolated the LA construct and 

controlled the other variables and conditions to generalise the findings to other contexts. 

However, “it is unproductive to isolate individual variables as a way of describing a system. 

Rather, the trajectory of complex systems can be best mapped by the description of emergent 

patterns of behaviors” (Burns & Knox, 2011, p. 7).  Gregersen (2020) highlights two 

concerns in the non-dynamic research methods used in prior phases: (i) since variables are 

interrelating and influencing each other, and learners’ affect changing over time, any finding 

can be interpreted as valid only to that very time the variable was measured; and (ii) as 

samples are selected randomly to make generalisations to larger populations, it is difficult to 

comment about what happens at the individual level.  

Drawing on Complex Dynamic Systems Theory, to measure the dynamism of LA, 

Gregersen et al. (2014) introduced a new method called the idiodynamic method, by which 
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they collected the self-ratings of the moment-to-moment anxiety levels of six pre-service 

teachers who were making a classroom presentation in their L2. Using a heart rate monitor on 

each participant, they captured how some participants who were typically comfortable in 

their L2 experienced bouts of nervousness or unease irrespective of their history of minimal 

or no LA experiences (MacIntyre, 2017). According to Mahmoodzadeh and Gkonou (2015), 

the idiodynamic method is the only empirical approach that can uncover the complex and 

dynamic nature of LA. Therefore, developing appropriate methods that can capture the 

dynamism and complexity of variables is currently regarded as crucial in the SLA field 

(Gregersen, 2020). 

Major research interests related to LA in the Dynamic phase include: 

(i) Relationship of LA to other learner variables (e.g., Almutlaq & Etherington, 2018; 

Boudreau et al., 2018; Hiver & Papi, 2019; Larsen-Freeman, 2019; Syed & 

Kuzborska, 2020), 

(ii) Complexity and dynamism of LA and other learner variables (e.g., Gregersen et 

al., 2014; Piniel & Csizér, 2015), 

(iii) LA in different sociocultural contexts (e.g., Dewaele & Al-Saraj, 2013; King & 

Smith, 2017), and  

(iv) Strategies to alleviate LA (e.g., Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014; Oxford, 2017). 

The phases of LA research demonstrate clear progress in the conceptualisation and 

measurement of LA from confounding different types of anxiety and their application to 

establishing LA as a construct specific to language learning situations. Acknowledging the 

dynamism and complexity of LA was another major turning point in research that compelled 

scholars to rethink methods of investigating LA. The current study draws on two main 
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features of dynamism in LA: (i) Co-existence of contradictory elements and (ii) Perturbations 

in the system that induce development and change (Gregersen, 2020). 

Figure 2.1 

Summary of the Language Anxiety Research Phases 

 

The literature reveals the continuing popularity of LA as a research topic in different 

settings around the globe. To date, a plethora of studies have investigated sources of LA that 

cause cognitive, physiological, and behavioural reactions and exert a debilitating influence on 

students’ language learning and development process. The following sections review research 

regarding the sources, manifestations, and effects of LA on the academic, cognitive and 

social domains of individuals. 

2.4 Sources of Language Anxiety 

The literature related to LA reports multiple sources of LA. Several scholars have classified 

the sources of LA in relation to their origin. According to Young (1991), these sources are 

mainly associated with (i) learners, (ii) teachers, and (iii) instructional practices. According to 
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her, personal and interpersonal issues, learner beliefs about language learning, instructor 

beliefs about language teaching, instructor-learner interactions, classroom procedures, and 

language testing generate anxiety in language students. Luo (2012) proposed that LA stems 

from (i) classroom environments, (ii) learner characteristics, (iii) the target language (TL), 

and (iv) the foreign language (FL) learning process. MacIntyre (2017) classified the sources 

of LA into three categories: (i) academic causes, (ii) cognitive causes, and (iii) social causes. 

While these classifications offer valuable insights, they are not comprehensive enough to 

account for all the sources of LA. As such, the researcher further divides LA sources into 

three broad categories: (i) learner-specific, (ii) in-class, and (iii) out-of-class. These 

categories provide a comprehensive framework that encompasses all the underlying factors 

that contribute to LA among language learners. 

2.4.1 Learner-specific sources of anxiety 

Sources of anxiety that stem from learners themselves are categorised as learner-specific 

anxiety sources. These sources include negative self-concept, low self-esteem and self-

confidence, negative self-efficacy and self-perceptions, fear of negative evaluation and 

derision, negative or incorrect language beliefs, poor language aptitude, and personality 

attributes such as perfectionism, competitiveness, and introversion. It should be noted that 

while the literature recognises fear of negative evaluation and derision as a social factor (e.g., 

MacIntyre, 2017), this study identifies it as a source of anxiety that is unique to learners. This 

is because fear is a psychological element that differs from one individual to another. The 

same negative evaluation may elicit varying reactions in different learners. For example, one 

learner may experience high levels of anxiety as a result of such an evaluation, while another 

may choose to disregard it and continue on their path.  
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Learning a language is sometimes considered “a profoundly unsettling psychological 

proposition” (Guiora, 1983, p. 8). It evokes a myriad of emotions:  

…guilt over linguistic and ethnic disloyalties, insecurity over the legitimacy of a 

newly learned language, anxiety about the lack of wholesome oneness, angst over the 

inability to bring together one’s incommensurable worlds, and sadness and confusion 

caused by seeing oneself as divided, a self-in-between, a self in need of translation. 

(Pavlenko, 2006, p. 5) 

The emotions generated in connection with self-related aspects of individuals are 

emphasised in the literature due to their robust influence in triggering LA (Tanveer, 2007). 

Specifically, self-concept, self-esteem, self-confidence, and self-efficacy are closely 

intertwined with LA. The relationship between LA and self is best articulated by Cohen and 

Norst (1989, p. 61): “[L]anguage and self are so closely bound, if not identical, that an attack 

on one is an attack on the other.” 

According to Horwitz et al. (1986), no other field of study poses a degree of threat to 

an individual’s self-concept in the same way as does language study. Self-concept is “the 

totality of the individual’s thoughts and feelings with reference to [the] self as an object” 

(Rosenberg, 1989, p. 34). Horwitz et al. (1986) argued that an individual’s self-concept as a 

competent communicator is challenged in any situation where L2 performance occurs. 

Language learners are subject to confusion about presenting their authentic selves using a 

language in which they are imperfect and limited. This conflict between the individual’s 

“true” self and the “more limited self” (p.128) generates LA. Horwitz et al. (1986) 

emphasised that this lack of authentic communication in the FL is the factor that distinguishes 

foreign language anxiety (FLA) from other academic anxieties, for example, anxieties related 

to Math or Science. 
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Learning a language not only embarrasses and frustrates a learner but also challenges 

the learner’s self-esteem and self-identity (MacIntyre, 1999). However, a common conceptual 

confusion between self-concept and self-esteem is evident in the literature (Rubio-Alcalá, 

2017). The different dimensions of a person’s life - personal, interpersonal, and physical -  

form his/her self-concept. The result of never-ending self-evaluations of these dimensions 

leads to self-esteem. In other words, the result of the evaluation of self-concept is self-esteem 

(Dörnyei, 2005, as cited in Rubio-Alcalá, 2017). Rubio-Alcalá (2017) asserted that “no other 

affective factors exert so much influence in the FL classroom as self-esteem and anxiety do” 

(p. 198). Not only are anxiety and self-esteem closely bound, but they also have a mutually 

interactive, negative relationship (e.g., Horwitz et al., 1986; Price, 1991; Young, 1990, 1991; 

Zare & Riasati, 2012). Accordingly, high levels of anxiety are related to low levels of self-

esteem and vice versa. This negative correlation between LA and self-esteem is considered to 

be the “single strongest and most consistent” (Daly, 1991, p. 8). Drawing on the literature, 

Rubio-Alcalá (2017) convincingly argued that many anxiety sources in FL classrooms are 

directly related to the five dimensions of self-esteem presented by Reasoner (1983) (security, 

identity, belonging, purpose, and competence), thereby establishing a strong link between 

anxiety and self-esteem. 

Several quantitative  (e.g., Clément et al.,1977; MacIntyre et al., 1997; Pajares & 

Johnson, 1993; Truitt, 1995) and qualitative (e.g., Cheng, 1998; Cohen & Norst, 1989; Price, 

1991) studies identified a relationship between LA and low self-confidence (as cited in 

Cheng et al., 1999). The study by Matsuda and Gobel (2001) and the factor analysis by 

Cheng et al. (1999) highlighted the importance of the role played by self-confidence in 

language learning and LA. Students with low self-confidence underestimate their ability to 

learn a L2 and entertain negative expectations of performing well, which ultimately makes 

them anxious while dealing with FL/L2 language tasks (MacIntyre et al., 1997). This process 
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signifies a vicious circle. Accordingly, the less confident learners fail to successfully manage 

their anxiety, which leads them to avoid anxiety-provoking activities. The resulting lack of 

practice, exposure and experience in such activities hinders their language learning process, 

further damaging their self-confidence (Cheng et al., 1999). A qualitative study by 

Attanayake (2019) conducted in four post-colonial South Asian countries (India, Pakistan, 

Bangladesh and Sri Lanka), suggested that ESL learners’ lack of self-confidence in speaking 

English evoked LA, which led them to develop negative attitudes toward speaking English. 

These negative attitudes, in turn, predicted future experiences of LA. 

Tremblay and Gardner (1995) identified a negative relationship between LA and self-

efficacy. Self-efficacy is defined as “people’s judgments of their capabilities to organize and 

execute courses of action required to attain designated types of performances” (Bandura, 

1986, p. 391). In this vein, people’s self-judgement about their inability and incapacity to 

perform well in a given task evokes negative feelings, which in turn trigger anxiety (Bandura 

et al., 1988).  

It is well-established from past research that learners’ self-perceived low ability levels 

are highly influential in evoking LA (e.g., MacIntyre, 2017; Price, 1991; Young, 1991). 

According to Leary (1990, as cited in MacIntyre, 1995), the relationship between anxiety, 

cognition and behaviour is cyclical. A demand to perform in the L2 can make a learner 

anxious, limiting their cognition as the attention is split between the task and their reaction to 

it. While performing in the L2, anxious learners think about the task at hand and are self-

conscious about their social self. This overloaded cognition impedes performance and leads 

to negative self-evaluations and criticisms. The self-deprecating cognition further hinders 

their performance (King & Smith, 2017; MacIntyre, 1995), generating an ongoing vicious 

cycle. Gregersen (2003, p. 29) contended that the “self-derogatory bias” of anxious learners 

toward their proficiency is the main difference between anxious and non-anxious learners. 
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The primary cause for these problematic cognitions is learners’ “excessively high standards 

for performance accompanied by overly critical self-evaluations” (Gregersen & Horwitz, 

2002, p. 563). Their fear of failure further stimulates them to maintain their high levels of 

anxiety (MacIntyre, 1999). Kitano (2001) investigated sources of LA in 212 students learning 

Japanese at two major universities in the United States of America. The findings revealed that 

these students felt more anxious when they perceived their ability as low compared to peers 

and native Japanese speakers. MacIntyre et al. (2003) conducted a cross-sectional 

investigation of second language communication among L2 learners in a junior high school 

late immersion program to examine their willingness to communicate, LA, perceived 

competence, and motivation. The study reported a significant negative correlation between 

anxiety and perceived competence. The most highly anxious students Price (1991) 

interviewed also demonstrated a low self-perception of their language ability levels. 

According to MacIntyre (1999), the “single most important source of language 

anxiety seems to be the fear of speaking in front of other people using a language with which 

one has limited proficiency” (p. 33). In the classroom context, students fear being judged and 

scrutinised by teachers and peers (Na, 2007; Price, 1991). Therefore, speaking in front of the 

class is considered to be a significant source of anxiety for language learners (e.g., Koch & 

Terrell, 1991). Similarly, all anxious Spanish-speaking English learners in Gregersen’s 

(2003) study reported the fear of being laughed at by peers or interlocutors. This situation 

turns language classrooms into “emotional danger zones” (King & Smith, 2017, p. 100) since 

they expose learners to potential evaluation, which may cause shame, embarrassment and 

even rejection from peers. The risk of getting evaluated reminds the learners of their 

competence in the L2 compared to peers or their own idealised self as a successful language 

learner (Ehrman, 1996, as cited in Ohata, 2005). Findings of Young’s (1990) investigation 

revealed that it is not simply communication apprehension but also the fact of speaking in the 
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presence of others, especially “being incorrect in front of their peers and looking or sounding 

‘dumb’” that makes learners anxious (Young, 1991, p. 429).  

Numerous studies have established a direct correlation between motivation and LA 

(Liu & Hu, 2009; Liu & Huang, 2011). According to Liu and Huang (2011), learners who are 

less intrinsically motivated experience more anxiety, especially if their motivation is based on 

a language requirement. They contended that anxiety is triggered in learners when the 

practical purposes of learning a language are overemphasised. Similarly, Papi (2010) claimed 

that learners experience LA when they are motivated through their Ought-to L2 Self, which 

closely resembles extrinsic motivation. 

Researchers have found a complex interaction between learner beliefs and LA (Aslan 

& Thompson, 2021; Horwitz et al., 1986; MacIntyre, 2017; Young, 1991). L2 learners 

already have preconceived notions about language and language learning when they enter the 

language classroom (Cohen, 1983, 1987; Horwitz, 1987; Politzer,1983; Wenden, 1986, as 

cited in Mori, 1999). These preconceived ideas stem from an array of sources, including 

learners’ previous language learning experience, cultural background, personality traits and 

cognitive style (Ellis, 2008). According to Aslan and Thompson (2021), understanding a 

learner’s beliefs about language learning and their level of anxiety in acquiring a second 

language can be achieved by considering their cultural values and the societal pressures 

related to language learning. Since learners’ attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours are closely 

associated, learners with positive attitudes and realistic, informed, language-related beliefs 

will exhibit productive behaviours, which are helpful to language learning. In contrast, 

learners with negative and erroneous beliefs exhibit contrary behaviours that harm the 

language learning process (Mantle-Bromley, 1995). Similarly, positive learner beliefs 

facilitate the language learning process, for they “compensate for one’s limited ability” 

(Mori, 1999, p. 381) and boost learners’ confidence while alleviating their anxiety (Aslan & 
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Thompson, 2021). On the contrary, negative and erroneous beliefs impede successful 

language learning (Horwitz, 1987) and trigger learners’ LA (MacIntyre, 2017; Young, 1991). 

For example, certain erroneous beliefs, such as presumptions about the number of years 

needed to become proficient in a language, the need to acquire native-like pronunciation at 

the very beginning of a language course, and being perfect in the communication act, make 

learners frustrated and anxious as these unrealistic beliefs clash with the reality (Young, 

1991). 

In addition, the literature discusses a few other sources of LA that can be classified 

under learner-specific LA sources, such as learners’ poor language aptitude (Sparks & 

Ganschow, 1995), perfectionism (Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002; Luo, 2012; Price, 1991; 

Young, 1991), competitiveness (Bailey, 1983), shyness and introversion (MacIntyre, 1999), 

excessive self-evaluation and worry over potential failure  (Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014) 

and over-sensitivity to others’ evaluation (Kitano, 2001).   

2.4.2 In-class sources of anxiety 

Classroom factors, such as teacher, teaching pedagogy and classroom social climate are also 

reported as sources that trigger learners’ LA (MacIntyre, 2017; Price, 1991; Young, 1991).  

Teacher  

The teacher’s characteristics and their role in the language classroom are crucial in 

determining the levels of LA in students (Bailey, 1983; Kitano, 2001; Young, 1991). Many 

researchers acknowledge that teachers’ classroom behaviour significantly influences 

students’ LA (e.g., Bailey, 1983; Kitano, 2001; Mak, 2011). In particular, a teacher’s 

attitudes toward errors and their manner of feedback procedure are considered strong sources 

of LA (MacIntyre, 2017; Young, 1991). According to Gregersen & MacIntyre (2014, p. 5), 
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students reported that “they feel teachers are on a mission to eradicate errors at all costs…” 

Harshly correcting errors with sarcasm and embarrassment triggers anxiety in many students 

(Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014; Young, 1991). Teachers who correct students in the middle 

of the students’ performance and highlight students’ errors to explain specific teaching points 

are identified as anxiety-provoking (Mak, 2011). A teacher’s inability to tolerate classroom 

silence (Tsui, 1996), judgmental teaching attitude (Samimy, 1994, as cited in Tallon, 2009), 

and harsh manner of teaching (Aida, 1994) can also induce LA in students. Palacios found 

several associations among anxiety and the following teacher characteristics:  

[A]bsence of instructional support, unsympathetic personality, lack of time for 

personal attention, favouritism, a sense that the class does not provide students with 

the tools necessary to match up with the instructors’ expectations, and the sense of 

being judged by the instructor or wanting to impress the instructor. (1998, as cited in 

Tallon, 2009, p. 115) 

Teacher beliefs about language learning and teaching are also influential in evoking 

LA in students. According to Young (1991), students’ anxiety is exacerbated by teachers who 

prefer the role of “drill sergeant[s]” (p. 428) instead of facilitators, teachers who believe they 

must correct every mistake the students make, teachers who only provide individual tasks to 

students to keep the class under control, and teachers who believe teacher talking time should 

exceed learner talking time. 

Teaching pedagogy 

Under anxiety-provoking teaching pedagogies, one often cited source of LA is 

classroom activities that demand speaking in the FL (Price, 1991; Young, 1990). Speaking in 

a FL/L2 in front of others heightens anxiety levels and is viewed as the most anxiety-

producing experience by some language learners (Daly, 1991; Horwitz et al., 1986; Kitano, 
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2001; Price, 1991). In a cross-sectional study using 119 American students learning Spanish, 

Koch and Terrell (1991) found oral skits, oral quizzes, oral presentations, and oral responses 

in class to be the most anxiety-provoking activities for learners in the foreign language 

classroom. Young (1990) collated a list of in-class activities perceived by students as anxiety-

provoking. In descending order of anxiety provocation, they were as follows: (i) Spontaneous 

role-playing in front of the class, (ii) speaking in public in class, (iii) oral presentations or 

sketches in front of the class, (iv) presenting a prepared dialogue to the class, and (v) writing 

their work on the board. 

Certain teacher practices, such as not giving learners sufficient preparation time 

before speaking (Mak, 2011); not allowing students to use their L1 in the FL/L2 classrooms 

(Butzkamm, 2003; Copland & Neokleous, 2011; Macaro, 2005); and teacher-centred 

activities (Rubio-Alcalá, 2017), evoke a great deal of LA in students. Learners who lack 

opportunities to practise the language face difficulties in developing their communicative 

abilities. Such learners feel stressed and embarrassed when required to speak within or 

outside the classroom (Tanveer, 2006). 

Tests are another in-class anxiety trigger for language learners (MacIntyre, 2017; 

Young, 1991). Test items that are ambiguous and do not reflect what learners have learned in 

the classroom and test formats that are unfamiliar and highly evaluative trigger LA in learners 

(Young, 1991). Tests that require students to speak in front of others also evoke LA 

(Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014). 

In-class social context 

Moreover, in-class contexts that are highly competitive (Bailey, 1983; Tóth, 2011) 

produce anxiety in students. Comparison of oneself with other learners in the classroom is 

common in such situations (Bailey, 1983). This results in students feeling worried about 
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presenting themselves as less competent than others. Their discomfort and frustration in the 

presence of those ‘better’ students might evoke LA in the former (Tóth, 2011). However, one 

participant in Ewald’s (2007) study of students enrolled in tertiary Spanish courses, presented 

a contrasting view regarding peers in classrooms. He mentioned that students do not always 

see their peers as competitors but sometimes as “sympathetic company in the language 

learning process” (Ewald, 2007, p. 129), which means peers do not always provoke LA 

among students.  

2.4.3 Out-of-class sources of anxiety 

Several studies suggest that there exist some unique sources of anxiety stemming from 

sociocultural factors in a given society. These sources impede learners’ communication both 

within and outside the classroom.  

It was found that power dynamics related to English trigger LA among learners in 

some countries. In most Asian ESL contexts, English is considered a symbol of power and 

prestige. For instance, nations such as Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and India consider 

English a status symbol (Attanayaka, 2019; Gunesekera, 2005; Khan, 2015). Interestingly, 

even those who do not speak English consider English to be superior to their native languages 

and treat English speakers with respect (Attanayake, 2019). Those who are fluent in English 

and use native-like pronunciation are considered “wealthy and talented” (Khan, 2015, p. 52) 

with ‘awesome personalities’ (Attanayaka, 2019, p. 95), which results in people who are less 

proficient in English experiencing an inferiority complex that triggers LA (Attanayake, 2019; 

Khan, 2015). This perception of English as a status symbol rather than a tool of 

communication makes learners anxious when speaking in English, since it is not only their 

English incompetence that they expose to others but also their social status, their education, 
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family background, and so much more. In other words, “[English] is considered the premiere 

indicator and representation of class, education, intellect, etc.” (Attanayaka, 2019, p. 25).  

There is also a tendency to label and ridicule those who speak English as show-offs. 

According to Attanayake (2019), mockery in this situation arises from a group of people in 

society who neither speak English nor belong to the English teaching-learning domain. She 

reported that this is more common in South Asian post-colonial countries. Similar findings 

were reported by Wong (1984), who found that Hong Kong secondary school students refrain 

from speaking English in front of their peers and do not answer the teacher voluntarily in 

English because they consider speaking in English equal to showing off.  

In discussing English language anxiety, Horwitz (2016) stated that the importance 

given to English achievement in some societies could contribute to the nature of LA. For 

instance, as English is the passport to better career prospects in both local and international 

job markets (Gunesekera, 2005), most people in ESL (e.g., Sri Lanka, India, Bangladesh, 

Pakistan) and EFL (e.g., China, Japan, Thailand) contexts learn English to be eligible for 

better opportunities that have potential benefits in almost every domain of their lives 

including economic, financial, and educational. Learners’ awareness of the importance of 

learning English and its achievement can develop a pressure in them to be competent in 

English. This pressure may trigger ESL learners’ LA (Cheng, 2008; Liu, 2006; Mak, 2011).  

Cultural factors have been identified as another major source of LA. For instance, it 

was found that Confucian influence is a key reason for learner reticence in Asian countries. 

Woodrow (2006) found clear evidence for variation in anxiety levels between Japanese, 

Korean and Chinese participants on the one hand, and European participants, on the other. 

She noted high anxiety levels in the learners who belonged to the Confucian Heritage 

Cultures (CHC) compared to lower anxiety levels in the latter. Through interviews conducted 
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with five Japanese learners in a US college, Ohata (2005) revealed fear of ‘losing face’ in 

front of others as their strongest anxiety-provoking factor. Due to the cultural belief that there 

is “an ever-present, ever-watching other within Japanese society that constantly monitors and 

inhibits people’s behaviour with its disapproving gaze” (King & Smith, 2017, p. 100), 

Japanese students prefer to stay silent as it protects not only their face and dignity but also 

saves them from committing a social penalty (Franks, 2000). 

A similar situation was observed by Attanayake (2019) in her study of participants 

from India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Pakistan. The students in these countries fear ever-

present “watchdogs” who create and maintain societal language attitudes (p. 54). Those who 

cannot speak English and are less fluent worry that they will be mocked by the watchdogs for 

their language errors. In contrast, others fluent in English worry over their accent and 

eligibility to join the circle of those who speak the “posh” variety of English. Learners 

internalise these attitudes and bring them to language classrooms. As a result, they lose 

confidence in speaking English with their peers because they fear being evaluated by those 

who are more proficient in the language. The resulting lack of interaction in the language 

ultimately inhibits their language performance (Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014). 

The concept of uncertainty avoidance is a related concept that characterises some 

cultures (Hofstede, 1986). Such cultures discourage individuals from actively participating in 

situations that are uncertain or unpredictable, especially in public settings. This is reflected in 

classrooms where students avoid speaking up in front of their peers and risk negative 

evaluation or disclosure of their low English competence. 

In addition, some features of the academic culture in a particular country could 

provoke LA among students. Marambe et al. (2012) pointed out that in some Asian cultures, 

such as Sri Lanka, India and Indonesia, teachers are highly respected and listened to. 
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Education systems in such cultures are teacher-centred and authoritarian. They do not expect 

students to argue or question the teacher’s thinking process. “This has led to authoritarian 

behaviour of teachers and veneration of teachers by the students” (Marambe et al., 2012, p. 

303). This less friendly relationship between students and teachers can evoke LA among 

some students.  

As  Scollon et al. (2012) pointed out, there is a strong sense of hierarchy in some 

Asian cultures. The resultant differences in the social status of the interlocutors have a 

significant influence on the LA of some students (Tanveer, 2007). This was best articulated 

by Chick: 

The effects of status in terms of percieved power over another can also effectively 

silence a person in conversation; for example, where there are large power 

differentials, as in White-Black relations in South Africa, the potential threat of loss 

of face may cause the person of lower of status to do nothing in the conversation even 

when instructions are not fully understood. (1985, as cited in Tanveer, 2007, p. 26) 

This is reflected in the classroom as a considerable gap that exists between teachers 

and students in the classroom (Attanayake, 2019). The unequal relationship status between 

these two parties hinders “successful second language comprehension, production, and 

ultimately acquisition” (Pica, 1987, p. 4). 

Local and international politics, along with the nuances of sociocultural practices, 

could also be a source of students’ LA. For example, in Effiong’s (2016) study, Japanese 

students’ resentment towards Chinese students, which was primarily a result of international 

politics, negatively influenced the intragroup interactions of the former. 
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It is apparent that LA can be induced by a myriad of sources related to the learners, 

language classrooms and sociocultural factors of a country. However, the studies conducted 

thus far on LA have mainly been based in Western countries (e.g., Gkonou et al., 2017; 

Gregersen et al., 2017; Horwitz et al., 1986). The context of the Western part of the world, in 

terms of historical, social, political, cultural, and educational patterns, is significantly 

different from that of the Asian context. Even within the Asian continent, there are 

considerable differences in people’s attitudes, beliefs, and language learning practices and 

policies. For example, English does not hold any historical or institutional value in some 

Asian countries (e.g., China, Taiwan). However, it is widely used in those countries due to its 

value as the world’s lingua franca. In some other countries, such as post-colonial South Asian 

countries, English is institutionalised and often used as an L2 (e.g., Sri Lanka, India). This 

institutional variation and colonial mindsets in the latter countries led them to create language 

learning and teaching processes different from the former. Accordingly, sources that 

influence the affective factors of language learners in one part of the world can be 

significantly different from those of learners in another.  

The above discussion indicates that out-of-class anxiety sources are highly significant 

in shaping learners’ and teachers’ attitudes and beliefs about language learning and teaching, 

teachers’ choices about classroom practices and methodologies, and policymakers’ decisions 

about language policies and practices in a country, all of which ultimately influence learners’ 

LA. Further, it is possible that some practices perceived by one group of learners as 

comfortable may prove stressful for learners from a different cultural group (Young, 1991) 

and vice versa. Considering all the above, the current study identifies the need to explore the 

LA sources specific to ESL learners at state universities of Sri Lanka. Hence, the study aims 

to investigate the anxiety sources that stem from learners themselves, university ESL 

classrooms and sociocultural factors related to English in Sri Lanka.   
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2.5 Effects of Language Anxiety 

The adverse effects of LA are not confined to learners’ classroom communication efforts but 

extend beyond the classroom itself. Accordingly, the influence of LA on learners’ academic, 

cognitive, and social experience is enormous (MacIntyre, 2017). 

LA has been identified as the most potent affective factor that hinders the learning 

process (Arnold & Brown, 1999; Scovel, 1978). Course grades and learners’ performance in 

language tests are negatively influenced by LA (MacIntyre, 1999). Substantiating this, many 

published studies have reported a consistent moderate negative relationship between LA and 

achievement (Horwitz, 2001). For instance, Horwitz et al. (1986) found a significant 

moderate negative correlation between FLA and the expected and actual final grades received 

by highly anxious learners. Similarly, MacIntyre and Gardner (1989) found a significant 

negative correlation between French class anxiety and performance on a vocabulary learning 

task. Aida (1994) also observed a significant negative correlation between FLCAS scores and 

final grades among second-year Japanese learners in the USA. These findings were replicated 

in studies conducted by Saito & Samimy (1996) with Japanese learners, Kim (1998) with 

Korean college students, and Coulombe (2000) with eleven French-as-a-second language 

learners at the university level. Hence, it is evident that this negative relationship between LA 

and language achievement exists irrespective of the TL and the level of TL competency 

(Horwitz, 2001). 

In the Sri Lankan context, Rasakumaran and Indra Devi (2017) discovered a negative 

correlation between oral communication apprehension and oral performance among learners 

in the Medical Faculty of the University of Jaffna, a state university in Sri Lanka. Senaratne 

and Pereira (2018) also observed a significant negative correlation between FLCAS scores 
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and learner achievement among ESL learners at the University of Sri Jayawardhenapura, 

another state university in Sri Lanka. 

In addition to its negative influence on language performance, LA creates a tendency 

in learners to overstudy (e.g., Horwitz et al., 1986; Luo, 2013; MacIntyre, 1999). Learners 

who are excessively concerned about performing well get very anxious (Bailey et al., 2003) 

when they make mistakes in the TL. To avoid such situations in future, these learners tend to 

overstudy (Horwitz et al., 1986; MacIntyre, 1999). Similarly, Price (1991) reported the need 

felt by anxious learners to increase their efforts in learning in order to make up for the 

adverse effects of anxiety arousal. However, overstudying usually results in frustration, as the 

actual achievement is less than expected, considering the time and effort invested (MacIntyre, 

1999). 

Student dropout is another negative consequence of LA (Luo, 2013). Learners who 

drop out of language courses tend to have significant levels of anxiety and significantly lower 

self-evaluations of their language learning (Gardner et al., 1987). Studies have also found that 

highly anxious learners risk dropping out of language courses more than less anxious learners 

(e.g., Bailey, 1983). 

A plethora of literature supports the premise that LA influences cognitive processing 

in a pervasive manner (Eysenck, 1979; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1994; Schwarzer, 1986; 

Tobias, 1979, 1980, 1986). When anxiety is aroused, self-related cognition and task-

irrelevant information, such as worry, consume the cognitive space so that highly anxious 

learners cannot pay full attention to the given task (Eysenck, 1979). This explains why 

anxious learners take more time to comprehend information and achieve the same results as 

their counterparts who do not experience such anxiety (MacIntyre, 2017). This process 

essentially hinders the quality of the learners’ performance (MacIntyre, 1995). Further, 
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anxious learners engage in negative self-talk and excessively contemplate poor performance, 

which again limits their cognitive processing abilities (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991b), 

impeding their efficacy in effectively responding to their own language errors (Gregersen, 

2003; Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014). 

Learners’ social relationships are also affected by LA. Several studies suggest that 

anxious learners communicate less frequently than less anxious learners (MacIntyre & 

Gardner, 1991b, 1991c). The reason is that once the association between LA and impaired 

performance is established, the prospect of L2 communication itself is anxiety-arousing. 

Hence, highly anxious learners’ willingness to communicate is lower compared to the level of 

willingness to communicate of their less anxious counterparts (MacIntyre & Charos, 1996). 

Second, the limited communication of anxious learners may mislead teachers and peers into 

identifying them as reserved characters. This may negatively influence their relationships in 

the classroom context (Luo, 2013) and create a hostile environment that is not conducive to 

learning. 

The above discussion indicates that debilitating LA, if untreated, may cause 

destructive and stigmatising effects on language learners and their language learning. The 

current study identifies the adverse effects of LA on language learners and acknowledges the 

need to investigate strategies to create a less stressful classroom environment that can 

minimise learners’ LA and enhance language learning. 

2.6 Manifestations of Language Anxiety 

LA might not have attracted so much attention from researchers, language learners, and 

teachers if its manifestations were not so influential and prominent. As Horwitz et al. (1986) 

claim, the psychological and physiological processes of the anxious language learner are 

analogous to the psychological and behavioural patterns of any other person who is 
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experiencing a different type of anxiety (Horwitz et al., 1986). However, the degree of 

strength of the manifestations of LA may vary depending on each anxious individual. The 

subjects in Cohen and Norst’s (1989, p. 68) study described their LA as follows:  

My heart starts pumping really fast, and the adrenaline running. Then I feel myself 

start to go red…and by the end of the ordeal-for it is-I am totally red, my hands shake, 

and my heart pounds…It’s a pure trauma for me…if I am ever asked to, I’ll probably 

have a coronary. 

One learner in Price’s (1991) study expressed his preference to be in a prison camp 

rather than speaking a FL. Horwitz et al. (1986) pointed out the possibility of a learner 

completely going blank and freezing up during oral activities. In contrast, it is also possible 

for an anxious learner to manifest their anxiety only by playing with a pen or another object 

at hand. 

According to Burgoon and Koper, “bodily tension, self-touching, postural rigidity, 

protective behaviours such as closed body positions, leaning away, gaze aversion and indirect 

head orientation, less facial pleasantness, nodding and animation” are signals of LA (1984, as 

cited in Gregersen et al., 2017, p. 113). Further, anxious learners may “squirm in their seats, 

fidget, play with their hair, clothes, or other manipulable objects, stutter and stammer as they 

talk, and generally appear jittery and nervous” (Leary, 1982, as cited in Young, 1991, p. 429). 

Gregersen (2005) conducted an observation study that indicated differences in the nonverbal 

behaviour of anxious and non-anxious students in highly anxiety-provoking situations. She 

observed that anxious students frequently used their hands more than non-anxious students 

for purposes unrelated to communication. For example, anxious students tended to fidget and 

play with different manipulable objects, including their own hair (Gregersen et al., 2017; 

Leary, 1982, as cited in Young, 1991). When communicating, anxious students tied up their 



 

45 

 

hands, exhibiting a rigid and close posture. In contrast, non-anxious students used hand 

gestures to enhance communication (Gregersen et al., 2017). Furthermore, anxious language 

learners “have difficulty concentrating, become forgetful, start sweating, and have 

palpitations. They exhibit avoidance behaviour such as missing class and postponing 

homework” (Horwitz et al., 1986, p. 126) and prefer sitting at the back of the class “seeking 

refuge in the last row” (p. 130).  

In addition, anxious learners avoid voluntarily participating in the activities, and 

compared to non-anxious participants, the frequency of participation of anxious students in 

classroom activities is very low (Horwitz et al., 1986). If untreated, over time, anxiety may 

lead to low language proficiency and course grades or, at worst, ultimately dropping out of 

language learning (Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014). Therefore, it is essential to identify cues 

to learners’ anxiety in order to alleviate it. 

2.7 Language Anxiety in ESL Learners of Sri Lankan State Universities 

Even though LA is the most extensively studied emotion in the field of SLA across different 

contexts and cultures (MacIntyre, 2017), it has been largely ignored in the Sri Lankan 

context. It is only very recently that some Sri Lankan studies on LA have come into the 

limelight, exploring sources of LA and strategies to cope with it.  

The most recent study on LA was conducted by Attanayake (2019) using 

undergraduate participants from four countries in post-colonial South Asia, namely 

Bangladesh, Pakistan, India, and Sri Lanka. She argued that the most desired skill of English 

language learners in Sri Lanka is competence in speaking in English. The primacy that 

speaking English has attained in Sri Lanka over other language skills is common among 

English language learners of all ages. As such, undergraduates of state universities in Sri 

Lanka also regard speaking English as the supreme skill one can possess. Unfortunately, it is 
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the same skill that the undergraduates seem to be most anxious to use; therefore, they perform 

poorly when asked to speak in English (Attanayake, 2019; Navaz & Banu, 2018). 

Attanayake (2019) postulated that learners’ anxiety originates from the language 

attitudes of society. The society represents two clusters: (i) “inner society in the classroom” 

and (ii) “outer society outside the classroom” (p. 53). She contended that the negative 

attitudes of both these societies trigger anxiety. Attanayake (2019) explained this process as 

follows:  

[N]egative language attitudes create an anxiety that is not limited to FLA as identified 

by the researchers. Further, such language attitudes, which not only are present in the 

classroom situations, but also exist outside in the larger society, are also detrimental 

to speaking English inside and outside the classroom in the daily life of the learners. 

(p. 61) 

She revealed some specific language attitudes in Sri Lankan society that trigger 

learners’ LA. On one hand, some language learners who do not experience anxiety when 

speaking English with foreigners experience the opposite when they are in the middle of 

other Sri Lankans who are fluent in English. On the other hand, there are instances where 

learners feel anxious to speak in English in the presence of people who do not know English. 

This is because they are afraid of getting condemned and ridiculed by the latter for showing 

off. Both situations trigger learners’ fear of negative evaluation and make them anxious to 

speak in English. Similarly, English is considered a symbol of power and prestige in Sri 

Lankan society, and the use of the word Kaduva (sword) to refer to it indicates its power in 

society (Gunesekera, 2005). According to Attanayake (2019), these power dynamics 

involving English contribute to LA. 
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In addition, the education culture of Sri Lanka seems to evoke learners’ LA. In Sri 

Lanka, “the traditional power structure in the classroom” (Attanayake, 2019, p. 76) maintains 

a considerable gap between the teacher and the learners. The learners are expected to respect, 

listen to and obey the teacher. Even if learners disagree with the teacher, they are not 

expected to argue with the teacher. Hence, classrooms are characterised by an absence of 

arguments and limited amounts of discussion and questions (Attanayake, 2019), creating an 

educational culture that inevitably reinforces learners’ LA. 

Navaz and Banu’s (2018, 2019) studies identified LA as a common problem at state 

universities in Sri Lanka. Specifically focusing on undergraduates at the South Eastern 

University of Sri Lanka (SEUSL), their pilot study conducted in 2018 found that more than 

90 per cent of the students experienced anxiety during English lessons. The study revealed a 

number of sources of LA amongst SEUSL undergraduates: fear of speaking English in 

classes, fear of being negatively evaluated by the instructor, test anxiety, lack of confidence, 

fear of making mistakes in front of instructors and peers and resentment towards English 

classes. Another study conducted by Navaz and Banu at the same university in 2019 found 

communication apprehension, fear of ESL lectures, test anxiety, fear of negative evaluations, 

environmental factors and fear of instructors as anxiety-provoking for the students. However, 

one common drawback with these studies is the composition of the samples. Even though Sri 

Lanka is a multi-ethnic country with Sinhalese (74.9%) representing the majority of the 

population, and the minority including Tamils (15.3%), Moors (9.3%) and others (0.5%) 

(Department of Census & Statistics, 2012), these researchers chose only Tamil students as 

participants for their studies. Ostensibly, since colonisation, there has been an attitudinal 

variation toward English between the majority and minority of the country (e.g., Canagarajah, 

2005a; Herath, 2015; Lim, 2013). Navaz and Banu (2018, 2019) also ignored the language 
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teachers’ perspectives on LA, limiting the scope of the study’s findings and 

recommendations. 

Although Attanayake (2019) ascribed the failure in teaching and learning English in 

Sri Lanka to teachers’ total negligence of students’ anxiety, she did not examine language 

teachers’ perspectives on learners’ LA. However, the teacher is a critical factor in any 

classroom situation. Therefore, it is essential to consider teachers’ opinions when making 

decisions about classroom language learning and teaching. Gregersen and MacIntyre (2014) 

identified the teacher, learner, and the social milieu as ‘players’ in the foreign language 

classroom and explained: 

[A]ny of these constituents, individually or in combination, could be provocateurs or 

the remediators of language anxiety. Just as we may hold one or more of these 

‘players’ responsible for the presence of anxiety, so too may we find in them the 

catalyst for solutions. (p. 10) 

While the studies mentioned above confirm the presence of LA in language 

classrooms of state universities in Sri Lanka, several key gaps in understanding LA are 

evident. Some of these studies have neglected to address LA from the teachers’ perspectives. 

Others have not sufficiently acknowledged the unique sociocultural dynamics in Sri Lanka, 

such as the multi-ethnic and multicultural forces at play in society. Studies that offer 

suggestions without conducting an in-depth investigation in such areas can be less rigorous. 

To address this gap, it is necessary to investigate the sources of LA specific to the Sri Lankan 

context and strategies for managing it effectively, considering both teachers’ and learners’ 

perspectives. 
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2.8 Different Perspectives on Strategies for Managing Language Anxiety 

Strategies for managing LA are informed by two approaches: (i) approaches informed by TP 

and (ii) approaches suggested by PP. TP-informed and PP-informed approaches view LA 

through different lenses and devise strategies and interventions to manage it in distinct ways. 

TP-informed approaches focus on investigating negative emotions and fixing 

problematic issues in life (Wang et al., 2021). TP focuses more on what goes wrong in life 

(Peterson, 2006). In contrast, PP-informed approaches focus on the positive side of life 

(Lopez & Snyder, 2009) and developing positive qualities in people (Wang et al., 2021). It is 

“the scientific study of what goes right in life” (Peterson, 2006, p. 4). 

Accordingly, in the field of SLA, TP exclusively aims to identify and solve negative 

concerns such as anxiety, burnout, demotivation, and aptitude problems in various applied 

linguistic milieus (Gregersen et al., 2016a). Contrastingly, PP aims at positive aspects of life 

and attempts to complement negative aspects with positive topics such as resilience, 

happiness, optimism, flow, well-being, flourishing, strengths, courage, wisdom, and laughter. 

(Dewaele, Chen, et al., 2019; MacIntyre & Mercer, 2014; Wang et al., 2021). Of note, PP 

does not aim to exclude negativity but rather to confront problems positively by building 

upon the strengths and assets of learners and teachers (Gregersen et al., 2016a). 

Being a deficit-based approach, TP devises strategies based on the inadequacies and 

deficiencies of language learners and teachers. In contrast, being an anti-deficit-based 

approach, PP develops interventions based on the strengths of learners and teachers 

(MacIntyre, 2016; MacIntyre et al., 2019) notwithstanding the problems that may exist 

(Dewaele, Chen, et al., 2019). 
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Specifically, in dealing with anxiety, TP-informed approaches choose to directly 

ameliorate the intensity and symptoms of anxiety (MacIntyre et al., 2015) by reducing 

negative arousal, distracting thoughts, and confronting negative beliefs (MacIntyre, 2016). 

PP-informed approaches, however, encourage learners to capitalise on opportunities and 

benefit from what is available. Further, PP suggests that teachers focus more on developing 

activities that students might enjoy rather than focusing on ways to reduce their anxiety 

(Dewaele & Dewaele, 2017). In other words, by increasing the moments of positivity, PP-

informed approaches aim to reduce the weight of the negative thoughts, beliefs and emotions 

learners sometimes feel in the classroom. For instance, one central proposition of PP in SLA 

is to provide learners with opportunities to develop positive attitudes toward L2 learning and 

enhance their resilience so that they can bounce back from negative experiences quickly and 

efficiently (Fresacher, 2016). 

The following sections explain the strategies employed by TP and PP to manage the 

LA of language learners. 

2.8.1 Strategies informed by traditional psychology 

TP considers anxiety as a clinical disorder or condition that needs to be treated (Oxford, 

2017). It views individuals who suffer from anxiety (e.g., social anxiety, generalised anxiety) 

as emotionally ill. According to Oxford (2017), LA could stem from an individual’s 

experiences of social anxiety or generalised anxiety.  Hence, she postulates that the 

interventions used to reduce social anxiety and generalised anxiety could also be used 

effectively to manage LA. 

Social anxiety makes an individual apprehensive and extremely scared of engaging in 

any social or performance situations that are open to public evaluation and probable 

embarrassment (Oxford, 2017). This is often considered the “primary root of language 
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anxiety” (p. 178). Generalised anxiety refers to the persistent feelings of worry and tension in 

response to almost anything. This includes performing in the TL as well. Previous research 

has identified maladaptive assumptions as the leading cause of social and generalised anxiety 

(Oxford, 2017). Drawing on literature, Oxford (2017, pp. 179-180) proposes the following 

interventions to increase the calmness of language learners who experience LA that stems 

from social anxiety or generalised anxiety: 

(i) Modelling: The teacher models appropriate behaviours (e.g., deep breathing) for 

anxious students to imitate. 

(ii) Exposure therapy: The teacher encourages anxious learners to get exposed to 

anxiety-provoking situations gradually and consistently until they feel comfortable. 

The teacher discourages learners from avoiding anxiety-provoking language 

performance situations and may assist with cognitive and affective techniques to 

manage learners’ anxieties in those situations. 

(iii) Rational-emotive therapy: The teacher may start a discussion with students about 

beliefs, especially their irrationality in most scenarios and their effect on human lives. 

Following the discussion, learners are asked to list their fears of using the TL. After 

choosing two or three beliefs that learners think cause their anxiety and, therefore, 

desperately need to expel, they will think through a set of questions specifically 

designed to prove the irrationality of these beliefs. If the worksheets are shared among 

peers, the learners will immensely benefit from witnessing the ubiquitous nature of 

these beliefs, setting more realistic standards for their own performance and being less 

critical of themselves. 

(iv) Combinations of biological approaches (e.g., relaxation training and 

biofeedback) with cognitive therapies: Relaxation training requires no equipment. 

This can be done, for example, by practising deep breathing and progressive 
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relaxation. Biofeedback, however, requires equipment and would be challenging to 

practise in language-learning contexts. Some cognitive therapies, for example, guide 

learners to identify the triggers of their anxiety and related physical arousal. These 

therapies might convince learners to expel their misconceptions about anxieties. 

(v) Social skills training: As socially anxious individuals often have low social skills 

and negative beliefs, it is recommended to train them in necessary and appropriate 

social skills to improve their social anxiety and confidence. 

As discussed in 2.4.1, one major learner-specific source of anxiety is learners’ 

erroneous beliefs about language learning. There is a seeming consensus among researchers 

that LA could be alleviated by making learners realise the irrationality of their beliefs. For 

instance, Young (1999) suggests that teachers design group work and activities that help 

learners spot erroneous and irrational beliefs they have been holding onto. Rational Emotive 

Therapy offered by Foss and Reitzel (1991) is another strategy devised to make learners 

identify their inaccurate and illogical beliefs and confront them with new information.  

Another key aspect of LA is that it is not a constant or a fixed variable but a dynamic 

phenomenon that varies throughout a communication act. Learners who have not realised this 

fact tend to view the whole speaking component of the language negatively. In contrast, when 

they are convinced that speaking is not a fixed process that is consistently difficult but there 

are aspects of their communication act that they can enjoy, they will perceive the situation 

and the dynamic nature of their anxiety more realistically. To this end, Foss and Reitzel 

(1991) introduce the Anxiety Graph to make students realise the transitory nature of LA 

within a single communicative activity and therefore, the need to use a more realistic 

approach to manage the situation. 
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Learning that feelings of anxiety are normal and that one should value competence 

over perfection helps reduce learners’ anxiety. To this end, Cope Powell (1991) and Young 

(1999) propose supplemental instruction, support groups, informal talks and language clubs 

as potential strategies that create opportunities for learners to correct their beliefs and 

eliminate LA. Şimşek and Dörnyei (2017) recommend a technique with a similar focus called 

Learner Constructive Narratives to help dispute learners’ erroneous beliefs: “Self-narratives 

are not just stories about what happened in a specific time and spot; they also provide both an 

assessment of past occasions in relation to the self and a feeling of transient progression” (pp. 

56-57). They postulate that by helping learners to re-narrate their stories in a way that can 

change the negative trajectories into positive ones, learners can reassess their negative 

experiences of anxiety in a more positive light, which might reduce the debilitating effects of 

LA. 

Many language learners believe that they must be thoroughly competent in the 

language before they speak (Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002; Young, 1991). They also believe 

they must be approved by every person they engage with (Foss & Reitzel, 1991). Such 

erroneous beliefs are anxiety-provoking. To expel such beliefs, Horwitz (1988) suggests that 

teachers discuss the value of language ability with learners, even if it is not fluent or perfect. 

She further mentions the importance of negotiating learners’ reasonable commitments to 

successful language learning. 

Helping learners set realistic communication goals is crucial, for only then will they 

be able to experience successful progress in their language learning journey over time, which 

will result in increased confidence and less anxiety. To this end, journal writing would also 

be highly effective, for it helps learners think through and write through their anxieties (Foss 

& Reitzel, 1991; Horwitz 1986). 
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The literature indicates two approaches to minimising the in-class anxiety of language 

learners (Crookall & Oxford, 1991; Horwitz et al., 1986; Rubio-Alcalá, 2017): (i) a direct 

approach by dealing with learner anxiety explicitly; and (ii) an indirect approach by creating 

an anxiety-free classroom climate. 

Teachers can choose to confront learner anxiety directly by overtly teaching 

relaxation techniques, and breathing exercises, and advising learners about the language 

learning process (Horwitz, 1997a, as cited in Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014; Kim, 2009). 

Crookall and Oxford (1991) propose implementing strategies such as Agony column, Ghost 

avengers, Mistakes panel, Anxious photos, Reversed accents, Keeping a diary of feelings 

about language learning, Emotional checklist and Positive self-talk to reduce learners’ LA. 

However, the direct approach has its drawbacks as it is less practical, for language teachers 

do not have the required specialised training to implement most of the activities informed by 

the direct approach. 

In comparison, the indirect approach seems more practical and feasible since language 

teachers have power and control over the teaching practices and methodologies they 

implement in their classrooms. Therefore, they can decide on the classroom climate they 

want to create. Horwitz et al. (1986) also support this claim, stating that making the 

classroom context less stressful is more efficient “since language teachers cannot change the 

nature of language learning or of language learners” (Horwitz, 2017, p. 44). 

Acknowledging the importance of creating a low-anxiety classroom climate, Crookall 

and Oxford (1991) propose two methods of promoting a less stressful classroom. They 

advocate changing the communication pattern and the classroom structure by (i) 

implementing pair work, small group work, games, simulations, and structured exercises and 

(ii) promoting student-to-student communication, emphasising the importance of conveying 
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meaning over achieving grammatical accuracy. Similarly, Young (1991) and Nagahashi 

(2007) point out that changing the communication pattern is an effective strategy for reducing 

language learners’ affective filters. 

According to Rubio-Alcalá (2017), creating a low-anxiety classroom climate could be 

achieved in three ways: making positive changes in the (i) rapport between teacher and 

learners, (ii) methodology, and (iii) type of activities. To improve the rapport between teacher 

and learners, it is necessary for the teacher to choose the role of a facilitator instead of that of 

a drill sergeant (Rubio-Alcalá, 2017; Young, 1991, 1999). The facilitating role involves 

explicit discussions with learners about the language learning process, their emotions and 

feelings of anxiety. Rubio-Alcalá (2017) believes such a facilitating role with genuine 

communication between teachers and learners ensures and enhances learners’ emotional 

security and helps them alleviate their LA. It is also crucial that teachers are friendly, relaxed, 

positive, patient and have a good sense of humour (Young, 1999). Teachers can develop their 

intra- and interpersonal skills by participating in language teaching workshops, conferences, 

training sessions, and seminars in the field. They can improve their interactions with learners 

by being more careful about their error correction approach and entertaining a positive 

attitude toward mistakes (Rubio-Alcalá, 2017; Young, 1990,1991,1999). 

As teacher-centred methodologies fuel anxiety in the classroom, Rubio-Alcalá (2017) 

suggests employing a learner-centred methodology, since this encourages learners to 

experiment with the language without getting inhibited by the fear of negative evaluation of 

their teachers and peers. Language methodologies such as Desuggestopedia and The Natural 

Approach are specially designed to improve the negative effects of debilitating LA 

(Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014). 
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Phillips (1999) suggests that by helping students develop a classroom community 

before authentic communication takes place, teachers can create a favourable atmosphere that 

is less anxiety-provoking. In a community, learners “support each other and act 

collaboratively to construct meaningful utterances” (Little & Sanders, 1989, as cited in 

Phillips, 1999, p. 129). In such a context, learners feel less threatened to perform as all the 

learners feel listened to and cared for by the other classmates. Phillips (1999) presents a list 

of classroom activities based on this approach aimed at reducing learners’ LA. Some 

examples are conversation gambits, recognition activities, information gap activities, cartoon 

stories and role play, and interviews and surveys. Galante’s (2018) classroom intervention of 

a four-month drama program that facilitated managing English language anxiety in 13 

Brazilian adolescents exemplifies the validity of such activities. The importance of 

collaborative activities has been highlighted in the work of Rubio-Alcalá (2017) as well in 

emphasising their influence in reducing unhealthy competition in the classroom. 

Oral tests and quizzes have been identified as a key source of anxiety (Horwitz et al., 

1986). Young (1991, 1999) and Rubio-Alcalá (2017) explain the importance of administering 

pre-tests and mock tests before the actual tests and explaining the marking rubric to the 

learners. While Young (1991) stresses the importance of testing items that reflect instruction, 

Rubio-Alcalá (2017) highlights the significance of the transparency of the evaluation, for it 

affects the sense of security and, therefore, the learners’ anxiety.  Also, marks must be 

allocated not only for grammar but also for conveying meaning. Smiling just before starting 

the test, starting tests with interactive activities, and using positive re-evaluation technique 

(i.e., asking simple, closed questions when starting the exam) have also proven effective in 

reducing learners’ LA (Rubio-Alcalá, 2002). 

A closer look at the literature reveals that approaches informed by TP have mainly 

considered learner-specific and in-class anxiety sources when devising strategies to mitigate 
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LA. The existing literature does not provide sufficient information about strategies that have 

the potential to mitigate LA triggered by out-of-class sources. This has been identified by the 

researcher as a research gap in the existing literature that needs to be addressed. 

2.8.2 Strategies informed by positive psychology 

MacIntyre (2016) notes four key areas in PP that can be directly applied to L2 learning: (i) 

PEs, (ii) character strengths, (iii) the EMPATHICS model, and (iv) the ‘flow’ concept. 

Interestingly, all four key areas provide insights to devise strategies to enhance language 

learning while reducing the debilitating effects of negative emotions such as LA.  

(i) Emphasis on positive emotions 

One of the most significant theories in the field of PP is Fredrickson’s Broaden and 

Build Theory of Positive Emotions (BBTPE) (2001, 2003, 2006). Fredrickson emphasises 

that there is a functional importance to PEs, which, until then, was regarded as having little 

value beyond indicating that everything is all right (Magyar-Moe, 2015). In essence, BBTPE 

posits that PEs, such as love, interest, joy, and contentment, broaden learners’ thought-action 

repertoires, which help them build long-term personal resources such as resilience and coping 

skills (Gregersen et al., 2016a). This theory is discussed in detail in Section 2.8.2.1. 

To date, several studies have used Fredrickson’s BBTPE as a foundation to 

investigate PP strategies that can effectively manage learners’ LA. For example, advocating 

that happy learners learn and score better (Oishi et al., 2007; Achor, 2010, as cited in 

Helgesen, 2016), Helgesen (2016) suggests that teachers should provide more opportunities 

for learners to experience PEs while remembering and savouring past happy events. 

Similarly, an experimental study by Jin et al. (2021) found that reminiscing about FL 

proficiency development significantly diminished the LA of Chinese university students. The 
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study was conducted by qualitatively analysing learners’ self-reports to discover what they 

had reminisced about and their emotional experiences. The results revealed that participants 

reminisced over multiple areas related to English proficiency; some aspects were linguistic, 

while some were non-linguistic (Jin et al., 2020). The learners also reported experiencing an 

array of PEs compared to the smaller number of negative emotions (3:1 in frequency) they 

experienced during the reminiscing process. Jin et al. (2021) claim that reminiscence that 

leads to savouring positive experiences can lower the LA of learners.  

(ii) Application of character strengths 

PP reminds us that everybody possesses their own resources and strengths (MacIntyre 

et al., 2019). Application of these strengths in the learning process will essentially boost the 

positivity of the learners. In the language classroom, teachers should tap into the resources 

and strengths of learners and provide opportunities to build on those strengths. For example, 

MacIntyre et al. (2015) suggest a strength-based approach centred around courage to cope 

with LA. They believe enhancing character strengths (e.g., courage) encourages learners to 

move forward in their language learning journey despite the negative emotional barriers (e.g., 

anxiety) they sometimes experience. MacIntyre et al. (2015) further mention that courage is a 

shield that protects the language learner psychology from anxiety waves. They offer four 

activities that can improve the courage of language learners: Putting on my brave face, 

Drawing on community to persevere, Imagining integrity and Zestful zeal. 

According to the Values in Action (VIA) Classification System developed by 

Peterson and Seligman in 2004, there are 24 character strengths that fall under six virtue 

categories (see Table 2.1). These strengths are seen as “stable and general but also shaped by 

the individual’s setting and thus capable of change” (Peterson, & Seligman, 2004, as cited in 

Gregersen et al., 2021, p. 14). 
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Table 2.1 

VIA Classification of Virtues and Strengths (adapted from MacIntyre, 2016, p. 7) 

Virtue Character strength 

Wisdom Creativity, Curiosity, Love of learning, Judgement, Perspective 

Courage Bravery, Perseverance, Honesty, Zest 

Humanity Love, Kindness, Social Intelligence 

Temperance Forgiveness, Humility, Prudence, Self-Regulation 

Justice Fairness, Leadership, Teamwork 

Transcendence 
Appreciation of beauty and excellence, Gratitude, Humour, 

Spirituality, Hope 

 

Gregersen et al. (2021) examined the efficacy of using character strengths to reduce 

second language writing anxiety in Arabic university students. The students were first asked 

to identify their signature strengths using the VIA online survey and explore the efficacy of 

using those strengths to alleviate their LA. The results showed a reduction of LA at individual 

levels. For instance, a female participant, Noor, reported a 30% decrease in her anxiety levels 

after applying her signature strengths to writing. The researchers further pointed out that PP 

interventions would be effective if they were personalised to the needs of individual learners. 

(iii) The EMPATHICS model 

To enable its application to the language learning and teaching domain, Oxford 

(2016) expanded Seligman’s multifaceted PERMA model of well-being (Positive emotions; 

Engagement; Relationships, Meaning in life, and Accomplishment) and renamed the new 

paradigm EMPATHICS. The nine components of the EMPATHICS (Emotion and empathy, 
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Meaning and motivation, Perseverance, including resilience, hope and optimism, Agency and 

autonomy, Time, Hardiness and habits of mind, Intelligences, Character strengths, and Self 

factors (self-efficacy, self-concept, self-esteem, self-verification) model emphasise the 

psychological well-being of language learners (Jin et al., 2020) and provide insights into the 

unique characteristics of successful language learners compared to the less successful others 

who struggle to achieve success (Gregersen et al., 2016a). Oxford (2017) states that LA is 

specifically associated with low emotional intelligence and a lack of flow, agency, hope and 

optimism. Hence, she believes strategies that boost the above factors will reduce the LA of 

language learners. 

Some researchers have used EMPATHICS as a base to devise PP interventions to 

ameliorate the LA of language learners. For instance, Jin et al. (2020) used an exploratory 

approach by modifying learner behaviour to alleviate LA. They believed learners’ LA could 

be reduced by creating a formal contract to speak in the FL class. The researchers found that 

contracting speaking not only significantly reduced LA in their participants, but also 

“increased learners’ engagement, self-efficacy, self-reflection, reduced fear, and cultivated 

both character strengths and positive emotions” (p. 5). The researchers claim that the contract 

triggered many components of Oxford’s (2016) EMPATHICS, including perseverance, 

courage, hope and self-related dimensions. This is discussed in detail in Section 6.4.3.2. 

(iv) Application of the ‘flow’ concept 

‘Flow’ is an optimal psychological state that arises from complete immersion in an 

intrinsically motivating activity. Flow is also characterised by intense focus, engagement, and 

a balance between challenge and skill, which establishes clear goals and a sense of control, 

leading to a loss of self-consciousness and effortlessness so that the individual loses track of 

time (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Czimmermann & Piniel, 2017). Oxford (2017) stresses that 
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anxious language learners usually lack intrinsic motivation and seldom experience flow in the 

language learning process. “Worry muddies their thinking, reduces their creativity, wreaks 

havoc with their strategies and lowers their effectiveness” (p. 184). Hence, Oxford (2017) 

believes activities that increase language learners’ flow and intrinsic motivation, such as 

positive self-talk and savouring, can reduce their anxiety. 

Additionally, the literature reveals some strategies that have been highlighted by both 

traditional and PP approaches to lower the anxiety of language learners. For instance, there is 

a consensus among positive psychologists that people are happy when they build community, 

social networks and intimate relationships (MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2012). They note that 

close relationships among peers and teacher/s in language classrooms might result in low 

anxiety in language learners (Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014). A short-term intervention study 

conducted by Nagahashi (2007) also demonstrated the potential of cooperative learning 

activities to help reduce learners’ LA, since such activities foster a sense of community 

among learners and provide mutual emotional support. The same has been stressed by Young 

(1990, p. 550; 1991, p. 428) in her articles discussing how “club membership”, “group 

membership” and “target language group identification” help reduce learners’ affective filter. 

Gregersen and MacIntyre (2014) propose that friendly, caring and supportive environments 

that do not promote competitiveness and self-comparisons among learners have the potential 

to grow into supportive communities. They recommend that teachers implement small groups 

in the classroom, which helps build rapport among learners, engage in teamwork, experience 

positive group dynamics and provide opportunities to support each other linguistically, 

socially and emotionally. In their seminal work on ‘Capitalizing on Language Learners’ 

Individuality’, they offer teachers and learners a myriad of activities that orient learners to 

pay attention to their positive experiences, and promote community building, and facilitate 

positive interaction. Their prime intention was to manage LA by creating a “classroom 
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comfort zone” where teachers and learners as individuals and as a community mutually 

support and encourage each other throughout the process (Gregersen et al., 2017, p. 112). 

Singing has also been identified by both traditional and PP approaches as a strategy 

that can alleviate LA (Dewaele, Chen, et al., 2019; Dolean, 2016). While music creates a 

pleasant classroom atmosphere, melodies and rhythm can evoke learners’ positive emotions 

(Fonseca-Mora & Machancoses, 2016). 

In summary, the strategies discussed under PP concentrate more on what makes 

learners develop, flourish, and thrive in the language learning journey. It does not limit its 

influence only to the language classroom but extends it to the learners’ lives outside the 

classroom by helping their personal development through nurturing positive characteristics.  

2.8.2.1 Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions (BBTPE) 

One key theory underpinning PP is Fredrickson’s BBTPE (2001, 2003, 2006). Through this 

theory, Fredrickson explores the nature and function of PEs (MacIntyre & Mercer, 2014) and 

emphasises the functional difference between positive and negative emotions. Fredrickson 

(2001, 2003) explains that while PEs broaden the individual’s attention and build resources 

for the future, negative emotions narrow the attention, restrict behaviour options and 

predispose an individual to specific action tendencies (MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2012; 

MacIntyre & Mercer, 2014). However, she also stresses that positive and negative emotions 

are not opposing ends of a continuum but only different dimensions of experience 

(MacIntyre, 2021). According to Fredrickson (2001), PEs may affect an individual in several 

ways: 

(i) PEs such as joy, satisfaction, love, pride and interest broaden “momentary thought-

action repertoires, widening the array of the thoughts and actions that come to mind” 

(Fredrickson, 2001, p. 220). 
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(ii) Over time, these broadened thoughts and actions build “enduring personal resources” 

(Fredrickson, 2001, p. 220). These resources can be cognitive, psychological, social, 

or physical.  For example, friendships developed through interactions and smiles are 

social resources, while the ability to be mindful of the present moment is a cognitive 

resource. These resources act as reserves and can be used when facing a challenging 

or threatening situation in the future. In other words, PEs broaden individual 

perspectives in such ways that these widened outlooks completely reshape the 

individuals (Fredrickson et al., 2008). 

(iii) PEs will “undo lingering negative emotions” (Fredrickson, 2001, p. 221). In other 

words, if one experiences PEs in the context of negative emotions, the broadening 

power of PEs has the potential to undo the effects of negative emotions. 

(iv) PEs stimulate and build resilience and “trigger upward spirals toward enhanced 

emotional well-being” (Fredrickson, 2001, p. 224). In other words, people who 

experience PEs frequently become more resilient and build and enhance their coping 

skills. 

Figure 2.2 illustrates the cyclical journey of PEs and how it leads to the psychological 

resilience and emotional well-being of the individuals. Accordingly, individuals who 

experience more PEs than others broaden their scope of attention and thinking over time, 

which make them more resilient with increased coping skills in the face of adversity. These 

increased coping skills in turn predict future experiences of PE (Fredrickson, 2001). 
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Figure 2.2 

Cycle of Positive Emotions Based on Fredrickson's (2001) Broaden-and-Build Theory of Positive 

Emotions 

 

Fredrickson’s (2001) BBTPE was introduced to the field of applied linguistics by the 

seminal work of MacIntyre and Gregersen in 2012. In their discussion of the power of PEs, 

MacIntyre and Gregersen emphasise the need to focus on creating and continuing positive 

moods and emotions in learners. As positive and negative emotions operate in qualitatively 

different ways, one should focus on increasing the quantity of PEs instead of trying to avoid 

experiencing all negative emotions.  Experiencing PEs does not indicate the absence of 

negative emotions. They do not have a seesaw relationship (MacIntyre, 2021), and the 

functional difference with positive emotional experiences is that they build resources that 

have the potential to help individuals when dealing with future adversity (MacIntyre & 

Gregersen, 2012).  Fredrickson (2001) lists tendencies that may result from PEs and their 
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broadening power. Table 2.2 describes how positive emotions create various thought-action 

tendencies that go beyond the usual patterns of thinking and acting. 

Table 2.2 

Positive Emotions and the Resultant Action Tendencies (adapted from Fredrickson, 2001, p. 220) 

Positive emotion Action tendencies 

Joy Urge to play, expand limits, be creative 

Interest 
Urge to explore, absorb new information and experiences, development 

of the self 

Contentment 
Urge to savour present events, integrate them to perceive self and the 

world in new ways.  

Pride Urge to share achievements with others and imagine future achievements. 

Love 
Amalgamation of PEs (e.g., joy, interest, contentment) experienced 

within safe and close relationships that predict future PEs. 

 

MacIntyre and Gregersen (2012) argue that teachers should try to inspire PEs to 

enhance language learning. As joy encourages play, interest encourages exploration, 

contentment encourages savouring and integration, and love ensures the continuation of 

experiencing these PEs, MacIntyre and Gregersen (2012) question: “What could be healthier 

for language growth than learners who want to play, explore, integrate and establish 

relationships?” (p. 209). 

One significant benefit of PEs is their capacity to fuel and build psychological 

resilience in individuals. Resilience could shape learners into explorers who continuously 

search for new strategies to improve their language proficiency rather than worrying about 

their deficiencies and inadequacies (Fresacher, 2016). Most importantly, “resilient individuals 
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are said to bounce back from stressful experiences quickly and efficiently, just as resilient 

metals bend but do not break” (Fredrickson, 2001, p. 222). A study by Fredrickson and Joiner 

substantiates this argument by showing how individuals who experienced more PEs had more 

resilience to adversity over time and how improved resilience and coping skills, in turn, 

projected more PEs over time (2000, as cited in Fredrickson, 2001). The literature reveals 

several ways of enhancing learners’ resilience by eliciting their PEs:  

(i) Resilient individuals use coping mechanisms such as humour, creative exploration, 

relaxation, and optimism to reduce the intensity of stressful experiences and to 

recover fast from such experiences (MacIntyre and Gregersen, 2012). Therefore, 

MacIntyre and Gregersen (2012) suggest that teachers should model these strengths in 

the classroom, encourage learners to develop these strengths and choose language 

activities that facilitate the development of learner resilience. In other words, 

activities that learners “enjoy, find interesting and love doing” (p. 210) elicit PEs and 

frequent experiences of PEs facilitate the development of learners’ resilience. 

(ii) Another way of building resilience is by creating a supportive social context in the 

language classroom (MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2012). There is a cyclical relationship 

between PEs, resilience and positive classroom climate. Hence, teachers should focus 

more on eliciting learners’ PEs, constant experiences of which can make learners 

resilient (Fredrickson, 2001). Resilient individuals, in turn, elicit PEs in themselves 

and others (Fredrickson, 2004). This relationship contributes to creating a positive and 

supportive classroom climate. 

(iii) As discussed earlier, safe and close relationships play a significant role in producing 

PEs in learners. Therefore, teachers can develop close interpersonal relationships with 

learners where learners can repeatedly experience PEs. According to MacIntyre & 
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Gregersen (2012), teachers can reduce their physical and psychological distance from 

learners by providing teacher immediacy in linguistic and non-linguistic ways. 

(iv) Teachers can also focus on team building and facilitating positive emotional 

experiences within those teams. 

In addition, Fredrickson (2004) reports that her students experienced PEs due to an activity 

that required them to find the positive meaning and long-term benefits of all sorts of daily 

experiences they encountered. 

In sum, PEs broaden learners’ attention and thinking and can counter and help 

overcome the debilitating effects of negative emotions. PEs can undo the lingering effects of 

negative emotions, and they also maximise the absorption of language input. Further, they 

build learners’ personal resources so that they can utilise them to attain fast recovery from 

future adversity. Additionally, PEs boost learners’ resilience so that they are confident to 

explore and are not afraid of negative evaluation while taking linguistic risks (Dewaele, 

2022). Therefore, this approach seems to be effective in managing LA that specifically 

originates from out-of-class sources.  

The previous sections of the chapter has repeatedly highlighted the unique and 

predominantly negative nature of sociocultural dynamics related to English in Sri Lanka. As 

ESL teachers lack the power to control these negative dynamics outside the classroom, total 

exclusion of the negative emotions triggered by these sources is not the sought-after goal. On 

the other hand, even if teachers manage to exclude learners’ negative emotions within the 

walls of the classroom, they will still be affected by the negativities in society the moment 

they step outside the classroom. Hence, an approach that can reduce the intensity and 

importance of negative emotions is needed for this context. To achieve this, learners should 

be exposed to more experiences of PEs than experiences associated with negative emotions. 
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It is also vital to make learners resilient so they can successfully deal with future negative 

situations. To this end, instead of focusing on eliminating the learners’ negative emotions, the 

best practice would be to increase the opportunities for learners to experience PEs frequently 

in the language classroom. Such an approach will eventually help learners develop positive 

learner characteristics and acquire other necessary mechanisms, including the resilience 

needed to face negativity outside the classroom now and in future. Therefore, it will be 

effective to use PP approaches, especially Fredrickson’s (2001, 2003, 2006) BBTPE, when 

devising strategies to manage LA among ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka.  

The above discussion highlights the importance of integrating both TP-informed and 

PP-informed strategies to successfully manage LA among ESL learners at state universities in 

Sri Lanka. Such integration can effectively address all source types of LA, including learner-

specific, in-class and out-of-class. 

2.9 Directions from the Literature Review and Conceptual Framework 

Although the LA of ESL/EFL learners has been examined and various strategies and 

interventions to reduce it have been studied around the world, the current review of the 

literature has not found any in-depth investigation of sources of LA among ESL learners at 

Sri Lankan universities. There is also a paucity of studies on developing LA-management 

strategies specific to ESL learners in the Sri Lankan context.  

Several key directions in the literature are discussed below to build the conceptual 

framework of the study: 

(i) A need for an in-depth study to investigate sources of LA specific to the Sri 

Lankan context. 
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Even though there is a considerable amount of evidence for the omnipresence of LA 

in ESL classrooms at Sri Lankan universities, there is a lack of research that explores LA 

sources specific to ESL learners in Sri Lanka. As highlighted in the literature review, due to 

the unique and complex nature of the sociocultural dynamics related to English in Sri Lanka, 

it is not appropriate to generalise findings regarding LA sources from other contexts to the Sri 

Lankan context. Therefore, there is a need for research to explore sources of LA specific to 

the Sri Lankan context. 

(ii) A need to devise context-specific strategies to manage LA. 

As a post-colonial South Asian country, Sri Lanka has a complicated relationship with 

English. Further, some features of Sri Lankan education culture differ significantly from 

those of other countries (e.g., Western countries). Therefore, strategies, interventions, and 

practices recommended to reduce LA based on other contexts might not be productive when 

applied to Sri Lankan classrooms. Therefore, it is vital to carefully consider the sociocultural 

factors of Sri Lanka before designing strategies and interventions to manage LA. 

(iii) A need to consider the perspectives of both learners and teachers, especially in 

research conducted on classroom emotions. 

Learners, teachers and classroom context are all intertwined variables that influence 

learners’ LA. The literature suggests that these three factors can be effectively utilised to 

manage LA successfully. Therefore, research investigating strategies to manage learners’ LA 

should consider the perspectives of both teachers and learners in the language classroom.  

(iv) A need to treat learner-specific, in-class and out-of-class sources as interrelated. 

The literature in the field indicates a strong emphasis on learner-specific and in-class 

anxiety sources. However, it should be noted that when teachers and learners come to the 
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language classroom, they bring with them a complex mix of their own and societal attitudes 

toward the language, language speakers and language learning and teaching. Hence, in-class 

language performance is hindered not only by learner-specific and in-class sources but also, 

to a greater extent, by out-of-class anxiety sources as well. However, the existing body of 

literature extensively examines the intricate relationship between LA and its individual 

sources (Jiang & Dewaele, 2020). In contrast, it is when learner-specific, in-class, and out-of-

class anxiety sources are viewed as interrelated and interdependent that a comprehensive 

understanding of the sources of LA can be achieved. 

(v) A need to integrate approaches informed by TP and PP. 

It is apparent from the existing literature on LA that neither the strategies proposed by 

TP nor the strategies suggested by PP alone would be able to manage LA successfully in the 

Sri Lankan context. This is because strategies informed by TP focus principally on 

ameliorating LA that stems from learner-specific and in-class sources with insufficient focus 

on investigating strategies for managing LA that stems from out-of-class sources. To redress 

this gap, it would be effective to integrate PP-informed approaches to develop strategies to 

help learners manage LA. This is because PP does not focus on eliminating LA but aims at 

maximising the PEs and positive experiences of language learners in the classroom. The goal 

is to diminish the intensity and importance given to negative emotions by eliciting more PEs. 

Also, PEs have additional benefits. For instance, they improve learners’ coping skills, and 

frequent experiences of PEs develop learners’ resilience, which is a critical need for ESL 

learners in Sri Lanka to combat their own colonial mindsets and other negative sociocultural 

dynamics surrounding English in Sri Lanka. 

(vi) Need for a low-anxiety classroom model for ESL learners in state universities of 

Sri Lanka. 
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As repeatedly noted in the literature review, the most productive way to manage 

learners’ LA is to create a less stressful classroom where students are happy, relaxed, and 

safe from negative evaluations and ridicule. By investigating context-specific sources of LA 

and anxiety-management strategies and integrating TP-informed and PP-informed 

approaches, this study attempts to devise a tailor-made model of a low-anxiety classroom that 

is effective in managing LA among ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka. 

The conceptual mapping of the current study is shown in Figure 2.3. 

Figure 2.3 

Conceptual Framework of the Study 

 

As depicted in Figure 2.3, a low-anxiety classroom model is informed by integrating 

strategies drawing on both TP and PP. The most significant feature of this model is that it can 

address all three sources of LA: Learner-specific, in-class and out-of-class. This integration 

of TP and PP approaches and the resulting classroom model can expect to provide useful 

information about LA and its management, not only for Sri Lanka and other post-colonial 

South-Asian countries, but also for the rest of the world. It is worth noting that, to date, 

In-Class Learner-Specific Out-of-Class 
Sources of 

LA 

Strategies informed by current 

psychological approaches 
Traditional Psychology Positive Psychology 

Low-Anxiety Classroom Model for ESL Learners  

at State Universities in Sri Lanka 
Theoretical model 
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research at a global level has not produced a low-anxiety ESL classroom model integrating 

approaches informed by both TP and PP.  

(vii) A need for a definition of LA that captures its complexity and multifaceted 

nature. 

Horwitz et al. (1986) define FLA as “a distinct complex of self-perceptions, beliefs, 

feelings and behaviours related to classroom language learning arising from the uniqueness of 

language learning process” (p. 128). Gardner and MacIntyre (1993) define LA as “the 

apprehension experienced when a situation requires the use of a second language with which 

the individual is not fully proficient” (p. 5). Gregersen and MacIntyre (2014) define it as “the 

worry and negative emotional reaction when learning and using a second language and is 

especially relevant in a classroom where self-expression takes place” (Daubney et al., 2017, 

p. 1). Drawing on the directions of the literature review and extending the current definitions 

of LA, the researcher defines LA as follows: Language anxiety is a transitory emotion that 

ESL/EFL learners experience when they respond to the situational demands of 

second/foreign language engagement amid the complex interactions of learner-specific, in-

class, and out-of-class factors. 

2.10 Summary 

This chapter reviewed the sources of LA under three broad categories: (i) learner-specific, (ii) 

in-class, and (iii) out-of-class. The chapter specifically highlighted the importance of 

exploring sociocultural factors related to English and its speakers in a specific society. This is 

because the attitudes and behaviours of teachers and learners are not formed in a vacuum but 

are inevitably shaped by the attitudes of society, which they then bring into the language 

classroom. It is, therefore, imperative to ascertain LA sources specific to ESL learners in Sri 

Lanka. Similarly, this discussion emphasised the need to devise context-specific strategies to 
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manage LA. The inadequacy of TP-informed or PP-informed strategies to manage all three 

types of LA sources was also highlighted. In this regard, the chapter examined the potential 

of approaches informed by both TP and PP. By investigating LA sources and anxiety-

management strategies specific to the Sri Lankan context and integrating TP-informed and 

PP-informed strategies, this study offers to develop a model for a low-LA classroom that is 

specifically tailored to the needs of ESL learners at Sri Lankan state universities.  

Research methods for investigating sources of LA and anxiety-management strategies 

will be presented in Chapter 3.
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter details the methodology employed to collect and analyse data in the current 

study. Following a discussion of research objectives and questions, the chapter outlines the 

research design and the context of the study. The research methods, implementation, ethical 

considerations, and methodological limitations for each research phase are thoroughly 

examined in subsequent sections. After discussing the study’s approach to data analysis, the 

final section describes the authenticity and trustworthiness of the study. 

3.2 Research Objectives and Questions 

The study aimed to create a low-anxiety classroom model for ESL learners in state 

universities of Sri Lanka. The specific objectives of the study were to (i) investigate the 

primary sources of LA among ESL learners in state universities of Sri Lanka, especially 

when they engage in in-class speaking activities, and (ii) explore strategies for managing their 

LA. Since research questions are derived from the aims, purposes and objectives of the 

research (Cohen et al., 2017), the following research questions were generated: 

(i) What are the main sources of LA among ESL learners at Sri Lankan state universities, 

particularly when they engage in English-speaking activities in the ESL classroom? 

(ii) What are the strategies ESL teachers can employ to manage the LA of ESL learners at 

state universities in Sri Lanka? 

3.3 Research Design 

Research design is mapped according to its “fitness for purpose”, which indicates that the 

purposes of the research determine the research design (Cohen et al., 2017, p. 173). 
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The purposes of the current study that informed the relevance of a qualitative design are as 

follows:  

(i) The study requires an in-depth understanding of LA; 

This can be achieved by implementing a qualitative design, which provides a 

“complex, detailed understanding of the issue” (Creswell, 2013, p. 48). 

(ii) LA is a complex emotion that significantly depends on the individuality of learners; 

Individuality is a serious concern in qualitative research. Qualitative research 

“begins with individuals and [then] sets out to understand and interpret their 

experiences of a particular phenomenon” (Cohen et al., 2000, p. 23). 

(iii) LA is a context-specific and context-dependent construct that interacts with a myriad 

of factors related to the learner, teacher and social milieu. Hence, understanding the 

contexts or settings where the participants experience the problem or issue is critical 

(Creswell, 2013). 

Qualitative research has satisfactorily addressed this [i.e., the need to 

understand the setting], for it is conducted in the natural settings of the 

participants, allowing the researcher to gain a comprehensive understanding of 

the participants’ authentic experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). 

The purposes of the current study and the characteristics of the qualitative research 

paradigm indicate the appropriateness of using a qualitative research design to investigate the 

sources that evoke LA among ESL learners at state universities of Sri Lanka and explore 

strategies for effectively managing it. 
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3.4 Research Context 

Currently, seventeen state universities in Sri Lanka function under the purview of the UGC, 

the apex body with the authority to select and allocate students to state universities in Sri 

Lanka (University Grants Commission, 2023c). However, during the data collection period 

for this study, there were only fifteen state universities in Sri Lanka. It was only after the 

completion of the data collection that two new state universities were added to the list. 

All state universities offer ESL programmes to undergraduates as a mandatory 

module in the first year to improve their language competence (Navaz, 2012). Some 

universities also continue offering ESL programmes for students in their second year. 

Although the universities do not share one standard syllabus for ESL courses, ESL syllabuses 

in all state universities are required to be aligned with the standards prescribed in the 

University Tests of English Language (Dhanapala, 2021). Consequently, there are no 

significant differences in the content, aims, objectives and learning outcomes of ESL 

syllabuses at different Sri Lankan universities. 

One of the most significant variations that leads to quantitative and qualitative 

differences in teaching and learning across state universities in Sri Lanka is their geographic 

location, based on which the universities are categorised as regional or metropolitan 

(Dhanapala, 2021). The geographic location of a university, directly and indirectly, 

influences the university culture, availability of physical resources, number of students 

admitted, and number of academic staff members available (Attanayake, 2018; University 

Grants Commission, 2023c). For instance, most universities in metropolitan areas have a long 

history and enjoy a high reputation (e.g., the University of Colombo and the University of 

Peradeniya). Therefore, students who score high marks in their G.C.E. (A/L) examination 

prefer to enter established universities in metropolitan cities. This creates a huge disparity in 
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the academic calibre of the students across universities. Qualified academics exacerbate this 

diversity by applying to and securing positions in metropolitan universities due to their 

reputation and easy access to facilities and privileges in urban areas. As a result, the number 

of students and academic staff members in metropolitan universities is higher than the 

number found in regional universities (Attanayake, 2018). 

Further, the availability of various culturally and intellectually rich activities for 

students beyond the university largely depends upon the university’s geographic location 

(Attanayake, 2018), which, therefore, determines the language exposure students receive 

outside the classroom. Thus, the location of the university plays a significant role in the 

nature of teaching and learning in tertiary education in Sri Lanka. 

The current study implemented one data collection instrument (an online open-ended 

questionnaire) across the whole university system (comprising fifteen universities at the time) 

to capture the impact of such variations on ESL teaching and learning. Due to time 

constraints and the scope of the study, the other three data collection instruments (in-depth 

interviews, focus group interviews and observation sessions) were administered in only three 

universities (see Table 3.1). The participating universities are identified by capital letters 

hereafter. 

Table 3.1 

Characteristics of Participating Universities 

University characteristics Selected university 

Metropolitan University A 

Regional (educationally disadvantaged) University B 

Regional University C 
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It is worth noting that 16 out of 25 districts in Sri Lanka are identified and classified 

as ‘educationally disadvantaged districts’ (University Grants Commission, 2023c). The 

students in universities located in educationally disadvantaged districts do not receive rich 

exposure to English outside the university. To incorporate a greater range of university types, 

University B was selected from an educationally disadvantaged district.  

3.5 First Research Phase of the Study 

The study comprised two research phases: (i) the first phase involved collecting data from 

ESL teachers, and (ii) the second phase involved gathering data from ESL learners at state 

universities in Sri Lanka. There are three main reasons for collecting data from teachers first: 

(i) It was more convenient to contact teachers since their contact information was available 

on official websites. In contrast, learners had to be contacted through the teachers; (ii) 

selecting learners from the classes of the teachers who had agreed to participate in the study 

was necessary, since only then could the researcher obtain an accurate picture of the ESL 

classrooms by comparing and contrasting the responses given by teachers and learners; (iii) 

the responses of teachers who participated in the questionnaire and interviews informed the 

focus group (FG) interview guide. Therefore, it was more practical, beneficial and convenient 

to collect data from the teachers first. 

In the first phase, the following research methods were utilised to gather data from 

ESL teachers: (i) online open-ended questionnaires, and (ii) semi-structured, in-depth 

interviews. The subsequent sections explain the research instruments, selection of 

participants, human ethics procedures, and implementation and limitations of the research 

instruments in the study’s first phase. 
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3.5.1 Online open-ended questionnaire for teachers 

Questionnaires are among the most effective methods of eliciting standardised and free 

responses to a broad range of questions from a large sample or population (Cohen et al., 

2017). This study designed a questionnaire to gather data from all ESL teachers in the state 

university system of Sri Lanka. The questionnaire was informed by the teacher interview 

questions of Tanveer’s (2007) study, existing literature on LA, and the researcher’s 

knowledge and experience gathered from working as an ESL teacher for more than 15 years 

in a state university in Sri Lanka. The questions were woven around LA to elicit teachers’ 

views concerning sources of learners’ LA and strategies to mitigate it. 

3.5.1.1 Structure of the questionnaire 

The structure of the questionnaire is depicted in Figure 3.1. The first page of the 

questionnaire provided essential information on the research, researcher, data management 

processes and the rights of participants. After obtaining the respondent’s consent to 

participate in the questionnaire survey, the third page required them to respond to five 

demographic items: Gender, age, academic rank, highest qualification, and years of 

experience as an ESL teacher in the higher education sector of Sri Lanka. The purpose of 

including these demographic items was to ascertain whether teachers’ demographic 

characteristics affected learners’ LA.  
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Figure 3.1 

Structure of the Online Open-Ended Questionnaire (adapted from Bartley-Heterick, 2021) 

 

Participation information Online implied consent for participants 

PROCEED NO 

Demographic items (MCQs) 

 Gender 

 Age 

 Academic rank 

 Highest qualification 

 Years of experience  

Questionnaire items (open-ended questions) 

 Awareness of the concept of LA 

 Sources of LA 

 Strategies already in practice to reduce LA 

 Role of socio-cultural factors in LA 

 Strategies to make learners feel positive in the ESL 

classroom 

Preference for participation in next stage of study  

CONSENTED DID NOT CONSENT 

Request for email address 

Text response 

Thank you for participation 

Summary of the responses (Download PDF) 
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Questions were open-ended since such questions “can catch the authenticity, richness, 

depth of response, honesty and candour which…are hallmarks of valid qualitative data” 

(Cohen et al., 2017, p. 475). Open-ended questions are more suitable for investigating 

complex issues, and the response received for them can include “gems” of information (p. 

475). Five open-ended items were included in the questionnaire, with no restrictions on the 

maximum number of words respondents could write in response to each question. The 

questions sought answers on how teachers perceive LA, sources of LA, context-specific 

sociocultural factors that evoke learners’ LA, strategies they use to reduce it and techniques 

that they utilise in the classroom to create and maintain learners’ positive mental state. 

Since the questionnaire was anonymous, the respondents were asked to provide their 

email addresses at the end of the questionnaire if they were willing to participate in the next 

phase of the research. They were further informed that the next phase would include a 90-

minute interview conducted through the ZOOM platform at a time decided by themselves 

(Appendix A). 

The questionnaire was designed using the Qualtrics web-based online survey 

platform. There are two reasons for choosing Qualtrics for designing the questionnaire: (i) 

Qualtrics is an easy-to-use platform that can create, distribute, and analyse questionnaires 

efficiently; and (ii) UNE holds a site license for Qualtrics survey software, which is free to 

UNE staff and higher degree students. The following measures were taken to encourage 

participants to complete the questionnaire: 

(i) The questionnaire was designed in a simple manner to save download time. In 

addition to the size of the file, download speed depends on many other factors, 

including browser, power, location and time of the day (Cohen et al., 2017). 

Therefore, it is important not to create a large file with many fancy graphics just to 
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entice participants. However, interactive features were considered desirable to make 

the questionnaire attractive to the participants. Hence, as illustrated in Figure 3.2, 

black and white were used for font colour and interface respectively, while green was 

used for buttons and highlighting selected answers. 

Figure 3.2 

Presentation of the Online Open-Ended Questionnaire 

 

(ii) The researcher ensured that respondents needed only minimum computer literacy to 

complete the questionnaire. Only two types of questions were included: Multiple-

choice (MCQ) and open-ended questions. 

(iii) The response progress was indicated next to each question throughout the 

questionnaire (Appendix A). This indicated how much of the questionnaire had been 

completed. This feature is useful especially when the internet connection or the 

browser is slow. In such a situation, participants tend to abandon the questionnaire, 
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thinking that they have more left to answer than they have. Even though the 

questionnaire in this study was short, it was believed that the progress indicator would 

have motivated the participants to complete the questionnaire. 

(iv) Two types of reminders were given for demographic items and open-ended questions: 

• If participants skipped a demographic item and attempted to move to the next 

page, a reminder “Please answer this question” would appear in Red above the 

missed question. The question itself would also be highlighted. The participants 

were able to move to the next page only when they had completed the questions 

on the current page; 

• If participants skipped an open-ended question and attempted to move to the next 

page, a reminder “Your response must be at least five characters” would appear in 

Red above the missed question. The question itself would also be highlighted. 

Once the skipped item was completed, participants could move to the next page. 

3.5.1.2 Ethical considerations 

Ethics approval was sought from the Human Research Ethics Committee of the University of 

New England through an Expedited Review prior to the commencement of the data collection 

process. The approval for the data collection from the teachers (using online open-ended 

questionnaires and semi-structured, in-depth interviews) was granted on 26 May 2021, with 

approval number HE21-067 (Appendix B). There are no in-country ethical or other approval 

processes conducted by individual universities or the Ministry of Higher Education and 

Highways in Sri Lanka regarding anonymous questionnaires.  

However, researchers must consider several ethical issues when administering 

questionnaires online, including “informed consent, anonymity, privacy and confidentiality, 

non-traceability, protection from harm, the precautionary principle and data security” (Cohen 

et al., 2017, p. 367). A page on Participation Information was included to address these 
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requirements at the front of the online questionnaire, explaining the project’s aims, 

confidentiality, right to withdraw, and data management (Appendix A). The second page of 

the questionnaire included an Online Implied Consent for Participants with information on 

the nature of participation, contribution, withdrawal procedure, data usage, anonymity, and 

confidentiality. As no name or signature was required, the consent was regarded as ‘implied’ 

and given when the PROCEED button at the bottom of the second page of the questionnaire 

was activated. 

3.5.1.3 Selection of ESL teacher-participants 

A non-probability, volunteer sampling technique was used to select teacher-participants for 

the online open-ended questionnaire. All ESL teachers at the fifteen state universities in Sri 

Lanka (whose official email addresses were available on the university website) were 

selected to participate in the online open-ended questionnaire. The researcher aimed to obtain 

the maximum participation of ESL teachers in the Sri Lankan university system for several 

reasons:  

(i) Subtle differences in the subculture that are unique to each university 

In addition to some common features, subcultures of Sri Lankan universities have 

features unique to their respective universities. Ragging is one such element. According to 

UGC, ragging refers to any intentional act by an individual or group of students that causes 

physical or psychological harm, resulting in humiliation, harassment, or intimidation of 

another person (2017, as cited in Wickramasinghe et al., 2023) (see Section 6.4.1 for 

additional information about ragging). Even though many universities have this element on 

their shared list of subcultural practices, the researcher’s observations and experiences and 

informal discussions with ELT staff in various universities indicate that there are subtle 

variations in how each university views and practises ragging. In addition, a few universities 
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do not have ragging in their subculture. The intensity of ragging, the duration of the ragging 

period, rules imposed, types of behaviours encouraged/discouraged, and the kind of 

harassment and punishments given determine and shape the classroom behaviour, attitudes, 

beliefs, motivation, anxiety and a myriad of other affective factors associated with the 

learners who finally come to the language classroom. Therefore, it is inevitable that ESL 

teachers in each university have unique experiences of ESL learners in their classrooms.  

(ii) Significant variations in student composition of universities 

There is a variation in student composition across universities in Sri Lanka.  The 

universities situated in areas where the dominant population is the minority of the country 

tend to attract students from the same minority group. For example, the University of Jaffna 

has a majority of Tamil students, while South Eastern University has a majority of Muslim 

students. Meanwhile, universities such as the University of Kelaniya, the University of 

Peradeniya, the University of Colombo, and the University of Ruhuna, which are located in 

areas where the majority is Sinhalese, have more Sinhalese students (University Grants 

Commission, 2023a). It is worth noting that the majority and the minority population in Sri 

Lanka have had varying attitudes towards English since colonisation (Canagarajah, 2005a; 

Herath, 2015; Lim, 2013). As a result, students of different ethnicities hold different views on 

English, its speakers and learning English. These views and attitudes significantly influence 

their classroom behaviour and other affective factors. 

Furthermore, students who live in cities usually choose universities close to their 

home as their first preference in the university entrance application. Consequently, students 

who have had good exposure to English and facilities for learning English mostly enter 

metropolitan universities. Their attitudes, beliefs, behaviours, and English competence can be 

very different, or mostly at a higher level than those students who come from rural or 
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educationally disadvantaged areas. Thus, there can be differences in students in different 

universities in relation to their English competence and related aspects. Consequently, ESL 

teachers in different universities may have different experiences and insights into language 

learners in their classrooms. 

(iii) The quality of the academic staff in relation to their academic qualifications and 

experience 

The statistics of universities clearly show that well-established, metropolitan 

universities have more PhD holders on their academic staff compared to regional universities 

(University Grants Commission, 2023b). Well-experienced and senior academics are often 

attracted to metropolitan universities mainly due to their reputation and location. In contrast, 

regional universities often employ fresh graduates to help eliminate academic staff shortages. 

The qualifications and experiences of the academic staff shape their classroom practices and 

behaviours. For instance, even though it is rewarding to be taught by an experienced senior 

academic, some students may find senior staff members more rigid and less amiable than 

younger staff members to whom learners can easily relate. However, the opposite can also be 

true: the limited knowledge and experience of young staff members may negatively influence 

learners, language teaching and learning processes and classroom climate. Since teacher, 

learner and classroom climate continuously influence each other, these subtle differences in 

teachers can create significant variations in learners’ classroom behaviours and affective 

factors. Therefore, the researcher found it essential to investigate the attitudes, beliefs and 

classroom practices of ESL teachers in all age groups in relation to LA of ESL learners.  

(iv) Physical resources available for English-related activities 

There is considerable inequality in the physical resources (e.g., student-centred, 

spacious classrooms, space and equipment for self-learning centres and language labs) 
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available for English-related activities among universities in Sri Lanka. This may be because 

local and international funding organisations tend to favour metropolitan universities due to 

their large numbers of students and reputations. In addition, proposals developed by 

experienced, qualified, and senior staff at metropolitan universities are often better placed to 

win competitive grants awarded by the government in collaboration with international banks 

and institutions. Since the availability of physical resources significantly impacts the quality 

of language teaching and learning, there can be differences in attitudes and experiences 

between learners exposed to such environments and learners who are not as well-resourced. 

Consequently, ESL teachers may also have different attitudes towards and experiences of 

their learners’ classroom behaviour, emotions, strengths and weaknesses. The researcher 

wanted to capture all these variations to obtain a comprehensive understanding of teachers’ 

awareness, attitudes, and beliefs toward teaching anxious language learners in university 

classrooms. 

(v) Opportunities to engage in professional development (PD) activities 

There are limited opportunities for ESL teachers in regional universities in Sri Lanka 

to participate in PD activities. Due to the distance from main cities, they seldom attend 

seminars, training courses, workshops, or conferences that help develop their professional 

knowledge and skills. The lack of opportunities to learn about new developments in the field 

may have a negative impact on their classroom language teaching. Learners in such 

classrooms may also receive more negative experiences, such as LA, than positive outcomes. 

Therefore, the researcher realised the importance of collecting data from all ESL teachers in 

the whole university system in Sri Lanka. 
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(vi) Volunteer sampling decreases the generalisability of the findings 

As Cohen et al. (2017) stated, non-probability and volunteer sampling may reduce the 

generalizability of the research findings. One reason for this is the personality of the 

volunteers compared to the non-volunteers. To solve this problem, Cohen et al. (2017) 

proposed (i) choosing large samples and (ii) contacting the participants by email to ensure the 

participation of non-volunteers. As explained earlier, this study adhered to both these 

guidelines by choosing all ESL teachers in the state university system as potential 

participants and contacting them through personalised emails. Further, as Solomon (2000) 

suggested, the researcher improved the response rate by sending two follow-up reminders to 

the participants.  

The teacher-participants who participated in the survey are given pseudonyms 

hereafter, as below: 

ST29 

S for surveyed, T for teacher, 29 is the participant’s number 

Together (ST29) signifies, Surveyed teacher 29 

3.5.1.4 Distributing questionnaires 

The questionnaire link and the invitation to participate were sent to 185 potential participants 

in the 15 Sri Lankan state universities available at the time of data collection. Two reminders 

were sent: one after the second week and another at the beginning of the fourth week. The 

questionnaire survey was open for one month, from 31st May to 30th June 2021. 

The questionnaire was administered online for 2 reasons: (i) The COVID-19 

pandemic and travel restrictions required the researcher to shift the data collection methods 

from face-to-face methods to online mode, and (ii) universities in Sri Lanka are located in 
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different districts, requiring the researcher to travel long distances to implement the 

questionnaire in person. This was impractical due to the time constraints. Furthermore, there 

are many advantages in administering questionnaires online. To mention a few, they are cost-

effective, less time-consuming, convenient, flexible, attractive, and environmentally friendly 

(Cohen et al., 2017). As a result, online data collection methods, especially internet surveys, 

have become very common in education research (Cohen et al., 2017; Denscombe, 2010). 

Most importantly, as Denscombe (2009) stated, online open-ended questions receive fewer 

item non-responses than paper-based surveys. 

3.5.1.5 Limitations 

Several limitations may be noted regarding the process of distributing online questionnaires 

among ESL teachers in 15 Sri Lankan state universities. First, some ESL teachers had not 

made their email addresses available on their university’s official website. Second, it was 

found that some email addresses published on the university’s website were incorrect; for 

instance, some had missing letters or numbers. Third, some ESL teachers had changed their 

email addresses but had forgotten to update them on the university’s website. Fourth, some 

teachers rarely use the email address published on the university’s website. Instead, they used 

their personal email address, which was unavailable on the university’s official website. 

Fifth, most universities do not make available the email addresses of temporary lecturers or 

instructors on their official website. Hence, identifying and contacting teachers was a 

challenging process.  

To address these limitations, the researcher took several steps to obtain the maximum 

participation of university ESL teachers in completing the questionnaire. In addition to the 

personalised emails sent to potential participants, the researcher sent a notice with the link to 

the questionnaire to the Heads of the DELTs to display on the notice board of the DELT in 

each university. These staff were further requested to circulate the questionnaire link through 
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an email among all the ESL teachers attached to the DELT. Furthermore, the Heads of 

DELTs were requested to verbally encourage ESL staff members to participate in the 

questionnaire survey. To secure the participation of ESL teachers and minimise the chances 

of dropping out or abandoning the questionnaire, the researcher sent two reminders to the 

email address of each potential participant explaining the importance of their participation in 

the survey. 

Ninety-five responses were received out of a sample of 185 ESL teacher-participants 

from the 15 state universities of Sri Lanka. After the data were cleaned by removing two 

duplicate and 18 incomplete responses, 75 responses were considered valid to be included in 

the data analysis stage. The response rate for the online survey as a percentage of the total 

sample (185) was 40%. According to Cooksey (2007), this is an acceptable response rate. 

3.5.2 Semi-structured, in-depth interviews 

Qualitative interviews were used in the study since they can capture what surveys cannot, for 

instance, an in-depth understanding of an issue (Hochschild, 2009). In addition, qualitative 

interviews can provide further insights into data gathered from a survey (Cohen et al., 2017). 

According to Charmaz (2006), “qualitative interviewing provides an open-ended, in-depth 

exploration of an aspect of life about which the interviewee has substantial experience, often 

combined with considerable insight” (p. 29). Further, multiple sensory channels can be 

utilised to gather data when interviewing a person. This includes but is not limited to 

gathering data through verbal, non-verbal, and visual channels. Therefore, interviewing is 

considered a powerful and flexible research tool (Cohen et al., 2017).  

As in-depth interviews may provide deep and detailed insights into a phenomenon 

under investigation (Guest et al., 2013), the interviews in this study were designed as one-on-

one, in-depth interviews. In-depth interviews are usually semi-structured, one of the most 
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common data collection methods in qualitative research (McArdle et al., 2012). They are 

driven by the participant’s responses (Cohen et al., 2017), which, in this case, allowed the 

researcher to fully understand the answers through probing, follow-up questions and 

analysing paralinguistic features (Harrell & Bradley, 2009; Ridenour & Newman, 2008). The 

researcher had an interview protocol, informed by Tanveer’s (2007) interview questions and 

responses to this study’s questionnaire. The protocol consisted of 19 questions (Appendix C), 

but the sequence of the questions was subject to the dynamics of specific interviews. Further, 

prompts and probes were used throughout the interviews when required.  

3.5.2.1 Interview design 

The first 11 questions in the interview protocol were general questions about the teacher’s 

role in the ESL classroom and classroom practices. Teacher-participants could easily answer 

them by using their experience. The questions aimed to investigate the in-class sources that 

evoke learners’ LA. The following seven questions were mostly ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions 

for which participants needed to think before answering. They mainly focused on the out-of-

class factors that may contribute to learners’ LA. As all questions were open-ended, the 

researcher could be flexible and build a good rapport with the participants. Further, this 

approach allowed the researcher to elicit answers in more depth. Deliberate attempts were 

made to form questions briefly and straightforwardly, avoiding embarrassing and awkward 

questions (Cohen et al., 2017; Kvale, 1996). Interestingly, open-ended questions sometimes 

led the interviews in unanticipated directions, revealing facts and relationships hitherto 

unknown. 

3.5.2.2 Ethical considerations 

As explained in Section 3.5.1.2, ethics approval was granted on 26 May 2021, with approval 

number HE21-067 (Appendix B), to collect data from the ESL teachers in state universities 

of Sri Lanka using semi-structured, in-depth interviews.  
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Before collecting data through interviews, approval was sought from the Heads/Deans 

of the Departments/Faculties of the three selected universities (Approval letters are not 

attached due to confidential reasons). After obtaining their approval, the potential ESL 

teacher-participants were directly contacted by the researcher using the email addresses they 

provided at the end of the online questionnaire. With a brief introduction to the aims and 

objectives of the study, an Information Sheet for Interview Participants (Appendix D) and a 

Consent Form for Interview Participants (Appendix E) were sent to each of the prospective 

participants via email. The teachers who returned the Consent Form for Interview 

Participants with their signatures were selected as participants for this phase of the study. 

Additional safety precautions were put in place for the participants: (i) Participants were 

informed that they were free to communicate their concerns if they felt uncomfortable during 

the interview; (ii) participants were encouraged to have a mobile phone with them and their 

safety was monitored; (iii) participants were provided with local contact numbers for any 

complaints; (iv) interviews took place where participants felt comfortable in a private space 

(at their homes or personal office) with minimal background noise and distraction; and (v) 

each teacher-participant was provided with a private Zoom meeting link and password to 

participate in the interview. 

3.5.2.3 Selection of ESL teacher-participants  

As shown in Figure 3.3, the last section of the questionnaire survey required participants to 

indicate their preference for participating in the next stage of the study, i.e. the semi-

structured, in-depth interview.  
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Figure 3.3 

Indication of Preference to Participate in the Next Stage of the Study 

 

Those who consented to participating were advised to enter their official email address, as in 

Figure 3.4.  

In total, 41 of the 95 online questionnaire respondents provided their email addresses 

indicating their willingness to participate in the interview. However, ESL teacher-participants 

were chosen only from the three state universities described earlier (see Table 3.1), which 

were identifiable by the domain name of email addresses.  
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Figure 3.4 

Request for Official Email Addresses of the Participants 

 

ESL teachers who taught second-year students in each university were purposely 

selected to participate in the semi-structured, in-depth interviews. The second-year students 

were selected for the study as all the selected universities offer ESL courses to them, and they 

are not subjected to ragging (see Section 3.6.1.3 for detail). Further attempts were made to 

utilise the maximum variation strategy while selecting ESL teachers. Maximum variation 

strategy involves finding key variations that influence a phenomenon and then finding cases 

that represent their variations (Patton, 2002). This study’s key variations involved gender, 

age, highest qualification, academic rank and years of experience. In total, 9 participants were 

selected to participate in the semi-structured, in-depth interviews (see Table 3.2). They are 

identified by pseudonyms as illustrated below: 
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ITA, Patrick: 

I for interviewed, T for teacher, A is the University name, and Patrick is the 

participant’s pseudonym.  

Together (ITA, Patrick) signifies, interviewed teacher from University A, Patrick. 

Table 3.2 

Information on the ESL Teachers Selected for Semi-Structured Interviews 

Participant University name Gender 
Age 

range 
Qualification Academic rank 

Years of 

experience 

(range) 

Patrick 
A 

(Metropolitan) 
M 40-49 MPhil Senior Lecturer 11-15 

Olivia  
A 

(Metropolitan) 
F 30-39 MA 

Probationary 

Lecturer 
6-10 

Sunny 
B  

(Regional) 
M 50+ MA Senior Instructor 21-25 

Amanda 
B  

(Regional) 
F 20-29 BA 

Probationary 

Lecturer 
1-5 

Ivy 
B  

(Regional) 
F 20-29 BA Instructor <1 

Ryan 
C  

(Regional) 
M 40-49 MPhil Senior Lecturer 11-15 

Sandy 
C  

(Regional) 
F 20-29 BA 

Probationary 

Lecturer 
1-5 

Tilly 
C  

(Regional) 
F 30-39 MA 

Probationary 

Lecturer 
6-10 

Helen 
C  

(Regional) 
F 20-29 BA 

Probationary 

Lecturer 
1-5 

Note. Bachelor of Arts (BA), Master of Arts (MA) and Master of Philosophy (MPhil). 
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Although 15 teachers with PhDs responded to the questionnaire, none of the PhD 

holders from the three selected universities consented to participating in the in-depth 

interviews.  

Efforts were made to select ESL teachers from different faculties in the selected 

universities to further maximise the variations of participants. Table 3.3 shows the 

universities and the faculties of the selected ESL teachers. Special attention was paid to select 

teachers from the Humanities and Social Sciences faculties and faculties related to Science, 

Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) subjects. This is because students in the 

former tend to lack a specific career focus in contrast to the students in STEM-related 

faculties. This variation in students’ career focus can impact their classroom behaviour, 

which ultimately influences teachers’ attitudes towards their students. 

Table 3.3 

Faculties of Teacher-Participants  

University Faculty 

A 
 Engineering 

 Architecture 

B 

 Social Sciences and Languages 

 Technology 

 Geomatics 

C 
 Science 

 Humanities and Social Sciences 

 

3.5.2.4 Conducting interviews 

Although the initial plan was to conduct interviews in person, travel restrictions imposed due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic prohibited the researcher from travelling to the research site in 

Sri Lanka. Consequently, the nine planned interviews with the ESL teachers were conducted 
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online using the ZOOM platform. All the interviews were conducted in English. One 

advantage of online interviews is their great flexibility (Cohen et al., 2017). As there was no 

issue with the location of the interview, both the researcher and the teacher-participant chose 

a place they found convenient in terms of accessibility, privacy, comfort, and security. The 

date and time of the interviews were decided at the participant’s discretion. 

In line with Patton (1980), the researcher initiated the interview with general 

questions to make the participants feel comfortable. However, the sequence and sometimes 

the wording of the questions were tailored to each participant. Prompts were used when the 

interviewee asked for clarification. “Spontaneous” (i.e. unscripted probes initiated by the 

researcher) and “[e]mergent” probes (i.e. unscripted probes emerged in response to 

participant’s answers, most often indicating a potential problem) were specifically used to 

elicit rich and comprehensive answers from the participants (Beatty & Willis, 2007, p. 300). 

Since the researcher is the instrument, great care was taken from the outset to 

communicate and interact carefully and gently with the participants (Kvale, 1996; Mills, 

2001). The researcher exhibited a non-threatening, friendly, polite, and respectful attitude to 

establish a good rapport with the participants. Further, she explained the ethical dimension of 

the interview to make participants aware of the confidentiality and privacy of their identity 

and the data. Addressing the “interpersonal, interactional, communicative and emotional 

aspects of the interview” (Cohen et al., 2017, p. 518), the researcher paid much attention to 

her non-verbal behaviour so as not to send any incorrect message to the participants through 

her facial or bodily expressions. Additionally, the researcher actively listened to the 

participants from the start of the interview. This ensured the interviews were conducted 

“sensitively, professionally and ethically” (Cohen et al., 2017, p. 518). 
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3.5.2.5 Limitations 

The initial plan for the study was to collect data in person from ESL teachers in Sri Lankan 

state universities. Due to the COVID-19 restrictions banning international travel, the 

researcher had to adjust this data collection method to an online format. This resulted in an 

additional layer of complexity to the data collection process and ethics applications.  

To briefly explain, Sri Lanka is a developing country with a unique education system 

and limited facilities for online engagement in the university sector. Hence, compared to in-

person data collection methods in Sri Lanka, collecting data online was complex. 

Specifically, recruiting teacher-participants throughout the data collection phase of this study 

was difficult and time-consuming. This involved repeated cancellations and postponements 

of the in-depth interviews and observation sessions. Furthermore, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic, Sri Lankan university teachers were working from home. Some of the issues they 

faced included limited internet access, overloaded work schedules, additional work to make 

adaptions from in-person to online teaching modes, and staff shortages due to COVID-19 

infections. As a result, teachers’ schedules became tighter, and therefore, many participants 

postponed in-depth interviews and observations, which adversely affected the timeline of this 

study. 

3.6 Second Research Phase of the Study 

The study’s second phase involved collecting data from ESL learners in state universities of 

Sri Lanka using focus group interviews and ESL classroom observations. The following 

sections of the chapter explain the research instruments, selection of participants, ethics, and 

implementation and limitations of the research instruments in this study phase. 
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3.6.1 Focus group interviews 

Focus groups (FGs) involve a group of people brought together in a supportive environment 

to discuss their views, ideas, and perspectives on a specific topic (Denscombe, 2010; Ennis & 

Chen, 2012). They can produce either a collective opinion or contrasting viewpoints on a 

topic. In either case, FG interviews allow the researcher to understand the views and opinions 

of participants on a given topic and the underlying reasons for those perspectives 

(Denscombe, 2010). Therefore, FGs are a productive research tool to investigate social views 

on  a given topic (Blackstone, 2012). 

The decision to use FG interviews as a data collection method in this study was 

influenced by several factors: (i) The realisation through personal experience that ESL 

learners opt to talk more while they work in groups; (ii) the opportunity to explore and 

understand group momentum and how learners react to each other while they work in groups; 

and (iii) the possibility of obtaining a detailed description of the phenomenon being studied, 

since some learner responses served as prompts for others to add more data. 

3.6.1.1 Focus group interview design 

The FG interview guide comprised 17 questions (Appendix F). It was informed by the 

teachers’ questionnaire responses and in-depth interviews. All the questions were open-ended 

and general, which learners could answer using their knowledge and experiences. The 

questions were formed to elicit learner-specific, in-class and out-of-class anxiety sources and 

the strategies learners employ to manage their LA. Rather than using the same language that 

learners are anxious about using (English), it was decided to conduct FG interviews using 

their L1 (i.e., Sinhala), which is also the researcher’s L1. This allowed the participants to 

speak freely and comfortably in their language. Hence, the interview guide was translated 

into Sinhala, and a qualified Sinhala language expert checked the accuracy of the translation. 
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3.6.1.2 Ethical considerations 

Ethics approval was sought from the Human Research Ethics Committee of the University of 

New England through an Expedited Review before the commencement of the second phase of 

the data collection process. The approval for the data collection from the students (using FG 

interviews and ESL classroom observation sessions) was granted on 31 August 2021, with 

approval number HE21-193 (Appendix G). Before collecting data from the students, approval 

was also sought from the Heads/Deans of the Departments/Faculties of the three selected 

universities. 

Information sheets and consent forms were translated into Sinhala, and a language 

expert verified the accuracy of the translations. Next, the DELT of each of the three selected 

universities was advised to upload both Sinhala and English versions of the Information Sheet 

for Student-participants in Focus-Group Interview (Appendix H), Consent Form for Student-

participants in Focus-Group Interview (Appendix I), Information Sheet for Student-

participants in Classroom Observation (Appendix J), Consent Form for Student-participants 

in Classroom Observation (Appendix K) and the flyer (Figure 3.5) to the Moodle inviting 

interested students to take part in the study by directly contacting the researcher via email. 

The participants were advised to return the completed Consent Forms, clearly marking 

whether they were willing to participate in FG interviews and observations.  

The researcher hosted each interview and shared a separate Zoom link among the 

members of each FG to maintain the privacy and confidentiality of the participants and the 

data. 
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3.6.1.3 Selection of participants 

All second-year students attached to the DELTs of the three selected universities were 

identified as potential student-participants for the study’s second phase. The reasons for 

selecting second-year students to participate in the study were as follows: 

(i) ESL courses are offered to second-year students in all the selected universities. 

(ii) The researcher specifically excluded first-year students from the study as they are 

subjected to ragging in the first year of their university life (see Section 6.4.1 for 

detail about ragging). There is no specific duration for the ragging period; it entirely 

depends on the discretion of the senior students and the university subculture. Due to 

rigid rules imposed by senior students on using English within the university 

premises, first-year students can experience a temporary spike in LA in ESL 

classrooms. Consequently, most first-year students do not actively participate in 

classroom activities and remain silent and passive instead. It is, therefore, difficult to 

observe the natural behaviour of first-year students in university ESL classrooms. The 

researcher has first-hand experience of the way in which first-year students exhibit 

uneasy, uncomfortable, anxious, and stressed behaviour during the ragging period. As 

the temporary, altered behaviour of first-year students was likely to distort the study’s 

findings, it was decided to include only second-year students in the current study. 

(iii) The researcher purposely excluded third- and fourth-year students as they were not 

offered ESL course units in some universities (e.g., University B and C). Also, 

previous research has found that LA and the academic year of undergraduates have a 

negative correlation (e.g., Attanayake, 2019). When students enter their final years in 

a degree program, their anxiety diminishes compared to those in their initial years of 

study. This may be because many students give up learning English when they reach 

their final years of study in the university (Attanayake, 2019) and pay more attention 
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to their major and minor subjects rather than to English, which is an optional or the 

“least prioritized” (p. 34) subject in the degree programme. 

Considering all the factors mentioned above, only the second-year ESL students of the three 

selected universities were considered potential participants in the study.  

As shown in Figure 3.5, DELT in each of the three selected universities uploaded a 

flyer to Moodle inviting interested students to participate in the study by emailing the 

completed Consent Form(s) to the researcher. Only students willing to attend both FGs and 

observation sessions were selected to participate in the study. 

Figure 3.5 

Flyer Uploaded to Moodle Inviting Interested Students to Participate in the Study  
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As six to eight participants are considered optimal for FG interviews (Tashakkori & 

Teddlie, 2003), 32 students (4 FGs with eight students in each) who consented to 

participating in both the FG interviews and the observation sessions were selected to 

participate in the FG sessions (see Table 3.4). The participants were purposely selected from 

the classes of the nine previously-interviewed teachers, ensuring that different faculties were 

represented, including the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, Technology, Science, 

and Engineering and different ethnicities were covered.  

The student-participants in the FG interviews are identified by pseudonyms hereafter, as 

follows: 

FGS, B2  

FG for focus group, S for student, B is the University name, 2 is the participant’s 

number. 

Together (FGS, B2) signifies, Focus group of students in University B, student no. 2 

3.6.1.4 Conducting focus group interviews 

FG interviews were conducted entirely online due to the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The students selected for the FGs were invited to suggest convenient time slots and dates for 

the online interview. The four FG interviews were scheduled and held on four different days. 

The researcher served as the moderator and facilitated the interview instead of leading it 

(Denscombe, 2010) to ensure the environment was non-threatening and friendly. Continuous 

encouragement had to be given to some participants to make them speak. As mentioned 

earlier, the interviews were conducted in Sinhala. Although the L1 of eight student-

participants was Tamil, their listening and speaking skills in Sinhala were good. Therefore, it 

did not interrupt the smooth flow of the interviews to ask them to participate in Sinhala. 
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However, to avoid any misunderstandings, the researcher translated all interview questions in 

Sinhala into simple English. This was because the researcher lacks knowledge of the Tamil 

language. Before proceeding, she ensured that all the students had understood what she had 

said at each stage by obtaining their confirmation. 

3.6.1.5 Limitations 

The COVID-19 pandemic heavily impacted the study’s data collection process. The primary 

difficulty concerned recruiting student-participants from Sri Lankan state universities. Due to 

constant lockdowns and work-from-home orders, student-participants were in their homes. 

Consequently, interviews were affected by sporadic internet access, particularly in remote 

areas. Further, it was difficult to arouse the interest of the students to participate in the study 

during the pandemic due to the following reasons: (i) The students themselves were adversely 

affected personally; and (ii) constant cancellations of lectures had resulted in an increased 

load for students to catch up with lessons in the time frame allocated for the data collection. 

Due to these reasons, organising timeslots for FG interviews was difficult and time-

consuming.  

While conducting FG interviews, some participants were reluctant to switch their 

cameras on. One reason was their slow internet connection; another was that some 

participants did not want to expose their family and economic background to their peers. This 

situation made it difficult for the researcher to read their non-verbal behaviour. 

3.6.2 ESL classroom observations 

Observation is one of the few methods that provide researchers with first-hand information 

about the phenomenon under investigation (Bryman, 2004; Cohen et al., 2017; Denscombe, 

2003). Observation does not rely on what people say they do but enables researchers to 

witness what actually happens in authentic settings (Denscombe, 2010; Cohen et al., 2017). 
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Therefore, data collected from observations are considered high in validity and rich in 

contextuality (Cohen et al., 2017). Further, observation allows researchers to gather data in 

verbal, non-verbal and physical forms (Clark et al., 2009). 

Since ESL teachers and learners may not actually do what they say they do, 

observation provided a “reality check” (Cohen et al., 2017, p. 542) on the data gathered from 

the self-report measures of this study (online open-ended questionnaire, in-depth interviews 

and FG interviews).  

3.6.2.1 Observation design 

The observation schedule (Appendix L) permitted the researcher to document data 

systematically and thoroughly, making data analysis easier and more efficient. However, 

contrary to conventional observation schedules, the schedule in the current study did not have 

a list of pre-defined items to observe. The researcher was open to recording any indicators in 

relation to (i) managing LA, and (ii) evoking students’ PEs. The reasons for not having a pre-

defined criteria are as follows: 

(i) Observation allows researchers to look at everyday events in a novel way, rather than 

taking them “for granted, expected or go unnoticed” (Cooper & Schindler, 2001, p. 

374). A pre-defined list limits the researcher’s ability to notice such everyday events 

that are unconsciously missed; 

(ii) The events that occur in a natural setting are less predictable (Cohen et al., 2017). On 

one hand, it is impractical to predict and list less predictable items. On the other hand, 

having a pre-defined list may limit the researcher’s ability to see events freely; 

(iii) In addition to using observation to confirm the data gathered from other methods, it 

was employed as a principal method of data collection to tap the potential of gathering 
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“more valid or authentic data than would otherwise be the case with mediated or 

inferential methods” (Cohen et al., 2017, p. 542).  

Another document, including observation points (Appendix M), was prepared to 

identify the classroom behaviours of students and teachers and to obtain an understanding of 

the classroom climate. It consisted of three sections: Students, teacher, and classroom 

climate. The focus of the student section was to identify their manifestations of LA, while the 

focus of the teacher section was to record teacher characteristics, behaviours, teaching and 

feedback style. The final section aimed to note the classroom climate, including relationships 

and interactions among students and between teachers and students. 

3.6.2.2 Ethical considerations 

As explained in Section 3.6.1.2, ethics approval was granted on 31 August 2021, with 

approval number HE21-193 (Appendix G), to collect data from the ESL teachers and students 

in state universities of Sri Lanka using ESL classroom observations. The approval for the 

data collection process of the second phase was also obtained from the Heads/Deans of 

respective departments/faculties of the three selected state universities of Sri Lanka. 

Only the students and teachers who expressed their consent to participate in the 

observation session by returning the completed Consent Form for Student-participants in 

Classroom Observation (Appendix K) and Consent Form for Teacher-participants in 

Classroom Observation (Appendix N) were selected to participate in the observation sessions 

of the study. The researcher hosted each ZOOM classroom session for observation and shared 

a separate ZOOM link and a password among participants of each ESL class. 

3.6.2.3 Selection of participants 

The participants for the observation comprised both ESL teachers and students. The same 

nine teachers who participated in the in-depth interviews were selected for the observation 
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sessions, allowing the researcher to compare what they had reported and actually did. Using 

the email addresses they provided at the earlier stage of the study, the Information Sheet for 

Teacher-participants in Classroom Observation (Appendix O) and Consent Form for 

Teacher-participants in Classroom Observation (Appendix N) were sent to them inviting 

them to return the completed Consent Form if they were willing to participate in the 

observations. All nine teachers who participated in the in-depth interviews also consented to 

participating in the observation sessions.  

The students who contacted the researcher with their consent to participate in 

observation sessions were selected as potential study participants. Of these students, only the 

students of the previously-interviewed teachers were invited to join the observation sessions. 

This included all the students who had participated in the FG interviews. In addition, students 

who had not participated in FG interviews but belonged to the classes of those previously-

interviewed teachers were also selected to participate in the observation sessions, if they 

returned the Consent Form (see Table 3.4). 
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Table 3.4 

Student-Participants in Focus Group Interviews and Observation Sessions 

 

3.6.2.4 Conducting observations 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and related restrictions, the observation sessions were 

conducted online using the ZOOM platform. Six separate one-hour ESL classroom sessions 

were organised with the student-participants and teacher-participants at the three universities. 

The participants were given the freedom to decide the date and the time of each observation 

session. The researcher was the only observer in the live observation sessions. She played a 

non-intrusive role by switching off her mike and the camera. 

3.6.2.5 Limitations 

Conducting online observation sessions instead of in-person field visits presented 

considerable limitations as follows: 

University Faculty 
No. of participants 

for FG 

No. of participants for 

observation 

A Engineering  8 8 

B 

Social Sciences and  

Languages  
8 8 

Technology  8 10 

C 

Science  8 
8 

7 

Humanities and Social 

Sciences 
- 12 

Total number of student-participants 32 53 

Total number of sessions 4 6 
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(i) Extreme difficulty in scheduling observation sessions where both students and teacher 

could participate at the same time; 

(ii) Poor internet connections, especially in rural areas of the country, interrupted the 

smooth flow of the interview; 

(iii) Reluctance of students to switch their cameras on, since some of them were 

uncomfortable exposing their family background and economic status; 

(iv) Inability to observe students’ non-verbal behaviour. Only the upper part of the body 

could be observed. Consequently, physical manifestations of LA were difficult to 

observe; 

(v) Inability to observe the physical classroom structure to investigate any in-class 

triggers that evoke students’ LA; 

(vi) Inability to get a proper understanding of the classroom climate, since students in 

online classrooms seemed very distant and isolated compared to the students in an 

actual classroom; 

(vii) Even though breakout rooms available on ZOOM were used for group work, the 

researcher found it difficult to see the momentum of individual groups and the actual 

classroom behaviour of those groups through an online platform. 

Therefore, the interpretation of the observation data was carried out cautiously, carefully 

considering all the limitations. 

3.7 Summary of the Data Collection Process 

The data collection of the study was conducted under two main phases (see Table 3.5).  

 

 

 



 

110 

 

Table 3.5 

Summary of the Data Collection Process 

 

Two data collection methods were employed in the first phase to gather data from 

ESL teachers at the state universities of Sri Lanka. First, a questionnaire was administered 

online to all the ESL teachers in the university system of the time. Second, nine teachers from 

three selected universities were recruited for semi-structured, in-depth interviews. In the 

second phase, four FG interviews were conducted with second-year students in the ESL 

classes of the previously-interviewed teachers. Next, six separate ESL classroom sessions 

with the same teachers were observed to gather new data and check the reliability of the self-

reporting data. 

3.8 Data Analysis 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), clarity in the analysis process and the application of 

the method are crucial in any research. Hence, researchers must explicitly state their 

epistemological assumptions (Holloway & Todres, 2003) and explain in detail what, why and 

how they carried out the analysis in their research reports (Attride-Stirling, 2001). To this 

end, the following paragraphs describe the data analysis procedures adopted in the current 

study. 

First Phase Second Phase 

15 universities 3 universities 3 universities 3 universities 

Questionnaires for 

teachers 

In-depth interviews 

with teachers 

FG interviews with 

students 

Observations of ESL 

classrooms 

75 9 4 6 
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This study used qualitative data analysis because it “focuses on in-depth, context-

specific, rich, subjective data and meanings by the participants in the situation, with the 

researcher herself/himself as a principal research instrument” (Cohen et al., 2017, p. 643). It 

is not a straightforward process, for there are many correct ways to analyse and present 

qualitative data. According to Cohen et al. (2017), fitness for purpose is the best method to 

govern the qualitative data analysis process. Braun and Clarke (2006) stated that there are 

two main methods of qualitative analysis: (i) Methods applicable only to a specific theoretical 

or epistemological stand, and (ii) methods that are independent and not tied essentially to any 

theory or epistemology, for instance, Thematic Analysis. 

The qualitative data analysis method employed in the study was thematic analysis. 

The next section provides the rationale for using thematic analysis in the study.  

3.8.1 Thematic analysis 

Thematic analysis is the fundamental method of analysing qualitative data. It can be applied 

irrespective of any theoretical or epistemological position (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Also, 

thematic analysis does not give any prescription for methodological choices. This flexibility 

has been recognised as its greatest strength, allowing researchers to generate a rich, thick, but 

sophisticated description of data (Braun et al., 2016). 

Thematic analysis involves searching across a qualitative data set to identify and 

interpret patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Specifically, it is most appropriate if the research 

questions focus on identifying and analysing factors, processes, or experiences that influence 

a particular issue or recognising patterns of behaviours, opinions and perspectives of people 

related to it (Braun et al., 2016). 
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Considering all of the above issues and the qualitative research questions of the study, 

thematic analysis was used throughout the study to identify, analyse, and interpret learners’ 

and teachers’ behaviours and perspectives regarding sources and strategies for managing LA. 

3.8.2 Thematic analysis in the study 

Since thematic analysis is not tied to any specific epistemological or ontological assumptions, 

the researcher should make active choices about the nature of her engagement with the data 

(Braun et al., 2016). Braun et al. (2016) proposed three ways to engage with data: (i) What 

themes are to be identified (semantic or latent); (ii) how themes are to be identified (inductive 

or deductive); and (iii) what can be said about the nature of data and how meaning is 

theorised (realism/(post)positivism/essentialism or contextualist/critical realist approaches or 

critical/constructionist orientations). 

(i) Semantic or latent (what themes are to be identified) 

The analysis has a semantic focus if it is based on the exact meanings of what 

participants explicitly stated. It has a latent focus if the analysis is based on the 

implicit meanings of participants’ expressions. This study used thematic analysis with 

a semantic approach considering the explicit meanings of the participants’ words.  

(ii) Inductive or deductive (how themes are identified) 

If the data guide the analysis, it is recognised as a data-driven, inductive, or bottom-up 

approach. If the analysis is guided by the researcher’s theoretical or analytical 

preconceptions, it is recognised as an analyst-driven, top-up or deductive approach. 

This study utilised an inductive approach by coding data without trying to fit them 

into a pre-existing coding structure.  

(iii) Realism/essentialism or constructionist orientations (what can be said about the 

nature of data and how meaning is theorised) 
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The principles of essentialism and realism theories facilitate a straightforward analysis 

of participants’ reality, experiences, and meanings. These paradigms assume a 

unidirectional relationship between meaning, experience, and language. In other 

words, language is used to reflect and explain meaning and experience. In contrast, 

constructionist orientations view realities, meanings and experiences as constructed 

by human interactions that occur in a society. As the analysis of this study focuses 

more on semantic themes, the thematic analysis process of the study is related to 

realism/essentialism. 

In summary, an inductive and semantic approach was used for thematic analysis in this study. 

The research used NVivo 12 Plus software to analyse the dataset. 

3.8.3 Thematic analysis steps 

The study followed the 6-phase guide to doing thematic analysis proposed by Braun and 

Clarke (2006, p. 87) as seen in Table 3.6. The next section describes how Braun and Clarke’s 

(2006) 6-step guide was implemented in the study. 
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Table 3.6 

Phases of Thematic Analysis (adapted from Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 87) 

Phase Description of the process 

1. 
Becoming familiar with 

the data 

Transcribing data (if necessary), reading and re-reading 

the data, noting down initial ideas. 

2. Generating initial codes 
Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic fashion 

across the entire data set, collating data relevant to each code. 

3. Searching for themes 
Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant 

to each potential theme. 

4. Reviewing themes 

Checking the themes in relation to the coded extracts (Level 1) 

and the entire data set (Level 2), generating a thematic “map” of 

the analysis. 

5. 
Defining and naming 

themes 

Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme, and the 

overall story the analysis tells; generating clear definitions and 

names for each theme. 

6. Producing the report 

The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid, compelling 

extract examples, final analysis of selected extracts, relating the 

analysis back to the research question and literature, producing a 

scholarly report of the analysis. 

 

Phase 1: Becoming familiar with the data 

The first phase of thematic analysis involves immersing the researcher in the dataset. 

If data is collected through interviews, discussions, and speeches, this data must be 

transcribed before coding. Transcribing is one of the most efficient ways to become familiar 

with data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Riessman, 1993). It enables the researcher to develop a 
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thorough understanding of the data, identify meanings and patterns and facilitate his/her 

interpretive skills (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Lapadat & Lindsay, 1999). Hence, the researcher 

herself transcribed the in-depth interviews conducted with the ESL teachers and the FG 

interviews conducted with the ESL students. Even though the task was time-consuming, it 

allowed the researcher to comprehensively understand the data gathered and recognise 

specific patterns across the dataset. Immersing can also be done by reading and re-reading the 

data. Noting down initial ideas while reading is also essential at this stage. The researcher re-

read the questionnaire data, transcripts of the interviews, and observation records. Further, 

she documented ideas and initial coding schemes while reading across the dataset.  

Phase 2: Generating initial codes 

Once the researcher is familiar with the dataset and has generated the initial 

ideas/coding schemes, Phase 2 can commence. A code is “the most basic segment, or 

element, of the raw data or information that can be assessed in a meaningful way regarding 

the phenomenon” (Boyatzis, 1998, p. 63). Coding is a part of the analysis process (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994) and is informed by the decisions made by the researcher earlier about the 

data engagement (see Section 3.8.2). The researcher used NVivo 12 Plus to code the data. 

Undivided attention was paid to each data item while coding (see Table 3.7).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

116 

 

Table 3.7 

Examples of Data Extracts with Initial Coding 

Data extract Coded for 

Some students had never had the chance to learn English at their 

secondary schools, due to the dearth of teachers. So, their level of 

proficiency is very low or yeah so, they don't want to communicate at 

all. And some students, as I had said to you earlier, they have bad 

experiences related to speaking in English. So, they don't like to talk in 

English. (ITC, Helen) 

Previous learning 

experience 

Subculture seems to demotivate students specially in speaking because 

as per their ideology English is the language of the colonizers, speaking 

in English is just nothing but showing off the western accent. This 

destroys the taste, and motive for language learning, which will finally 

resulted in creating language anxiety. Even if the students fail to use 

language, as per Subculture it is alright and no harm because this is a 

common issue, they have their comfort zones there. (ST20) 

University subculture 

 

Phase 3: Searching for themes 

Once the initial codes were generated, the codes and the data extracts were collated 

under different theme nodes according to their patterns and meanings. Some extracts were 

coded more than once and were collated under different theme nodes. Thinking over 

relationships that may exist between codes and between themes is important to determining 
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the overarching themes and sub-themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Braun and Clarke (2006) 

propose using visual representations such as tables and mind maps to help with the process. 

Figure 3.6 illustrates the initial thematic map derived from the data analysis of the current 

study.  

Figure 3.6 

Initial Thematic Map for Research Question 1 
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Figure 3.7 

Initial Thematic Map for Research Question 2 

 

 

Attitudinal change 

Confidence building 

Creating a friendly, relaxed classroom 

Error correction and feedback 

Motivating students 

Changes in teaching pedagogy 

 

Other 
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Phase 4: Reviewing themes 

This phase involved further refinement of candidate themes. The researcher re-read all 

the extracts for two reasons: Firstly, to see whether the themes formed a logical pattern and 

whether the patterns and meanings were properly represented by the candidate themes. In 

other words, candidate themes should “adequately capture the contours of the coded data” 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 26). Secondly, the researcher reviewed whether any data had been 

missed in the initial coding process. This process identified some additional data which 

needed to be coded, some candidate themes that could be consolidated into a single theme, 

candidate themes that needed additional sub-themes and a few sub-themes that needed to be 

collapsed into one candidate theme. For instance, the researcher identified a new sub-theme 

concerning colonial mindsets of people as a source that triggers learners’ LA. She combined 

this with the initially identified theme (i.e. attitudes and beliefs of society) and formed a new 

candidate theme of “Language ideologies” (see Figure 3.8). 

Phase 5: Defining and naming themes 

Phase 5 commences when an appropriate thematic map of the data is developed 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006), capturing the core of each theme and identifying the parts of the data 

represented by each theme. The researcher pondered over the essence captured in each theme, 

their relationship to other themes, and how each theme was connected to the process of 

answering the study’s research questions. Figures 3.8 and 3.9 illustrate the final thematic 

maps developed to answer Research Questions 1 and 2. 
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Figure 3.8 

Final Thematic Map for Research Question 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Socioeconomic & cultural sources 
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Figure 3.9 

Final Thematic Map for Research Question 2 

 

Phase 6: Producing the report 

This phase involved writing the final report. The report should offer a “concise, 

coherent, logical, nonrepetitive, and interesting account of the story the data tell – within and 

across themes” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 93). The researcher included extracts to support the 

argument made in relation to the research questions. 

3.9 Establishing Authenticity and the Credibility of the Study 

Validity and reliability have received different interpretations from various scholars 

depending on their research paradigm: Quantitative, qualitative or mixed methods research 

(Cohen et al., 2017). Different scholars have proposed different methods to ensure the 

validity and reliability of qualitative research (e.g., Ary et al., 2002; Creswell & Miller, 2000; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Maxwell, 1992; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006).  

Guba and Lincoln (1989) believe that ‘authenticity’ is a better term than ‘validity’ in 

qualitative research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) contended that the terms ‘credibility’, 

‘trustworthiness’ and ‘dependability’ should replace ‘reliability’ in qualitative research. This 
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study used the terms authenticity and credibility to refer to validity and reliability, 

respectively. 

Drawing on the practices suggested by Creswell and Miller (2000) and Lincoln and 

Guba (1985), the following strategies were employed to ensure the authenticity and 

credibility of the study. 

(i) Triangulation 

Triangulation involves converging information from different sources to generate 

themes (Creswell & Miller, 2000). According to Denzin (1978) and Patton (1999), there are 

four types of triangulation: Data source, theoretical, methodological and investigator. 

This study employed data source triangulation to establish the study’s authenticity and 

credibility. Data source triangulation involves “comparing and cross-checking the 

consistency of information derived at different times and by different means within 

qualitative methods” (Patton, 1999, p. 1195). It was employed in two ways: (i) by gathering 

data from two main groups representing state universities in Sri Lanka: ESL students and 

ESL teachers, and (ii) by gathering data using four methods, including open-ended 

questionnaire, in-depth interviews, FG interviews, and ESL classroom observations. This 

procedure enhanced the study’s authenticity and credibility since the different data collection 

methods elicited substantially similar findings. For instance, teacher-participants (41% in the 

survey and 67% in interviews) and student-participants in FGs (90%) reported learners’ 

limited linguistic ability as a vital source of LA amongst ESL learners at state universities in 

Sri Lanka. This was also observed as a factor contributing to learners’ LA during observation 

sessions.  
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(ii) Member checking 

This is “the most crucial technique for establishing credibility” (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985, p. 314). This involves taking data back to the participants so that they can view the data 

and confirm the accuracy or credibility. The researcher sent the interview and FG transcripts 

to the relevant participants and advised them to check the transcripts for accuracy. They were 

encouraged to contact the researcher in writing if there were any discrepancies. As no 

participant contacted the researcher within the given period, transcripts were assumed to be 

accurate.  

(iii) Thick, rich description 

This involves giving a rich or detailed description of the setting, participants, and 

themes of a study. Credibility is established if readers feel the experience described is of their 

own (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Deep and detailed descriptions help readers identify the 

relevance of the findings to similar contexts (Creswell & Miller, 2000). The researcher 

provided detailed descriptions of the research context, participants, research instruments, data 

collection and candidate themes to generate a thick, rich description and thereby establish the 

credibility of the current study. 

(iv) Peer debriefing 

In peer debriefing, researchers seek to obtain review comments about the research 

from someone familiar with that specific research area. “A peer reviewer provides support, 

plays devil’s advocate, challenges the researchers’ assumptions, pushes the researchers to the 

next step methodologically, and asks hard questions about methods and interpretations” 

(Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 129). The researcher established the study’s credibility by 

seeking the assistance of two peer debriefers who were very familiar with the phenomenon 
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being explored. Both peer debriefers were PhD candidates close to submission of their thesis. 

One was a Sri Lankan university ESL lecturer with nearly 15 years of experience. She was 

familiar with the context and the issue being explored. The other peer debriefer was highly 

competent in using the NVivo 12 Plus software to analyse and interpret data. Her assistance 

was utilised to verify the accuracy of the generated themes, which she confirmed. 

In addition, the researcher maintained detailed records of the data collection 

procedure and analysis to enhance the authenticity and credibility of the study.  

3.10 Summary 

This chapter has presented a detailed description of the methodology. The first four sections 

explained the research questions, objectives, research design, and context of the study. Next, 

the two major phases of the data collection procedure were explained, along with the 

different data collection methods employed in each phase. The development and the design of 

the data collection instruments, ethical considerations, selection of participants, 

implementation of the data collection instrument, and limitations were discussed under each 

research method adopted in the study. The data analysis procedure was then thoroughly 

explained, specifically focusing on the implementation of the 6-step guide to thematic 

analysis proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). The chapter concluded with a section on the 

authenticity and credibility of the study.  

The next chapter will report the findings relevant to the study’s first Research 

Question: Sources of LA among ESL learners at Sri Lankan state universities.
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Chapter Four: Sources of Language Anxiety 

4.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter reported the methods of data collection and data analysis. This chapter 

presents findings relevant to the first research question of the study:  

(i) What are the main sources of LA among ESL learners at Sri Lankan state universities, 

particularly when they engage in English-speaking activities in the ESL classroom? 

The study found three primary types of LA sources among ESL learners at state 

universities in Sri Lanka. These sources do not operate in isolation. Instead, they interact with 

each other, mostly operating concurrently to evoke learners’ LA. The following sections of 

this chapter report them in detail. Both teacher-participants and student-participants are cited 

to illustrate and support the relevant sources. Further, attempts are made to provide evidence 

from data gathered through all four research methods (online questionnaire, in-depth 

interviews, focus group interviews and observations) whenever possible. The source of the 

data is always provided at the end of the excerpt, including the research method used and the 

participant. 

4.2 Sources of Language Anxiety 

There are three major types of LA sources related to ESL learners at state universities in Sri 

Lanka: (i) Those that originate in the learners themselves (learner-specific), (ii) those that are 

related to the classroom (in-class), and (iii) those that arise from socioeconomic and cultural 

factors beyond the scope of the ESL classroom (out-of-class) (Figure 4.1).  
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Figure 4.1 

Sources of Language Anxiety 

 

4.2.1 Learner-specific anxiety sources 

Data analysis of online questionnaires, in-depth interviews, and focus group (FG) interviews 

revealed learner-specific factors as the primary type of anxiety source among ESL learners at 

state universities in Sri Lanka. In other words, ESL teacher-participants and student-

participants concurred that factors associated with learners themselves are predominant in 

generating LA in ESL learners.  

Nine specific sources of LA were reported. They are presented in descending order of 

anxiety provocation, based on the total frequency of references received from student-

participants and teacher-participants (see Figure 4.2). Each of these sources is explained 

extensively in the following sub-sections (see Sections 4.2.1.1- 4.2.1.9). 

LANGUAGE 

ANXIETY 
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Figure 4.2 

Learner-Specific Sources of Anxiety 

 

4.2.1.1 Fear of negative evaluation and derision  

Fear of negative evaluation and derision was identified as the predominant source of LA 

among ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka by all teacher-participants in interviews 

(100%), all student-participants in the FGs (100%) and more than half of the teacher-

participants in the survey (61%). 

Most students do not tend to speak inside classrooms because they fear that others 

will laugh at them. The negative evaluation is the main problem that they encounter. 

The fear of negative evaluation. (ITC, Helen) 

87% 1. Fear of Negative Evaluation & Derision 

66% 2. Limited Linguistic Ability 

64% 3. Previous Learning Experience 

33% 4. Lack of Motivation  

32% 5. Negative Attitudes and Misconceptions 

30% 6. Personality Traits 

28% 7. Self-Factors 

25% 8. Negative Self-Perceptions 

8% 9. Communication Apprehension 
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I have asked the very question, why they do not speak, and they have said “shy” or 

“afraid”. Actual words they used. I have asked them then if it is because they think 

that if they speak up, their mistakes will be noticed by the others and those “others” 

will laugh at them/judge them? The answer has always been “yes”. (ST70) (see 

Appendix P for the questionnaire) 

I was always thinking about the audience. I was thinking about the students, my 

teacher and the Sir who came to see the class. I was thinking, what will they say? Will 

they laugh? (FGS, C2) 

A few teacher-participants said that these fears were not real but only learners’ 

predictions, beliefs, or thoughts. However, the discussions with student-participants in FGs 

revealed a few instances where they were actually subjected to negative evaluation from 

others inside and outside the ESL classroom. Three distinct groups of others inside and 

outside the ESL classroom tend to ridicule ESL learners: 

(i) High-proficient English speakers: They often mock low-proficient speakers for their 

poor grammar, pronunciation, accent, and vocabulary choices. They also tend to look 

down on people who do not know English. As pointed out by the student-participants, 

this is more prevalent in society outside than in the ESL classroom. 

Still, English is the language of power in Sri Lanka directly or indirectly, a 

person is evaluated by how he speaks English…looking down on the people 

who cannot interact in English also affects the students and their attempts to 

develop English. Specifically, criticising one's mistakes made in English and 

humiliating them is common in Sri Lanka. (ST60) 
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(ii) Low-proficient English speakers: They view and criticise high-proficient English-

speakers as arrogant individuals who use English to show off and to discriminate 

against others who are less proficient or cannot speak it. According to teacher-

participants and student-participants, this is common within the university subculture. 

If you speak in English, it is kind of showing off. In classes, sometimes the 

students really want to speak and give their views and ideas, but they were 

blocked by this subculture. Because it says, “do not speak in English, do not 

show your class or your status.” (ITC, Sandy) 

English is generally termed ‘kadda’ [sword] among the Sinhalese population, 

which says a lot about the privileged, elite perspective given to the language. 

Hence, students are reluctant to speak English, especially in front of groups 

who are [highly] proficient in the language. (ST36) 

(iii) Those who do not know English: They criticise both high-proficiency and low-

proficiency English-speakers for trying to show off their class and social status. This 

is common in remote parts of the country. 

I noticed that there is a belief that those who speak English show their power 

and prestige, which brings a kind of hatred among the majority [who do not 

speak English]. (ST66) 

I have a WhatsApp group with my school friends. When I message them, I 

always do that in Sinhala. If I do it in English, they ask “Why do you send 

messages in English? Is it because you entered the university? Are you 

showing off?” These comments really discourage me. On one hand, if we 

speak English and make mistakes, society looks down upon us. On the other 
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hand, if we speak in English, society still looks down on us, saying that we are 

showing off. In rural villages, if you speak at least one word in English, they 

look down on you. (FGS, C1) 

Interestingly, all interviewed teacher-participants, and 21% of surveyed teacher-

participants mentioned that learners do not experience fear of negative evaluation and 

derision when communicating with foreigners. All the student-participants in FGs (100%) 

confirmed that they are less anxious or scared to speak with foreigners than with people of 

their own nationality. The main reason for this is that learners do not feel judged when 

communicating with foreigners. Also, in such settings, both parties are focused on 

communicating and understanding the meaning conveyed rather than on the person speaking. 

Furthermore, unlike Sri Lankans who look for language errors, foreigners tend to appreciate 

the fact that someone is speaking their language. They find it amazing to listen to their 

language spoken by people from other parts of the world. Their appreciation and 

encouragement diminish learners’ fear of negative evaluation and derision. 

When we play online games, we meet people from other countries. They never laugh 

at us when we make mistakes in the language. But if we make a mistake in English 

when speaking with another Sri Lankan, they start to ridicule us. So, the person who 

spoke in English decides not to speak English with those people again. When you talk 

with a foreigner, they always try to understand what you say. But Sri Lankan people 

look in a very different manner. One single mistake is enough to spoil the whole 

conversation. For example, if you make a pronunciation mistake, that is enough. Then 

they start correcting you and laughing at you. (FGS, B3) 

When it comes to foreigners, they are very open-minded and are very welcoming. 

They would appreciate the fact that you are speaking another language, so that is the 
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most important thing for them, not the mistakes that you made. So, I guess that is why 

people tend to speak in front of foreigners in English … Sri Lankans are not very 

constructive, and the criticisms are very harsh. They would harshly criticise people, 

they would laugh at people, and they would, you know, break the confidence of the 

person, they break the backbone of the person (ITC, Helen) 

The responses of the teacher-participants (e.g., Amanda) substantiate the argument 

that Sri Lankans evaluate English speakers from other countries more positively than Sri 

Lankan English speakers, whom they tend to judge more negatively. 

The funny thing is if it is a foreigner or if it is a Chinese or Japanese or Korean or 

whoever speaks English and makes errors and has to pause and use phrases from their 

own language, we would not really judge them, as opposed to a Sri Lankan speaking 

in what we call broken English. And that would be judged a lot more harshly than a 

foreigner. (ITB, Amanda) 

A similar situation could be witnessed when communicating with speakers of 

different ethnic groups in Sri Lanka. When a person communicates with someone of a 

different ethnicity, both parties are compelled to communicate in English as they do not have 

another option. As one interviewed teacher-participant put it: 

They have a dire need to get the message across, like they do not really focus on the 

language, nothing embellishing about it. They somehow want the message to be 

converted without miscommunication, so I think their focus is on the message. (ITA, 

Olivia) 
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In contrast, people of the same ethnicity with the same L1 speak English mostly for a purpose 

beyond fulfilling a simple communicative need. Consequently, people tend to feel anxious 

when speaking English with others who belong to the same ethnic group. 

I feel more anxious when I talk with people of the same ethnicity [Sinhalese]. With 

Tamils, it is just a tool of communication. Tamils are not our own. They are the 

‘other’. That feeling also helps us to reduce anxiety. (FGS, C5) 

I think it gets worse if it is the same ethnicity because it is just something I feel. 

Because I feel like we always compete with people that we call our own. We would 

not really matter or want to compete that harshly with somebody that we would 

consider the “other”. I think that is the reason for that. (ITB, Amanda) 

It is important to note that fear of negative evaluation and derision is not an 

independent source but interacts with other learner-specific, in-class and out-of-class anxiety 

sources. For instance, learners’ negative attitudes and misconceptions, which are another 

learner-specific anxiety source, can trigger learners’ fear of negative evaluation and derision. 

For example, one common misconception of ESL learners is that they consider making 

mistakes in English embarrassing. 

They look at it as an embarrassment if they make a mistake. (ITB, Amanda) 

This fear [fear of negative evaluation], I think, basically comes from their fear of 

making mistakes. They are afraid of making mistakes first. They fear that others will 

make fun of their mistakes and laugh at them for their mistakes. (ITC, Ryan) 

This misconception is a result of language ideologies in society (which is an out-of-class 

anxiety source; see 4.2.3.2 for detail). For instance, in Sri Lanka, a person’s family 

background, status, and education level are judged by their competency in English. 
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When you showcase that your English is not good, they sort of reveal a lot about 

yourself, not just the fact that you cannot speak a language…English is not just a 

language in Sri Lanka. It is a social status marker, and it tells you how intelligent you 

are, what sort of an upbringing you have had, and how privileged you have been. 

(ITB, Amanda) 

Consequently, ESL learners are afraid of speaking English because they assume they will be 

judged negatively if they make mistakes. 

In addition, learners’ fear of negative evaluation and derision also interact with in-

class anxiety sources. For example, some characteristics of ESL teachers could trigger 

learners’ fear of negative evaluation. Teachers who are strict, harsh, unfriendly, and 

constantly correct errors make learners very nervous and uncomfortable in the classroom. 

The student-participants found it difficult to speak English in such classrooms because they 

feared being judged and commented on negatively. As such, learners’ fear of negative 

evaluation and derision is not an independent anxiety source but interacts with various other 

learner-specific and out-of-class anxiety sources. 

4.2.1.2 Limited linguistic ability 

Limited linguistic ability was reported as a key source of LA among ESL learners at state 

universities in Sri Lanka. About 41% of the teacher-participants in the survey, 67% in 

interviews and 90% of the student-participants in FGs agreed that limited vocabulary and 

poor grammatical knowledge contribute significantly to learners’ anxiety. For instance, one 

student-participant (FGS, B4) explained how he could not answer his teacher’s questions, 

even if he knew the correct answers in his mind. He revealed that he could not translate them 

into English due to his limited vocabulary. Another student-participant (FGS, B2) 

experienced fear and nervousness when his limited vocabulary and poor grammatical 
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knowledge interrupted and delayed his flow of speech. Having to keep the teacher waiting 

until he got ready to answer triggered guilt in one student-participant (FGS, B13). Some 

student-participants mentioned that they get anxious when the time taken to process the 

language causes them to forget their original idea and makes them get stuck in the middle of 

speaking without being able to continue. Furthermore, pronunciation difficulties, L1 

interference, and comprehension difficulties were also reported as anxiety-provoking. During 

observation sessions, the researcher also witnessed how learners’ limited vocabulary and 

grammar knowledge impeded their communication. 

One interviewed teacher-participant (ITA, Patrick) referred to Krashen’s Monitor 

Hypothesis and argued that monitoring hinders ESL learners’ flow of speech and induces 

their LA by forcing them to be more conscious of the accuracy of the language. 

4.2.1.3 Previous learning experience 

A dominant source of LA among ESL learners is their previous negative learning 

experiences. The student-participants (100%) and teacher-participants (15% from the survey 

and 78% from interviews) agreed that seeds of LA had been planted in ESL learners during 

their previous English learning at primary and secondary schools. Even though all the 

student-participants and most teacher-participants in the interviews argued that previous ESL 

learning experience was one of the most influential factors that evoked learners’ LA, 

surveyed teacher-participants thought issues related to previous ESL learning were only 

secondary.  

ESL learners’ previous learning experience could contribute to their LA in four ways: 
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(i) Previous ESL teacher characteristics, classroom behaviour and teaching style 

Both teacher-participants and student-participants suggested that the nature of 

previous ESL teachers and their classroom behaviour influenced learners’ LA later in similar 

classroom situations. For instance, learners’ previous experience with strict teachers, harsh 

comments, destructive feedback, ridicule, and punishments were reported as contributing 

significantly to learners’ LA in current ESL classrooms. One interviewed teacher (ITC, Tilly) 

mentioned that she had met a few ESL learners who hated English due to their previous 

learning experiences. She further reported that those previous incidents had discouraged the 

learners and made them extremely worried and anxious about the possibility of receiving 

negative judgments and harsh remarks from others in future English-speaking situations. As a 

result, they were unwilling even to try to speak English in front of other people.  

I have encountered a few students who are allergic to English because of their bad 

experiences in the past. For example, one of my students shared his experience at his 

secondary school, where his English teacher had told him that even if a cow learned to 

read road signs, it would be impossible for him to learn English. (ITC, Tilly) 

Commenting on the nature of previous English teachers, one student-participant 

(FGS, C1) mentioned that he had always had strict English teachers since Grade 5, which 

made him hate the English subject and skip English classes during his secondary education. 

Some other student-participants (10%) agreed with this view, stating that English was their 

“most hated” and “weakest” subject. Another student-participant (FGS, B1) reported that his 

ESL teacher at school was extremely strict and punished weak learners for making language 

mistakes. Lessons were taught only to ESL learners who were already good in their English.  

They used to scream at us, even for a small mistake. So, we also did not like English. 

(FGS, B1) 
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Another student-participant (FGS, B2) reported that ESL teachers at junior secondary 

classes purposely exhibited strict classroom behaviour. He highlighted that even though such 

strict behaviours helped teachers manage classrooms easily, they were detrimental and 

reduced learners’ interest and motivation to stay in the classroom during the English period, 

let alone interfere with learning the subject. 

The student-participants reported two different types of behaviours ESL learners 

might exhibit after a negative learning experience: (i) The previous negative experience can 

hinder the future learning and performance of a learner, ultimately evoking LA and 

hampering their willingness to communicate, or (ii) the previous experience can be a factor 

that motivates the learner to learn better and perform better at later events.  

Further, the student-participants heavily criticised the teaching style of primary and 

secondary ESL teachers at schools. According to some student-participants, their primary 

education consisted of only dictation and handwriting exercises, while their secondary school 

activities lacked practicality or creativity. They reported that they were fed up with the 

ineffective teaching pattern at their schools. 

Actually, it is the same pattern everywhere. It is a very boring pattern. That is why we 

skip lessons. This pattern is not going to work. Wherever we go, even to a school, a 

tuition class, or somewhere else, they follow the same pattern. It is the same 

framework. Everybody teaches us how to write an essay or, you know, grammar and 

writing. But they never allow us to be creative and do something by thinking in 

English. Those things are not encouraged. They just gave us a structure, and we 

should write something accordingly. But when we have our own ideas, new ideas, we 

cannot translate them into English. We cannot do anything new in the language. We 

are not allowed or encouraged to experiment with the language. (FGS, B3) 
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The student-participants further mentioned that they were never encouraged to 

communicate in English. In schools, they learned English only to pass examinations. 

(ii) Ignoring learners’ English-speaking skills 

In Sri Lanka, English is taught as an L2 in both primary/secondary school curricula 

(Attanayake, 2019). From Grade 3 onwards, English is taught, focusing on the examinations 

students should sit. Therefore, English teaching has always been aligned with Sri Lankan 

national examinations such as the Grade 5 Scholarship exam, G.C.E. (O/L), and G.C.E. 

(A/L). Unfortunately, these national-level examinations only assess the students’ language 

ability by evaluating their writing and reading skills. Speaking and listening skills are largely 

overlooked in those assessments, which results in ignoring the teaching of those skills in 

classroom teaching (Attanayake, 2019). A few teacher-participants in the survey expressed 

concern over this matter. They claimed that ESL learners had no opportunity or motivation to 

improve their English speaking and listening skills in schools. One surveyed teacher-

participant stressed that learners could not build confidence in speaking English due to the 

scarcity of opportunities to practise speaking at schools. Some interviewed teacher-

participants also raised the same concern. 

Sometimes, students have never been given adequate opportunities to speak the 

language previously. So, they are reticent to step out of their comfort zone and gain 

exposure. (ITC, Tilly) 

They [The students] said that in schools, teachers come and focus on the main aspects 

that come for the paper, let us say, notice writing, letter writing and writing dialogues. 

So, they focus on the dialogue from a writing point of view, not from a speaking point 

of view. (ITA, Olivia) 
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Echoing teacher-participants’ perspectives, student-participants who participated in 

FGs frequently mentioned the neglect of speaking skills in their schools. Most of them agreed 

that English grammar was the only thing they learned in school.  

Until A/Ls, the only thing we did was learn grammar. So, we learned our grammar 

well. However, we, still, cannot speak English. (FGS, C3) 

We have been learning English since preschool. After coming out of preschool, we 

have never learned English as a language. But it is just another subject that we have to 

sit for in the examination. We always focus on the exam paper. The teachers always 

talk about the grammar and start with the Tenses. That is all they do. They never 

showed us how to make a sentence and speak it. So, no matter how much we learn the 

tenses, we cannot make a sentence and speak whenever we need to. There are some 

questions we always focus on, such as sentence structures, summary writing, and 

essays. We never get a chance to learn English as a language that we can use to 

communicate. (FGS, B4) 

For me, I always wanted to learn how to speak English. But I never found a proper 

place to learn English because everywhere, it was exam-focused. So, I never learned 

how to use English practically. (FGS, B5) 

Furthermore, some student-participants said that their English teachers never spoke 

English in the classroom but explained English grammar and language activities in vernacular 

languages (Sinhala or Tamil). For instance, grammatical explanations were given in Sinhala, 

and reading passages were explained in Sinhala. A few teacher-participants also confirmed 

this point. 
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In schools, some people told me that English was also taught in Sinhala, not really in 

English. (ITA, Olivia) 

This lack of exposure and practice triggered learners’ LA when they were required to speak 

in English. 

(iii) Least prioritised subject during G.C.E. (A/L) Examination 

With the introduction of English as a subject in primary schools through the general 

education reforms of 1997, students from grades 1 to 13 had the opportunity to learn it as a 

subject in the Sri Lankan school curriculum (Little et al., 2019). Accordingly, students who 

sit the G.C.E. (A/L) examination/university entrance examination should sit a General 

English paper in addition to the papers of the three subjects in their chosen stream. 

Nevertheless, unlike in G.C.E. (O/L), passing the General English paper is not compulsory in 

G.C.E. (A/L). Therefore, passing or failing the General English paper in the G.C.E. (A/L) 

examination does not qualify or disqualify a learner from entering the university (Farook & 

Mohamed, 2020).  

Realising the low significance of English in the G.C.E. (A/L) examination, students 

pay less attention to English and use the English period for studying other subjects or having 

some fun outside the classroom. Validating this argument, most student-participants agreed 

that they did not pay much attention to English during their G.C.E. (A/L) examination. As 

one student-participant (FGS, C4) mentioned, they thought they could learn English once 

they entered the university. On the other hand, a few student-participants revealed that ESL 

teachers at school also advised them to pay more attention and study their mainstream 

subjects, for even if they fail the General English paper, they can still enter the university. 

One-third of interviewed teacher-participants confirmed the prevalence of this practice in 

schools.  
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Furthermore, as one interviewed teacher-participant (ITA, Olivia) stated, most extra-

curricular activities in school are scheduled during the English period. Further, some student-

participants mentioned that they did not have an English teacher in the G.C.E. (A/L) classes 

(Years 12 and 13). Some student-participants gave up learning English after sitting the 

G.C.E. (O/L) examination in Year 11 because English was not tested in the subsequent 

examinations. This lack of ongoing learning and practice and the resultant poor English 

knowledge produce LA in learners whenever they face an English-speaking situation in their 

university. 

(iv) Lack of sufficient human and physical resources at schools 

Several surveyed teacher-participants mentioned that the country’s unequal resource 

distribution created a massive imbalance in human and physical resources among schools in 

rural and metropolitan areas. One interviewed teacher-participant (ITA, Olivia) pointed out 

that schools in metropolitan areas receive abundant learning resources. In contrast, students in 

rural schools sometimes do not have a teacher to teach the ESL subject. Seven student-

participants also confirmed this view by highlighting that they did not have English teachers 

for several years of their school life. According to the observations of one interviewed 

teacher-participant (ITB, Amanda), the lack of ESL teachers and other resources in schools 

negatively impacts some ESL learners’ confidence levels. 

Most of the time, those who come from traditionally considered good schools have 

their English, and even if the English are not perfect or their grammar is not that good, 

they still have the confidence to speak. The confidence has been built in them through 

the school years, maybe not related to English, but maybe it’s by doing other 

extracurricular activities or whatever. However, their confidence is a little bit higher. 

(ITB, Amanda) 
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During FG interviews, the researcher also noticed that only two student-participants 

were positive about their previous learning experiences, and interestingly, both had attended 

schools in metropolitan areas. Resonating with what Amanda said, these student-participants 

claimed they had excellent English teachers and additional English programmes at school that 

helped them improve their English. The other 30 student-participants who attended rural 

schools had negative experiences due to the lack of exposure, resources, and practice. Hence, 

less privileged students from rural schools may experience more LA episodes than privileged 

students from metropolitan schools.  

In one school, I remember, in Grade 11, there was a programme where seven 

international students came to our school. Their mother tongue was also not English. 

So, they really helped us to improve our English, and that programme helped us make 

new friends. The name of the programme was “Speaking Star”. Our class teacher was 

also an English teacher. So, she always helped us. When there was a student who was 

poor in English, she tried to teach them everything from the beginning…So, I really 

did not have any problem with English in school. (FGS, B6) 

There was a very good place for English in our school. It was a Christian School... We 

had an excellent rapport with the teacher and talked with her in English. The school 

was located in a town, and we also had many English programmes. (FGS, B7) 

In sum, some ESL learners’ previous negative learning experiences at school 

significantly impact and interact with their linguistic ability, motivation, and self-confidence 

in relation to learning and speaking English, which ultimately contributes to their LA. 

4.2.1.4 Lack of motivation 

Another reported source of LA among ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka is their 

lack of motivation. About 11% of the surveyed teacher-participants and 56% of those who 
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were interviewed argued that learners lack sufficient motivation to attend ESL classes, 

actively participate in speaking activities, use English for daily communicative purposes or 

learn from their mistakes. Validating the above argument, a number of student-participants 

(31%) explicitly reported that they lacked the motivation to learn and speak English.  

Five important reasons were reported by teacher-participants and student-participants 

for learners’ lack of motivation. Over half of the teacher-participants in interviews cited the 

exam-oriented tertiary education system in Sri Lanka as partly responsible for learners’ lack 

of motivation to practise their English speaking skills. They highlighted the fact that learners 

do not see a need to pay much attention to speaking English because it is not assessed in the 

final examinations. However, the responses of the student-participants revealed a different 

view. They repeatedly mentioned their need to improve their English-speaking skills and 

their disappointment over the lack of opportunities in ESL classrooms at the university.  

No motivation. The language we learn inside the classroom is not used practically 

outside. Even though we have English medium instruction within the classrooms, we 

talk in Sinhala. Teaching English in the classroom also does not align with the reality. 

It is just a subject only to pass the examination. For example, many teachers start their 

lectures by saying, “Let's do present tense today”. No practical applications to real-

life scenarios. (FGS, C5) 

We do not speak. We do not stay in the classroom because we do not see any 

improvement within ourselves. Every day, they teach us to write essays, nothing else. 

So, it is not interesting at all, and we are not improving anything, especially speaking 

skills. (FGS, B8) 

This shows a disparity between teacher-participants’ and student-participants’ understandings 

of learners’ needs.  
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Second, as Sunny (University B) and Helen (University C) pointed out, learners are 

familiar with the format of the examination paper, and senior students at the university hold 

support classes called Kuppi to help weaker learners pass ESL papers at the examination. 

Within a few hours, these Kuppis cover all the essential areas in a syllabus that might appear 

in an examination paper. Consequently, learners can pass the English paper at university even 

without attending formal ESL classes conducted by teachers.  

Because their [students’] purpose is to pass the examination…that need is fulfilled by 

their own seniors-Kuppi classes. (ITB, Sunny) 

Third, all the interviewed teacher-participants emphasised that the difference in 

motivation is largely caused by the learners’ career focus. They reported that the ESL 

learners in Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) streams have a 

definite career focus. In contrast, the ESL learners in the Arts-related subject streams lack any 

such focus. They believed this lack of career focus significantly influences learners’ 

motivation to learn and speak English. 

Talking about the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, motivating students is 

kind of an arduous task…when I go for my students at the Faculty of Science, I am so 

proud that they are motivated to do activities and presentations because they have that 

harmony, energy, team spirit, and teamwork, so they are really forward. I mean, they 

are inspired, and when I take the Faculty of Science or science-based faculties 

separately, there are weaker students as well, but then somehow or the other, the 

weaker students also have something to say in their groups; they have something to 

present. (ITC, Sandy) 

This argument was further substantiated by Patrick from University A, who teaches ESL 

learners in the university’s Engineering Faculty. Since these students have a definite idea 
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about their prospective career (e.g., engineer), as their teacher, he purposely exploits it to 

boost their motivation. 

Fourth, some student-participants agreed that the time allocated for English in their 

timetable was partly responsible for their low motivation. This was especially mentioned by 

the student-participants at University C. As they mentioned, they attend lectures from 8 am 

onwards and, therefore, feel exhausted by the time they have the ESL class (from 4 pm to 6 

pm). Hence, the student-participants accepted that they were not motivated to actively 

participate in ESL activities. 

Finally, the teaching methods used in ESL classrooms were also criticised by the 

student-participants. For instance, one student-participant (FGS, C7) mentioned that ESL 

lectures at his university are principally based on handouts printed on low-quality paper, 

which makes them look less attractive to the learners. As a result, they lose the motivation to 

take care of them, which results in many students losing their handouts before the subsequent 

ESL lecture. As handouts are prepared to serve for 3-4 weeks, students who misplace their 

handouts get bored in the classroom and fail to follow the lesson properly. One teacher-

participant in the survey pointed out that ESL teachers have adhered to a fixed form of 

language teaching, which lacks creativity. All these circumstances result in demotivating ESL 

learners. 

In addition to these issues, the study findings revealed that ESL teacher-related 

characteristics (e.g., appropriate feedback process and participation in PD training 

programmes), teaching methods (e.g., use of technology in the class), in-class speaking 

activities (e.g., using authentic, relevant and meaningful materials) in-class social context 

(e.g., familiarity created in small classes) and university subculture (e.g., ragging for 

speaking English) have a profound influence on learners’ motivation. This means that 
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learners’ lack of motivation is not an independent source that causes LA but a factor that 

interacts with other learner-specific, in-class and out-of-class anxiety sources.  

4.2.1.5 Negative attitudes and misconceptions about English and its speakers 

ESL learners’ negative attitudes and misconceptions regarding English and its speakers were 

identified as a source of LA by 40% of teacher-participants in the survey and 56% of those 

who were interviewed. Specifically, ESL learners’ negative attitudes and misconceptions 

about making mistakes were highlighted by many teacher-participants (29% from the survey 

and 89% from interviews) as a source of LA. 

The fear of making mistakes is the biggest fear students have, especially in the Sri 

Lankan context, as English is placed in a skewed position in society. (ST24) 

These negative attitudes and misconceptions include ESL learners believing that 

mistakes in English are embarrassing and could ruin their image and status, less English 

competence signals less intelligence, and teachers and peers seek perfection. Hence, learners 

think they must be perfect in the language before speaking it. On the other hand, as one 

surveyed teacher-participant mentioned, sometimes ESL teachers are also responsible for 

learners’ misconceptions regarding mistakes: 

Some ESL practitioners often emphasise accuracy and …consider making an error a 

serious offence. This may lead learners to frustration and embarrassment as they 

become aware of their deficiencies, further developing learner anxiety. (ST75) 

One interviewed teacher-participant (ITA, Olivia) explained how some learners 

believe they would effortlessly become proficient in English over the years. She reported the 

intention of some ESL learners to manage future English-speaking situations with their 
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existing English knowledge without investing more time and effort to improve their English 

proficiency.  

From the students’ point of view, they think they can manage with the English that 

they know, or they can pick it up over the years…they don’t really focus on investing 

in it now. In the first-year, when we offer these courses with so much effort, they tend 

to kind of overlook it… They think that they will pick it up over the years, probably 

by the time they graduate everything will magically fall into place. (ITA, Olivia) 

Such negative attitudes and misconceptions hinder their English language use resulting in a 

lack of practice and reduced confidence. 

As Olivia highlighted, some ESL learners perceive English as a language of public 

speaking. As a result, some learners do not see English as a tool of everyday communication 

but consider it a language that should be used to address an audience. Thus, they lose the 

motivation to speak English to fulfil their daily communication purposes, resulting in less 

practice. Lack of practice, in turn, negatively affects learners’ self-confidence. For example, 

one Tamil student-participant (FGS, B9) shared how she gained confidence in speaking 

Sinhala through practice, while less practice resulted in less confidence in speaking English. 

Less confidence was reported as a primary reason for LA among ESL learners at state 

universities in Sri Lanka (see 4.2.1.7 for detail). 

I have a place to use Sinhala, for example, on buses, and in shops. Even now, I don’t 

know much Sinhala grammar. But still, I can speak confidently. But for English, there 

is no practical usage. That is the problem. Before I came to the university, I learned 

English during my A/levels. But there is no practical usage. So, I couldn’t develop my 

confidence. (FGS, B9) 
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Accordingly, ESL learners’ negative attitudes and misconceptions about English and 

its speakers, lack of motivation, lack of sufficient practice, and reduced self-confidence are 

all interrelated and often operate together in provoking learners’ LA. 

4.2.1.6 Personality traits 

Learners’ personality traits, such as perfectionism, have been highlighted as an anxiety 

trigger for ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka. This trait was reported by 67% of 

interviewed teacher-participants and 23% of surveyed teacher-participants. They reported that 

those who have perfectionist traits feel ashamed and anxious to make mistakes. According to 

Olivia (University A), ESL learners look for perfection regarding grammar and vocabulary 

choices. Sunny pointed out that learners want to be perfect in English from the beginning of 

their language-learning journey, which leads to LA when progress is not immediate. One 

surveyed ESL teacher-participant (ST47) pointed out that learners are unfamiliar with 

learning through “trial-and-error”. In addition, Sri Lankan society exacerbates learners’ LA 

by harshly judging them for any errors they might make. Consequently, these learners 

postpone speaking English until they are perfect in English.  

Moreover, about 20% of the surveyed teacher-participants who commented on 

personality traits mentioned a number of other learner traits that can evoke LA. These include 

being introverted, shy, and competitive; being unable to face criticism; and having an 

inferiority complex.  

4.2.1.7 Self-factors 

Learners’ self-confidence was reported as a contributing factor to LA by 29% of the surveyed 

and 56% of the interviewed teacher-participants. They believed that learners’ lack of practice 

in speaking skills is a primary reason for their low confidence. As explained earlier, lack of 

practice could have resulted from the exam-oriented education system in Sri Lanka, the type 



 

148 

 

of school attended (metropolitan or rural) or learners’ lack of motivation. In addition, 33% of 

the surveyed teacher-participants commented on learners’ self-esteem and ego as factors that 

might trigger their LA. They said learners’ inability to use the language competently 

impacted their self-esteem negatively, which evoked their LA. 

4.2.1.8 Negative self-perception 

Learners’ negative self-perception was considered a source of LA by 3% of the teacher-

participants from the survey, 56% from the in-depth interviews and 17% of the student-

participants from the FGs. According to teacher-participants, learners’ unfavourable 

comparisons of themselves with others in the classroom and society trigger their fear of being 

evaluated and evoke LA. In the classroom, they evaluate their English proficiency level 

negatively and decide to remain silent rather than speak and reveal their incompetence. 

In some cases, some students compare themselves with others and create certain 

misconceptions that he or she is not as fluent in speaking as their friends, thus there’s 

no need to speak in English and show their inability to the other students. Why should 

they damage their image? (ST20) 

As the surveyed and interviewed teacher-participants pointed out, when learners are 

outside of the classroom, they tend to negatively compare themselves with other English 

speakers in society and become anxious, thinking that they would be negatively judged and 

ridiculed, especially by proficient English speakers in society. 

This view resonated with about 34% of the student-participants, who repeatedly 

mentioned being more afraid of speaking with highly proficient English speakers than with 

less proficient speakers or speakers of the same level as them. They reported being very 

concerned, worried and nervous when talking with proficient speakers. The same state of 

mind translated into the ESL classroom as learners’ fear and nervousness in front of more 
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proficient peers. Hence, ESL learners’ negative self-perceptions largely contributed to their 

LA.  

4.2.1.9 Communication apprehension 

Concerns about learners’ communication apprehension were expressed by 22% of 

interviewed teacher-participants and 3% of surveyed teacher-participants. Amanda 

(University B) mentioned in her survey that speaking in Sri Lankan ESL classrooms is 

practised and assessed “using very 'public' activities such as making a presentation, a debate, 

or delivering a speech in front of a group of at least 50” (ST4). She raised this matter again in 

her interview, stating that some learners perform well in one-on-one assignments but do 

poorly and sometimes do not even utter a word when they perform in front of a whole class.  

Substantiating this point, four student-participants said they were anxious to speak in 

front of others they did not know, while others said they were anxious to speak in front of 

anybody.  

But when there is a presentation, and an audience I cannot speak, I tremble, and I 

stammer. Even if I know the audience and they are my friends or when I do not know 

the audience, I cannot speak, or rather I am reluctant to speak. (FGS, SC2) 

Three student-participants mentioned that their fear is not about their language but 

about speaking in front of others. 

My problem is that whether it is English or Sinhala, I cannot speak in front of others. 

(FGS, B4) 

All the student-participants who commented on this reported that their fear depended 

on the nature and the level of proficiency of the peers in the classroom. They went on to 

explain that they did not experience anxiety if their peers were very supportive and they knew 
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each other well. However, they were unanimous in the view that they experienced high 

anxiety if the English proficiency of most of their peers was superior to theirs. 

In sum, learner-specific anxiety sources, including learners’ fear of negative 

evaluation and derision, limited linguistic ability, previous learning experience in English, 

lack of motivation, negative attitudes and misconceptions about English and its speakers, 

personality traits, self-factors, negative self-perceptions and communication apprehension, 

were found to evoke LA among ESL learners at state universities of Sri Lanka. 

4.2.2 In-class anxiety sources 

Another primary source of LA among ESL learners at state universities of Sri Lanka is in-

class sources. These sources are categorised below under five sub-themes according to the 

frequency of references received from the student-participants and teacher-participants (see 

Figure 4.3). The following sections elaborate on the sub-themes. 

Figure 4.3 

In-Class Sources of Anxiety 

 

57% 1. In-class Social Context 

45% 2. ESL Teacher 

16% 3. In-class Speaking Activities 

13% 4. Physical Structure of the Classroom 

11% 5. Test Anxiety 
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4.2.2.1 In-class social context 

The in-class social context of ESL classrooms was reported as an anxiety source by both 

students (75%) and teacher-participants (7% from the survey and 90% from interviews) in the 

study. The in-class social context is influenced by both the ESL teachers and the learners. 

This section reports the study findings regarding the influence of ESL learners on the in-class 

social context. The impact of ESL teachers on the in-class social climate is reported in 

Section 4.2.2.2. 

About 78% of the teacher-participants and 34% of the student-participants mentioned 

that proficient speakers in the classroom evoke anxiety in low-proficient speakers.  

I can speak with people who are not so proficient in English. But when I talk with 

people who are good at English, I always fear what they think about me. (FGS, C6) 

It intimidates them a lot, especially when we have a student who follows English or 

Translation as his/her major subject. It is obvious to everybody that their language is 

very good, and their speaking speed is very good. Because of that, other students 

might feel that those kids are judgmental about them and not tend to be motivated to 

speak because of their presence. That can be a problem. It is rare to find a kid who 

really does not care about what other people think. (ITB, Amanda) 

We have heterogeneous groups. They are mixed-ability groups with diverse 

competency levels. And what I feel is being in a mixed ability group when they see 

the students who are very fluent in English, that very fact makes them anxious. (ITC, 

Helen) 

When there are students who use language mostly in a nativised way, they are making 

a threat to the rest of the students. (ITA, Patrick)  
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If a student dominates the conversation, the students who are not competent are 

reluctant to talk. Then they feel that they are not good enough. (ITC, Tilly) 

One surveyed teacher-participant (ST36) attributed learners’ reluctance to speak 

English in front of proficient English-speakers to the fact that they represent the elite class. 

The general perception of society towards the English-speaking elite class is negative due to 

the tendency of the elite class to ridicule and negatively judge the pronunciation and 

vocabulary of other speakers and other varieties of English. The same attitude is reflected in 

ESL classrooms; hence, less proficient learners are reluctant to speak English, for they 

believe they would be ridiculed and looked down upon by their more proficient peers.  

Therefore, most teacher-participants preferred same-ability groups in their ESL 

classrooms. For instance, Ryan (University C) found same-ability groups effective. Amanda 

(University A) also thought it would have been better if she had same-ability groups, 

although she was teaching mixed-ability groups. 

I have mixed feelings about this because if it was an ideal classroom where the other 

kids help each other and engage in activities very willingly, in such a situation, having 

a mixed-ability classroom would be ideal. But we are teaching to almost like not 

young adults but not full adults, somewhere in between. They have a lot of ego 

clashes as well, and sometimes it can be difficult to get them to work together, in 

which case I feel like if we had [same-] ability groups, then we could sort of play a 

bigger role in that two-hour three-hour period that we have. (ITB, Amanda)  

In contrast, Sunny from University B and Patrick from University A preferred mixed-

ability groups in their ESL classes. Sunny believed that the advantages of mixed-ability 

groups outweighed the disadvantages, while Patrick from University A, who had same-ability 
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learners in his ESL classes, thought that same-ability groups had more disadvantages than 

mixed-ability groups.  

The error begins when we actually place them in three different proficiency 

levels…you know, divide them into different groups; what happens is the most 

proficient group usually gets together, and they turn up in leading roles of most of the 

societies and clubs, and they create a particular circle in which they find their comfort 

zone. The other proportions of students, let me say the intermediate and the lower 

proficient groups, find it as a sort of threat to interact in those societies…so they do 

not like to engage in these programmes, and that hinders them from developing their 

speaking skills because that is an opportunity for them to engage. (ITA, Patrick) 

When asked for their opinions, approximately half of the student-participants believed 

that being in same-ability groups made them feel comfortable and confident. On the other 

hand, the remaining half thought that it was not the proficiency level of their peers that 

mattered, but the extent to which their peers were supportive and empathetic. As one student-

participant mentioned: 

That means our fear depends on the type of students we have in the classroom. 

Suppose there are ten students in the classroom. Six of them are very good in English 

and four of them are weak. If those six students who are very good in English are 

supportive, then we are not that afraid, we are confident to speak. (FGS, B8) 

Concerns were also expressed about the number of ESL learners in a classroom. 

University B and C have large ESL groups of 40-60 learners each, while University A has 

relatively smaller classes with 25-30 learners. When asked about their preference, the 

student-participants unanimously agreed that they felt less anxious in smaller classes and, 

therefore, preferred them over larger ones. When prompted to provide reasons for their less 
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anxiety, the student-participants cited the following reasons: (i) Larger classrooms are noisier 

than smaller ones, so learners get easily distracted in larger classrooms and cannot follow 

lessons properly; (ii) smaller classes lead to better attention and listening during speaking 

activities, motivating speakers to do better because of the interest shown by everyone; (iii) 

learners’ self-confidence is higher in smaller classes because everyone knows each other 

well; (iv) learners get many opportunities to speak in smaller classes; and (v) teachers can 

pay individual attention to learners as there are only a few learners in a classroom.  

Another characteristic that was reported as anxiety-provoking related to the ethnicity 

of the learners. According to the student-participants, they felt more anxious when speaking 

to peers of the same ethnicity compared to those from different ethnic backgrounds (see 

Section 4.2.1.1 for detail).  

When asked about whether the gender of their peers had any effect on their LA, 

student-participants in different universities expressed different views. The student-

participants from University A and B denied any such effect, while a few student-participants 

from University C acknowledged increased anxiety when speaking with the opposite gender.  

One student-participant from University C reported feeling nervous when speaking 

with an interlocutor of the opposite gender who is from a “good school” and more proficient 

in English. 

With girls of our level, it is easy to speak. We do not have a problem. But then we 

know some students come from so-called good schools. So, if they are of a higher 

level, then we feel nervous. (FGS, B2) 

If the person from the opposite sex is better than me in English, then I feel pressure. 

But if both of us are on the same level, then I do not feel that pressure. This does not 
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happen with the same sex. Even if the other person has a good knowledge of English 

and he is better than me, I still do not feel that pressure. (FGS, B12) 

Based on the evidence available, the number of learners in the classroom, their 

English proficiency level, their classroom behaviour (e.g., supportive or competitive) and 

their demographic characteristics (e.g., gender and ethnicity) evoke LA among ESL learners 

at state universities in Sri Lanka. 

4.2.2.2 ESL teacher 

The ESL teacher’s age, accent, dress code, classroom behaviour, error correction procedure 

and teacher training were all found to influence learners’ LA. 

About 22% of the student-participants in FGs commented on the potential effects of 

the teacher’s age on learners’ LA. Of them, 13% agreed that the teacher’s age impacted their 

LA. They preferred to have young teachers because they believed they were friendly and 

understood learners better. The student-participants stressed that young teachers followed 

effective teaching methods so that learners were more motivated and interested in learning 

English. They also mentioned that older teachers failed to comprehend learners’ target and 

learning needs and maintained strict, distant relationships with their learners. 

Commenting on ESL teachers’ age, 67% of the teacher-participants in interviews held 

the view that it was not their age but the teacher’s personality that significantly impacted 

learners’ LA. Elaborating on this, they said that irrespective of age, teachers who were 

friendly, energetic, active, and, most importantly, humorous succeeded in making their 

lessons enjoyable, built a good rapport with the learners and elicited learners’ active 

participation in classroom activities. However, a minority of the teacher-participants (33%) 

thought that the teacher’s age contributed to learners’ LA. Interestingly, all the teacher-

participants in University C strongly agreed that the age of the teacher triggered learners’ LA. 
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Close scrutiny of this difference of opinion revealed that University C employed many retired 

schoolteachers (above 65 years) to deliver ESL lectures at the university. The interviewed 

teacher-participants repeatedly mentioned that these former schoolteachers used very old and 

ineffective teaching methods to teach ESL and were less friendly with the learners. Patrick 

(University A) also supported this claim about former schoolteachers’ outdated classroom 

practices and their distant relationships with university ESL learners. 

Most of the old-age teachers do not respect what we call the identities of students. 

They behave like they are from school, and students should behave like in school. 

They are retired, and there is no hope for them to dynamically adapt to the new 

learner circumstances. So, for that reason, students find it challenging to deal with 

those teachers. (ITA, Patrick) 

However, there was consensus among the teacher-participants that the teacher’s 

personality significantly influenced learners’ LA more than their age. Some teacher-

participants reported examples of some older ESL teachers pointing out how they were 

famous and loved by the learners in their respective universities due to their personality (e.g., 

humorous, energetic, kind, and friendly nature) despite their old age. 

The observation sessions with ESL teacher-participants validated the finding that a 

teacher’s personality is more critical than age for learners’ anxiety levels in the ESL 

classroom. The six observed teacher-participants were from three age groups: 20-29, 30-39, 

and 40-49 (two in each age group). The teacher-participants from the age group 40-49 created 

very relaxed ESL classrooms, while the teacher-participants in the other two age groups 

created anxiety-provoking classrooms. The student-participants’ behaviour and facial 

expressions indicated how stressed and worried they felt in these two classrooms.  
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When asked about the effect of a teacher’s accent on learners’ LA, all the interviewed 

teacher-participants except one concurred that learners feel anxious when the teacher has a 

British or American accent. Patrick, from University A, thought that a teacher with a 

“Western” accent (i.e., British or American English accent) might project a sense of 

perfection in the language in learners’ eyes. This sense of perfection might negatively affect 

learners’ psychology and trigger their inferiority complex and tendency to evaluate 

themselves negatively. On the other hand, Sandy, from University C, mentioned that learners 

from very remote areas of the country might never have heard people talking in English with 

a “Western” accent. Such learners may feel anxious hearing their teacher talk with a 

“Western” accent in their classroom. Further, according to the teacher-participants, this 

situation might create a considerable gap between learners and teachers. One student-

participant mentioned that he did not like his ESL teacher in the school since he had a 

“Western” English accent.  

When asked whether a teacher’s dress code affected learners’ LA, 78% of the teacher-

participants mentioned that they had not experienced significant fluctuations in learners’ LA 

because of their attire. They again pointed out that it is not the dress code but the teacher’s 

personality, confidence and teaching methods that can impact learners’ LA. The rest of the 

teacher-participants (22%) argued that formal clothing might create a gap between learners 

and teachers and distract learners’ attention from the ESL lesson. 

Concerns were expressed about whether a teacher’s classroom behaviour could trigger 

learners’ LA. As one surveyed teacher-participant pointed out, given the status of English in 

Sri Lanka, some English teachers behave like hierarchical regimental figures in their 

classrooms. For example, Amanda, an interviewed teacher-participant from University B, 

commented that teachers who maintain an unfriendly and formal relationship with learners 

may cause the latter to feel uneasy and uncomfortable in the classroom. She added that such a 
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relationship might hamper learners’ interest in the subject and reduce their chances of 

experiencing enjoyable moments in their English language learning journey. During 

observation sessions, the researcher noticed that the student-participants were more at ease 

and appeared to enjoy classes more where the teacher-participants engaged well with them 

from the start of the class. This was often achieved by initiating small talk about interesting 

topics at the start of the class. In contrast, in classes where teacher-participants failed to begin 

the class with a friendly, casual encounter, the student-participants demonstrated passive 

behaviours and appeared nervous and bored (e.g., Sandy’s class at University C). 

Helen (University C) mentioned that learners inevitably experience LA if the teacher 

is harsh and constantly emphasises learners’ errors. However, all the student-participants who 

responded on this matter confirmed that the ESL teachers they met at the university had been 

very supportive and gentle in the error correction procedure. The observation sessions 

validated this finding. The researcher noticed how the teacher-participants seemed to accept 

and appreciate all the answers given by the student-participants before gently commenting on 

them. Further, all the teacher-participants used delayed correction. However, the researcher 

also observed a few instances where teacher-participants’ error correction could have made 

some student-participants anxious. For example, Amanda (University B) appeared to 

purposely balance positive and negative comments she gave to each student-participant who 

delivered a presentation. It was evident that no matter how the learners tried their personal 

best, they would still receive negative comments from her. Further, when explaining a 

grammar point after the conclusion of all the presentations, she singled out the student-

participants who had that particular mistake. 

Sunny (University B) revealed that he used forced participation in his ESL classrooms 

to make learners speak. He said he learned this practice from a senior academic in his 

university who was highly respected and appreciated by the nation for his contribution to 



 

159 

 

developing ESL in Sri Lanka. However, learners’ behaviour has made it evident that forced 

participation creates an anxiety-provoking and stressful classroom atmosphere.  

I can remember I happened to use one of the techniques used by Professor XXX. If he 

asks a weak child a question, until and unless the child answers, he does not move. 

One day, everyone waited for nearly 10 minutes, and then, seeing the child in a very 

embarrassing situation, other children started answering. “No, I am still with her”, he 

said. Likewise, I treated a child like this, and he started crying. Other children might, 

perhaps, you know, be critical about my attitude, yeah, but I mean, we try to make use 

of all the techniques that we have, all the strategies that we have at our disposal in 

order to make the children speak. Yes, I mean, it may be correct, it may be wrong, but 

it cannot be helped. (ITB, Sunny) 

Unfortunately, the same practice Sunny implemented in the classroom to make learners speak 

had the effect of making them more anxious about speaking. 

Opinions were expressed regarding initial teacher training and teachers’ engagement 

with continuous PD training. Helen (University C) pointed out that some ESL teachers in her 

university needed more in-depth knowledge of teaching methodologies. Teachers’ lack of 

updated knowledge on teaching methodologies, feedback procedures, student-teacher 

interactions and appropriate behaviour can lead to detrimental classroom practices that trigger 

LA among ESL learners. 

Overall, the findings indicate that an ESL teacher’s age, accent, dress code, classroom 

behaviour, error correction procedure, and teacher training could trigger LA in some ESL 

learners at state universities in Sri Lanka. 



 

160 

 

4.2.2.3 In-class speaking activities 

The type of speaking activities implemented in the classroom was reported as an anxiety 

trigger by 17% of the teacher-participants in the survey. For example, they pointed out that 

some learners inevitably experience anxiety when required to practise their speaking skills in 

front of a large audience. Irrespective of learners’ language ability, speaking in front of an 

audience can make them anxious, triggering their communication apprehension. Amanda 

(University B) observed how learners who were good at English became nervous when 

required to present in front of the whole class. She stressed that public speaking required 

additional skills and was very different from everyday speaking situations outside the 

classroom. Hence, she emphasised that practising and assessing learners’ English-speaking 

skills using public activities in the classroom was highly inappropriate. 

However, the other teacher-participants in interviews did not comment negatively on 

the teaching practices and speaking activities they implemented in their ESL classrooms. 

Instead, they seemed very confident about the speaking activities they practised in 

classrooms. Further, they appeared to be unconcerned about learners’ communication 

apprehension. On the other hand, as Amanda commented, even if they know learners 

experience communication apprehension when practising speaking skills in front of the 

whole class, they cannot change the circumstances that force them to implement such 

practices in university classrooms (see Appendix Q for Amanda’s interview transcript). For 

example, arranging one-on-one sessions with learners to practise speaking skills is 

impractical due to the large number of ESL learners in each class. Given the busy timetables 

of both learners and teachers and limited physical resources in state universities, arranging 

small-group practice sessions is also very difficult. Amanda also indicated that the 

recommended student-teacher ratio was not maintained in her university. This was confirmed 

by Tilly (University C) regarding her university as well. Although the study found that the 
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ratio of teachers to learners in ESL classrooms was one teacher for 40-60 learners, Tilly 

mentioned that the class size could sometimes be as high as 130. Hence, apart from Amanda, 

the other teachers appeared to ignore learners’ communication apprehension, which is very 

unfortunate, given that it is one of the primary sources of their LA. 

Some student-participants in FGs reported that impromptu speech triggered anxiety 

for them. They explained that their anxiety was heightened when they were asked to speak in 

front of the whole class. Further, the student-participants (31%) highlighted that teaching 

practices which required them to give speeches, presentations, and do role plays without prior 

preparation and practice made them very anxious.  

The comments of some other student-participants demonstrated that they did not 

strive to do their best even if they were given time to prepare and practise the language task 

before the performance. One student-participant (FGS, B16) reported that their preparation 

was limited to browsing the internet and memorising a chunk of a text related to a given 

topic. He admitted that such practices helped them save their image and earn good marks for 

ESL assessments but made them helpless and anxious when they had to process the language 

naturally. 

During observations of the ESL classrooms, the researcher witnessed teacher-

participants carefully choosing topics for student-participants’ speaking activities. All six 

teacher-participants chose topics that aroused student-participants’ interest and curiosity (e.g., 

Fortune telling and Are you a bad liar?). Even in impromptu speeches, the teacher-

participants gave the student-participants exciting topics and many options to choose from. 

However, as mentioned earlier, the researcher noticed that some student-participants were not 

speaking but just reading a text they had found on the internet related to the given topic. The 
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eye movement of some of the speakers indicated that they were reading something that was 

displayed on their computer screens. 

4.2.2.4 Physical structure of the classroom 

The physical structure of ESL classrooms can be anxiety-provoking for some ESL learners. 

About 10% of the interviewed teacher-participants and 28% of the student-participants 

reported that classroom features such as a teacher-centred layout and large windows and 

doors that could not be closed evoked LA. 

Both the teacher-participants and student-participants mentioned that they did not 

enjoy teacher-centred layout of the classrooms at their university, where the teacher was at 

the front, and the learners sat in rows facing the teacher. They further complained that there 

was a lot of furniture, most of which was fixed, in each class compared to the available space. 

Hence, teachers struggled to walk around and facilitate ESL learners’ participation when 

necessary. The whole physical layout of the classroom, they said, was uncomfortable and 

anxiety-producing for the learners. 

Another concern was how open the ESL classrooms were to the people outside. Due 

to the tropical weather of Sri Lanka, buildings are often designed with large windows, doors, 

and open spaces to help the ventilation process. Most university buildings follow this concept 

and have large windows and doors. Some windows and doors are designed in such a way that 

they need not be covered. About 31% of the student-participants reported that they feel easily 

distracted in such open classrooms. 

Most importantly, classrooms with uncovered windows and doors were seen as a 

source of anxiety by some student-participants in the FGs. As they mentioned, when other 

students and teachers outside the classroom saw them performing in English inside the ESL 

classroom, they felt inhibited and uncomfortable. One student-participant in the second-year 
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specifically reported that he was very anxious speaking English in open classrooms when he 

was in the first year, since he was afraid that senior students might see him speaking English. 

Sunny, an interviewed teacher-participant from University B, also pointed out that first-year 

students are scared to speak English in classrooms with uncovered windows and doors, 

mainly because of the fear of getting punished by senior students. On the other hand, Amanda 

(University B) observed how second-year students are reluctant to speak English in open 

classrooms. She explained that second-year students are cautious about their image, mainly 

because they want their juniors to look up to them. Hence, they are reluctant to participate in 

English-speaking activities in open classrooms and demonstrate incompetence to others 

outside the classroom. In this way, their need to protect their self-image could trigger their 

LA. 

4.2.2.5 Test anxiety 

Learners’ anxiety over language tests can also trigger their LA. About 3% of the surveyed 

teacher-participants, 11% of the interviewed teacher-participants, and 19% of the student-

participants agreed with this point. They agreed that the pressure is higher when speaking 

activities are assessed. The possibility of losing marks makes them nervous. However, one 

student-participant mentioned that whether the speaking activity is assessed or not, he gets 

nervous when he speaks in English. 

In sum, the findings indicate five sources of LA that stem from the ESL classroom. 

These include sources related to ESL teachers, in-class social context, speaking activities, 

classroom structure, and test anxiety. 
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4.2.3 Out-of-class anxiety sources 

The third primary type of LA source is related to out-of-class factors, including university 

subculture, language ideologies in society, and socioeconomic sources (Figure 4.4). The 

following sections present the findings related to these factors in detail. 

Figure 4.4 

Out-of-Class Sources of Anxiety 

 

4.2.3.1 University subculture 

University subculture has been identified as one of the most significant sources of LA among 

ESL learners, creating a long-term negative impact on ESL learners’ learning and speaking 

skills. This was substantiated by both ESL teacher-participants (41% from the survey and 

88% from interviews) and student-participants (41%) in the study. 

University subculture is a combination of learned and shared beliefs, values and 

practices specific to undergraduates in state universities of Sri Lanka. As one surveyed 

teacher-participant mentioned, even though some of the elements and features of the 

subculture among universities are slightly different, overall, they all believe in maintaining 

equality within the university. One of the most popular strategies for establishing equality is 

making everyone speak one common language within the university premises. According to 

57% 1. University Subculture 

46% 2. Language Ideologies in Society 

27% 3. Socioeconomic Sources 
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one student-participant in an FG, the language of communication within university premises 

is typically based on the language spoken by the majority of the university community. For 

instance, universities located in areas where Sinhalese is the predominant language use 

Sinhala as the language of communication. On the other hand, universities located in areas 

where Tamil is the dominant language use Tamil as the language of communication on the 

university premises. In the former setting, Tamils are also encouraged to use Sinhala rather 

than English to communicate while on the university premises. As one Tamil student put it: 

In the university, we speak Sinhala more than English. Now my Sinhala is better than 

my English. (FGS, C6) 

In addition, as the interviewed teacher-participants emphasised, the university 

subculture imposes complex rules about using English on its premises. The senior university 

students who volunteer to protect and maintain the subculture spread negative attitudes about 

the English language, its speakers, and learning English at universities. As some surveyed 

teacher-participants (11%) mentioned, senior students consider English as the language of the 

colonisers, the enemy or the enemy class. 

English [is labelled] as a class marker, a symbol of power and a yardstick that divides 

students. (ST60) 

According to the teacher-participants, senior university students (in the second, third 

and fourth years) believe English destroys equality within the university, so they impose a 

rule on junior students (in the first year) not to use any English words outside the ESL 

classroom. These senior students regularly hold meetings and informal discussions to 

cultivate negative attitudes about English use within the university. Even within the 

classroom, ESL learners are asked not to be active or volunteer in answering questions. 

According to the teacher-participants in interviews and the survey, such practices in the 
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subculture influence ESL learners in two main ways: (i) they discourage and demotivate less 

proficient ESL learners from learning and speaking English, and (ii) they discourage 

proficient learners from speaking English on the university premises. This view was shared 

by the student-participants in the FGs as well. Similarly, two interviewed teacher-participants 

with a state university education reported that they had had this experience as students when 

they were banned from using English on the university premises. 

The student-participants and teacher-participants in interviews and the survey 

reported several strategies that senior university students used to discourage junior students 

from learning English at the university. One strategy was reducing junior students’ 

confidence in the ESL programme conducted by the university.   

In the orientation programme…we had an excellent [English] programme where 

students were allocated into groups. The programme was focused on improving the 

students’ English skills. However, the very first attitude we got from our seniors was 

negative. They said we could not improve our English via that programme. They 

asked us to do another English course from somewhere outside the university. (FGS, 

C5) 

It was expected that when the junior students lost their confidence in the ESL programme, 

they would be demotivated, start skipping classes and finally give up learning English at the 

university.  

Another common strategy senior students use to discourage the use of English in the 

university is ragging, i.e., abusing or punishing students who go against the rules of the 

subculture, such as speaking English within the university premise. 



 

167 

 

Outside the classroom, if we talk at least one word in English, then there is a big 

problem. If a senior hears us speaking one word in English, then we will be 

ostracised, and there will be many other consequences. Yeah, ragging had a very big 

negative influence on my English learning. For example, one day, during the ragging 

period, I talked with one of my friends outside the classroom about a computer game. 

This was heard by one of the seniors, and the next night, I was asked to come alone, 

and they all got together and started abusing me verbally. There are many cases like 

that. (FGS, B12) 

During the ragging period, we could not use English. It just brought us to a place 

where we could not remember the words we knew earlier. The words I checked in the 

dictionary now are those I used earlier. It is like we forcefully forgot the English we 

knew. (FGS, B10) 

During the ragging period, English usage was restricted to such an extent that we 

were not even allowed to say the names of our schools in English. For me, more than 

the changes in attitudes, the biggest change happened in English usage. (FGS, B15) 

As Sunny (University B) reported, there is evidence that senior students spend time 

around the ESL classes of junior students to pick on students who go against their rules and 

advice. If they find English-fluent students who actively participate in English language 

activities in the classroom, they will threaten and punish them. In university subculture, 

abuse, harassment, and punishments are identified as “special treatment” (ST60). As Olivia 

noticed, students who use English as a communication tool within university premises get 

strangely noticed and are at risk of receiving “special treatment” from senior students. 

Therefore, according to Olivia’s (University A) observation, proficient English speakers 
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prefer to remain silent rather than speak English, fearing negative attention and potential 

problems. 

The teacher-participants in interviews and the survey thought ostracising English-

speaking students and considering them outsiders to the university student community is 

another strategy senior students use to control the junior students and their English language 

use. They highlighted that this practice significantly impacts students who value group 

membership. 

Sometimes, due to this subculture, students who earlier had a keen interest in using 

English and who performed well become discouraged and deteriorate their English 

skills for the sake of being a subculture member. (ST60) 

However, it was surprising that the student-participants from University A (a 

metropolitan university) did not mention anything about subculture or ragging during the FG 

interviews. When asked about this matter, they unanimously agreed that they had not 

experienced anything similar at their university. The teacher-participants from University A 

also confirmed that they did not have any substantial evidence of senior university students 

engaging in such activities. This is a possible explanation for the high motivation levels and 

low anxiety levels among ESL learners at University A to speak English, noted during 

observation sessions and FG interviews. For instance, when asked about their opinion about 

speaking English in a public situation, one student-participant at University A said: 

I would have definitely avoided the chance earlier because I hated English. But now I 

understand it is important to learn English, so my only focus is to grab all the 

opportunities that come my way without avoiding them. (FGS, A1) 
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Unfortunately, all the circumstances mentioned above (except in University A) 

evoked LA in both proficient and less-proficient learners at the other two universities (B and 

C). Further, harmful subcultural practices such as ragging make learners lose motivation to 

learn and speak English, reduce their confidence in their language ability, and lead them to 

forget the language gradually due to lack of use. This shows that university subculture, 

learners’ lack of self-confidence and motivation and fear of negative evaluation and derision 

are interrelated in triggering their LA. 

4.2.3.2 Language ideologies in society 

While ESL student-participants implied that language ideologies impacted their LA, the 

teacher-participants (49% from the survey and 89% from interviews) explicitly emphasised 

the fact that language ideologies in Sri Lankan society negatively influence ESL learners and 

evoke LA. They identified the colonial mindsets of Sri Lankan people as the most significant 

factor shaping English language ideologies in Sri Lanka. For instance, Helen (University C) 

elaborated on the master-slave relationship in which Sri Lankans feel inferior to their master 

(Britain) and the master’s language (English). She further explained that making a mistake in 

the master’s language was viewed as an embarrassment in Sri Lankan society. Some 

interviewed teacher-participants argued that the perfection sought in English language use 

was reflected in the ESL classroom as learners’ reluctance to actively participate in speaking 

activities. This occurs because learners do not want others to see their imperfections in the 

language. As one surveyed teacher-participant mentioned, this situation evokes learners’ LA 

and encourages ESL learners to delay speaking English until they can form a perfect sentence 

in English.  

About 50% of the teacher-participants in the survey pointed out that English has been 

used as a tool of discrimination in Sri Lankan society. It has been considered a ‘weapon’ or a 

‘Kaduva’ (meaning sword in English) used by society’s elite to prevent commoners from 
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accessing opportunities and privileges. Hence, commoners view English as the “language of 

the elite” (ST43), the “language of the prestige” (ST21), and the “language of the power” 

(ST60). As Olivia (University A) mentioned, the commoners do not view English as a 

language that is accessible to all which, therefore, belongs to anyone and everyone who 

utilises it. According to one surveyed teacher-participant: 

Even though language is a tool to facilitate communicative purposes, it is used here 

[by the elite] to showcase one’s class and to demean the individuals who cannot 

accurately manipulate the language in terms of speaking. (ST56) 

Such views make ESL learners anxious to speak English and antagonistic toward their 

peers who speak English fluently. Further, the teacher-participants in both the survey and the 

interviews agreed that in Sri Lankan society, a person’s low proficiency in English reveals a 

lot about him/her, not just that he/she is incapable of using a language. They reported that 

proficiency in English in Sri Lankan society is perceived as synonymous with a person’s wit 

and brain. While high proficiency in English signals a person is high-class, educated, wealthy 

and talented, low proficiency is associated with a lack of intelligence and low social status. 

In Sri Lanka, knowing English very well is an advantage, but knowing it a little is 

more disadvantageous than not knowing it at all. (ITB, Amanda) 

Only one teacher-participant in the survey and another in the interviews believed that 

the power English enjoys in society has a minor impact on current ESL learners. All the other 

teacher-participants acknowledged that the power of English adds stress to the minds of ESL 

learners and evokes their LA. 
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4.2.3.3 Socioeconomic sources 

The lack of practice, exposure and resources resulting from the unequal distribution of 

educational resources contributes to ESL learners’ LA. Accordingly, about 37% of the 

teacher-participants in the survey and 44% of those interviewed expressed concern over 

socioeconomic factors and their impact on ESL learners’ LA. They argued that educational 

resources are not equally distributed across Sri Lanka. They specifically pointed out the 

imbalance in educational resources between schools in rural and metropolitan areas. Hence, 

the resulting difference in exposure to English for learners from rural and metropolitan areas 

is inevitable. Around 24% of the surveyed teacher-participants indicated that learners from 

non-privileged backgrounds lacked adequate exposure to English. Some teacher-participants 

reported that less proficient learners from rural backgrounds feel anxious, threatened, and 

scared when they observe that their proficient peers come from a much higher socioeconomic 

background. However, a different perspective was presented by the surveyed teacher-

participant 62, who critically stated: 

[T]he students from these non-privileged backgrounds…actively refrain from seeking 

access to English, and the excuse is that they did not have an English teacher at 

school. Yet, in this day and age, the avenues to improve English are numerous, but 

those who can afford access to English would rather invest in smartphones, phone 

bills and beauty products…Very few attempts to learn English by going to a class to 

pass the English exam in the university. Accessing freely available resources in the 

DELTs is unheard of… (ST62). 

This teacher further commented that instead of learning English using the resources 

they already have access to, learners from non-privileged backgrounds use different strategies 

to conceal their LA and low competence in English. While some learners blame the 

government and demand social justice by organising nationwide protests and campaigns, 
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others try to cover up their insecurities by attacking the English language and antagonising its 

speakers. As one surveyed teacher-participant (ST22) pointed out, some learners believe that 

it is unnecessary to learn English, since the medium of instruction of their degrees is not 

English, and they want to be government teachers upon graduation. As she pointed out, in Sri 

Lanka, English is not a must to work in most government jobs. 

One surveyed teacher-participant identified another group of learners in ESL classes 

at state universities in Sri Lanka: 

[These students] are determined to improve their language at the university regardless 

of their socioeconomic background. They are courageous and brave enough in their 

attempts to speak in English and sometimes do code-switching while others laugh 

when they do not have the English word. (ST60) 

As Olivia (University A) observed, most of the parents who belonged to the middle 

class of society are keen on their children passing English examinations. These parents 

constantly encourage their children to learn English but, ironically, not to speak it. This 

situation completely aligns with the education system in Sri Lanka.  

[T]their parents and family members, especially their mothers, have pushed them to 

learn English, but not push to use English. This is always to learn and get some 

certification to get the qualification, pass exams with good marks, all that and even in 

schools it is like that. (ITA, Olivia) 

This shows a lack of understanding among parents about the reasons for learning English and 

also the importance of speaking English. 

Furthermore, the Sri Lankan education system is exam-oriented; classroom teaching 

and learning are also exam-oriented. Only the language aspects assessed in exams are taught. 
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Other language points that are not assessed but contribute to day-to-day life are not taught or 

practised in ESL classrooms at state universities (e.g., speaking in English).  

Thus, three external sources outside of the classroom affect ESL learners’ LA: 

University subculture, language ideologies in society, and the socioeconomic factors of the 

country. 

4.3 Summary 

This chapter has reported the sources of LA among ESL learners at state universities in Sri 

Lanka from the perspectives of student and teacher-participants. It identified three main 

source types of anxiety in ESL learners: learner-specific, in-class, and out-of-class. Learner-

specific anxiety sources encompassed fear of negative evaluation and derision, limited 

linguistic ability, previous learning experience, lack of motivation, negative attitudes and 

misconceptions, personality traits, self-factors, negative self-perceptions, and communication 

apprehension. In-class anxiety sources comprised in-class social context, the ESL teacher, in-

class speaking activities, the physical structure of the classroom and test anxiety. Out-of-class 

anxiety sources included the university subculture, language ideologies in society, and 

socioeconomic factors. The study further revealed that these sources of anxiety were 

interrelated. 

Chapter 5 will focus on the strategies implemented or proposed by teacher-

participants and student-participants for managing ESL learners’ LA. 
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Chapter Five: Classroom Strategies for Managing ESL 

Learners’ Language Anxiety 

5.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter reported findings regarding the sources of LA among ESL learners at 

state universities in Sri Lanka. This chapter presents findings relevant to the second research 

question of the study: 

What are the strategies ESL teachers can employ to manage the LA of ESL learners at 

state universities in Sri Lanka? 

The chapter explores the strategies implemented or proposed by teacher-participants 

and student-participants for managing ESL learners’ LA, which arises from learner-specific, 

in-class and out-of-class anxiety sources, specifically during speaking activities in the ESL 

classroom. Both teacher-participants and student-participants are cited to illustrate and 

support the relevant strategies. Further, attempts are made to provide evidence from data 

gathered through all four research methods (online questionnaire, in-depth interviews, focus 

group interviews and observations) whenever possible. The source of the data is always 

provided at the end of the excerpt, including the research method used and the participant. 

5.2 Strategies for Managing Learner-Specific Anxiety Sources 

As discussed in Chapter 4, nine learner-specific sources of LA were identified among ESL 

learners at Sri Lankan state universities. These included fear of negative evaluation and 

derision, limited linguistic ability, previous learning experience, lack of motivation, negative 

attitudes and misconceptions about English and its speakers, personality traits, self-factors, 

negative self-perceptions, and communication apprehension. However, the strategies 
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suggested by teacher-participants and student-participants seem to focus mainly on managing 

learners’ fear of negative evaluation and derision, lack of motivation, negative attitudes and 

misconceptions about English and its speakers, and self-confidence (see Table 5.1).  



 

176 

 

Table 5.1 

Strategies for Managing Sources of Language Anxiety  

Strategies for managing learner-specific sources of LA Strategies for managing in-class sources of LA 

Strategies for 

managing out-of-

class sources of LA 

 

Managing fear of negative evaluation and derision 

 Creating opportunities to speak with people of other nationalities and 

ethnicities; creating a non-judgmental, safe zone in the ESL classroom for 

speaking English; employing appropriate feedback procedures; initiating 

in-class discussions regarding learners’ English-speaking apprehensions; 

and arranging separate extra sessions for low-proficiency learners. 

 

Managing a lack of motivation 

 Addressing learners by their preferred names; initiating in-class discussions 

regarding the importance of learning and speaking English; sharing 

personal anecdotes of themselves and other successful English speakers; 

giving equal importance to and showing a genuine interest in learners’ 

answers; convincing learners that acquiring English proficiency is a 

feasible goal; and prompting learners to reflect on the purpose of learning 

English. 

 

Managing negative attitudes and misconceptions about English and its 

speakers 

 Emphasising meaning over accuracy during error correction; and initiating 

in-class discussions regarding ownership of English, role and the 

importance of language mistakes in the language learning process. 

 

Managing learners’ lack of self-confidence to speak English 

 Providing increased opportunities to practise speaking skills; allowing 

adequate time for preparation and practice; promoting social inclusion in 

the classroom; fostering a sense of community in the classroom; and 

listening to fluent but less accurate speakers. 

 

Managing in-class social context 

 Creating a safe, friendly, relaxed, and conducive 

environment for language learning (e.g., effective initial 

engagement with learners at the start of the class, using 

humour in the ESL classroom, judicious use of L1in the 

ESL classroom, translanguaging, and ensuring 

familiarity among learners). 

 

Managing sources related to ESL teacher 

 Employing appropriate feedback procedures (e.g., 

focusing only on major errors, focusing on fluency 

instead of accuracy, using delayed correction, refraining 

from singling out learners, obtaining peer-feedback, 

showing appreciation and giving positive 

reinforcement); and improving ESL teacher’s classroom 

behaviour (e.g., friendly, supportive, approachable, 

caring and relaxed). 

 

Managing anxiety-provoking in-class speaking activities 

 Implementing pair/group activities that has a clear 

purpose; conducting speaking activities that are 

familiar, relevant, fun, creative, interesting, level-

appropriate, authentic, allow free thinking and arouse 

curiosity; giving more opportunities for learners to 

engage in speaking activities; using prompting 

questions generously when learners struggle to speak; 

and encouraging learners to volunteer. 

 

 Initiating in-class 

discussions to 

inculcate positive 

attitudes and dispel 

learners’ 

misconceptions 

about English and its 

speakers; and 

fostering a positive 

mindset by creating 

a positive classroom 

climate. 

Note. Anxiety-management strategies are ranked by frequency of references. 
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5.2.1 Strategies for managing fear of negative evaluation and derision 

As reported in Section 4.2.1.1, fear of negative evaluation and derision is the most significant 

source of LA among ESL learners at state universities of Sri Lanka. This fear is more 

pronounced among low-proficiency learners, who believe that they would be adversely 

judged and laughed at for their language incompetence by peers and teachers in the ESL 

classroom. 

To manage fear of negative evaluation and derision, the teacher-participants (36% 

from the survey and 89% from interviews) emphasised that they attempt to create a non-

judgmental, safe zone in the ESL classroom. They explicitly tell their learners that mistakes 

are accepted and tolerated in their classrooms and ensure that no one laughs at others for 

making mistakes in English. In such classrooms, learners can speak English and make 

mistakes without worrying about being judged or ridiculed. 

Create a 'safe zone' where students feel free to use the English they know, without 

being ridiculed by the inside society (classroom - peers and teachers). (ST25) 

I always create a friendly environment in the class to make them speak without 

worrying about the mistakes they make. I encourage them to make mistakes and learn 

from mistakes, emphasising the fact that making mistakes is not a crime. (ST56) 

Convince them that it is a safe environment free of judgment (ST57) 

Create a friendly, non-threatening environment in the class where the students are 

constantly encouraged to learn from mistakes. (ST56) 

Making the language classroom an enjoyable and relaxed place for students to use the 

language freely. (ST60) 
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Initiating in-class discussions regarding learners’ English-speaking apprehensions is 

another key strategy used by both surveyed and interviewed teacher-participants to manage 

learners’ fear of negative evaluation and derision. Two teacher-participants mentioned that 

they discuss learners’ fears at the start of the course. Such discussions help create a safe zone 

for learners to speak without worrying about mistakes. 

I encourage students to share their reservations about speaking in English at the 

beginning of proficiency courses. Once this is done, they often realise that others feel 

the same apprehension, too, and this allows for some degree of safety in attempting 

speaking activities. (ST44) 

On the very first day, I have a set of things that I let my students know; no matter their 

age, I always try to explain to them that English is just another language… I let them 

know that accent does not matter, the choice of words does not really matter as long 

as, at least, using gestures and two or three words they can communicate to another 

person, and I had the same attitude about grammar as well. (ITA, Olivia) 

Tilly (University C) mentioned that she employs the following strategy in her ESL 

classrooms. She discusses learners’ fears and tries to convince them that it is common to feel 

nervous before a speaking activity. Olivia (University A) also highlighted that those 

discussions should continue throughout the ESL course. 

This is a language that is there everywhere in the world. Everyone can speak it; 

everyone can learn it. As long as your message gets across, that is what matters. This 

should not be a social tool where people judge you for your intelligence or your social 

status or anything; this is just there for communication. So, if you cannot really 

communicate something, it is okay to switch. I think those things must be taught, 

practised, and trained throughout.  (ITA, Olivia) 
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As illustrated in Section 4.2.1.1, 21% of the surveyed teacher-participants, 100% of 

the interviewed teacher-participants and 100% of the student-participants reported that 

learners do not experience fear of negative evaluation and derision when they speak English 

with people of other nationalities. Hence, the teacher-participants encouraged their learners to 

speak with foreigners or consider their peers foreigners when speaking English.  

I told this to my kids [learners] as well, to those who are very weak but stay motivated 

to learn. So, they would ask me what I should do, and I would ask them to talk to, 

write to a pen pal or talk to somebody outside of the country. Because that can 

actually help them and they come to experience different varieties of English, so that 

is good. (ITB, Amanda) 

I told my students to consider themselves foreigners and consider their friends 

foreigners. You are standing in front of a foreigner who does not know your mother 

tongue. Then you have to talk in English, so I have given all sorts of, you know, 

strategies…being intimidated by the fault-finding factor, the fault-finding attitude of 

Sri Lankans is there. (ITB, Sunny) 

Similarly, student-participants mentioned that they feel less anxious when speaking 

with people of other ethnicities. Hence, they seem to actively seek opportunities to 

communicate with peers from different ethnicities in the university and foreigners on online 

platforms.  

Chatting with friends, especially with Tamil friends. (FGS, A3) 

I have a Muslim friend. We talk in English. She never laughs at me. This allows me to 

use English. Because I do not have any other way to communicate with her. (FGS, 

C2) 



 

180 

 

There is an app called HELLO. We were introduced to other people from foreign 

countries to speak and practise English there. It is easy to speak with them because 

they do not know us, so it is OK even to make mistakes. (FGS, B13) 

I met some foreign friends online. And we call each other. What they say is do not 

think about the grammar; just say whatever there is in your mind. I will somehow 

understand. (FGS, B3) 

As explained in Section 4.2.1.1, low-proficiency learners in regular ESL classes can 

feel intimidated by high-proficiency learners. This is because low-proficiency learners are 

afraid that they would be laughed at for their language incompetence. To address this fear, 

one student-participant in an FG suggested offering additional support classes to low-

proficiency learners. This would provide a space to practise speaking English without fear of 

judgment or mockery from high-proficiency learners. 

If we can identify the students who want to speak, who are willing to speak but afraid 

of speaking because of the judgments of other people, if we can identify such 

students, group them, and, at least, give them one or half an hour every day in 

addition to the formal ESL class to practise speaking, then that would be really good. 

So basically, what we should do is create a classroom which is non-threatening for 

those students. A safe place where they can confidently speak without any fear that 

others would ridicule them. (FGS, B12) 

This view resonates with some of the classroom practices of Patrick, an interviewed 

teacher-participant at University A. He identifies low-proficiency learners in his classrooms 

and helps them improve their English by offering extra sessions. He believes that when 

placed in a separate class, low-proficiency learners feel comfortable speaking English and 

making mistakes because everyone in that class is at the same level. 
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We actually identify such students, and quite recently, we take such students…from 

the rest of the groups to online platforms where we meet them and support them and, 

of course, give them makeup sessions, extra sessions and tailor-made sessions to 

develop their skills. (ITA, Patrick) 

In line with that, one student-participant (FGS, B11) pointed out the significance of 

forming ESL classes comprising learners with similar abilities during the initial semesters of 

a degree program. He highlighted that learners in such classrooms feel comfortable as they 

are all at the same proficiency level. 

In addition, ESL teacher-participants reported that they employ careful feedback 

procedures in ESL classrooms to prevent learners’ fear of negative evaluation and derision. 

They focus only on major errors and provide feedback personally or to the entire class 

without singling out individual learners who made errors. They maintain consistency in 

providing feedback, use delayed correction, and encourage peer feedback. They praise 

learners, highlight the strengths of learners before commenting on their mistakes, and provide 

positive reinforcement. These strategies are discussed in detail in Section 5.3.2. 

In summary, to help ESL learners manage their fear of negative evaluation and 

derision, the teacher-participants and student-participants suggested the following strategies: 

creating a non-judgmental, safe zone in the ESL classroom to speak English; initiating in-

class discussions regarding learners’ English-speaking apprehensions; creating opportunities 

to speak with people of other nationalities and ethnicities; arranging separate extra sessions 

for low-proficiency learners; and employing an appropriate feedback procedure. 
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5.2.2 Strategies for managing lack of motivation 

Lack of motivation was mentioned by 31% of the student-participants, 11% of the surveyed 

and 56% of interviewed teacher-participants as a source of LA among ESL learners at state 

universities of Sri Lanka (see Section 4.2.1.4). The teacher-participants reported several 

strategies in their ESL classrooms to motivate their learners. 

Making learners aware of the importance of learning English and improving their 

speaking skills was identified as a key motivating strategy by 20% of the surveyed and 44% 

of the interviewed teacher-participants. The responses of student-participants in FGs revealed 

that some of them remained unaware of the importance of English until they entered the 

university. These learners lacked the motivation to learn or speak English until they 

understood its importance. 

As members of this global society, we have to convince them of the importance of 

being bi-lingual, tri-lingual or multi-lingual and thereby develop marketable skills to 

fit into this global economy. (ST23) 

If there is a student who excelled in mathematics and came to University A but grew 

up and was brought up in a very rural deprived background, he actually did not have a 

tradition where English is considered something special. So, he does not know until 

he comes to the university that this language has this much of an effect. (ITA, Patrick) 

It was after coming to the university that I restarted learning English. It was then that I 

felt the need to learn English. It was then that I realised how weak I am in English. I 

got terrible results in the first semester because of my poor English. I was so mentally 

down because I could not understand lectures in English. Later, gradually, I got used 
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to the sounds, words, and tones of my English teachers. I also do self-study now. 

(FGS, C2) 

Nobody taught us the importance of learning English. During A/L, I did not have a 

teacher for General English subject. The General English book is still brand new. I 

never used it. When I came to the university, I had the motivation and the need to 

learn English because I could not understand some questions on exam papers and 

lecture notes. So, I started self-studying. (FGS, C1) 

The same student-participant (FGS, C1) expanded on his situation later in the FG interview 

as follows: 

When I felt the need, I started to learn English. I started self-studying, knowing that if 

I did not do this, I would have to repeat all my subjects. So, within four months, there 

was a huge improvement in my English, and my results in the second semester also 

got better…If only that motivation had been created in Grade one in school, then 

things would have been really different for me. During that time, everybody, 

including society, said there was no need to learn English, and they said it was not 

that important. They advised me to pass the other subject first. They said English 

could be learned at any time. I had this mentality until I entered the university. Only 

when I came to the university did I realise that things cannot be done that way. (FGS, 

C1) 

All the above excerpts from the FG interviews indicate how student-participants were self-

motivated to learn English upon realising its importance for survival in the university. 

Several teacher-participants pointed out that Content and Language Integrated 

Learning (CLIL) helps learners realise the importance of learning English. 
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We inform them how English is relevant to their field of study, and when explaining a 

lesson, most of the time, we try to incorporate materials related to their subjects. 

(ST46) 

Now we are going into this content and language-integrated learning where English is 

integrated into other subjects, which is, I think, better because they understand the 

purpose of learning English that way. That is related to their degree program, so they 

feel motivated to do it. (ITB, Amanda) 

Five of the surveyed teacher-participants and two who were interviewed (Amanda and 

Tilly) mentioned that they convince their learners that acquiring English proficiency is a 

feasible goal. According to them, this approach undoubtedly serves to motivate learners 

towards putting in more effort. 

I also try to create a positive image about speaking in English, saying that it is 

achievable if you put in effort. (ST53) 

I always tell them that learning English is not a daunting task; it is a matter of 

practice. (ST56) 

This strategy is significant because some student-participants in FGs mentioned that they 

thought learning English was too difficult and unattainable, leading to a lack of motivation to 

learn it. 

Since my childhood, it has been gone into my mind that English is very difficult. 

(FGS, C8) 

Eight surveyed and four interviewed teacher-participants mentioned that they share 

personal anecdotes of themselves and other successful speakers who either still make 

mistakes in English or had difficult previous learning experiences. Despite these challenges, 
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they became fluent speakers of English later in their lives. According to teacher-participants, 

such stories not only inspire learners but convince them of the feasibility of their language 

goal. Another surveyed teacher-participant stated that she brings in examples of successful 

graduates from the same institution to show the current ESL learners the importance of 

English. These graduates are successful in their respective fields, not only because of their 

subject expertise but also because of their English proficiency. The teacher-participants 

believe that such role-models to whom the learners can relate motivate them to learn and 

speak English. 

The everyday stories and anecdotes that I take to the class revealing my learner-self 

make them comfortable to consider me as someone of their category. (ITA, Patrick) 

I tell my students this [personal anecdote], and I tell them it is okay to make mistakes. 

What matters is using the language in whatever way you like, whatever your ability 

and that is how I did it. Then they feel that our lives and the way we learned English 

are also not very different from theirs. Then, they can relate. (ITA, Olivia) 

I usually take anecdotal examples of speech difficulties encountered by iconic people 

to the class as eye-openers and fillers for brainstorming sessions before speech tasks. 

(ST7) 

I try to show them that English is not as difficult as they assume by sharing examples 

from my life and others that I know. (ST15) 

According to the interviewed teacher-participants, their anecdotes motivated learners 

to put more effort into learning English. The realisation that their teachers also faced similar 

challenges but still managed to succeed instilled hope and confidence in learners that they, 

too, could achieve their language goals. 
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Patrick, an interviewed teacher-participant from University A, prompts learners to 

reflect on their purpose in learning English as a key strategy to motivate them. Patrick said 

that he links learners’ English proficiency with the requirements of their prospective careers 

to boost their motivation. Further, he explains to his learners the negative consequences that 

may arise if they fail to learn how to speak English. During the observation session, Patrick 

instantly established a link between his lesson (writing a resume) and the learners’ future, 

making the whole learning session meaningful and valuable to the student-participants. The 

reason behind the higher motivation among student-participants at University A may be that 

they feel that their purpose of learning English is being fulfilled in the ESL classroom. Sunny 

from University B agreed with Patrick and emphasised that learners must feel that their needs 

are being met in the classroom in order to be motivated. According to Patrick, his particular 

strategy also boosted learners’ class attendance. In contrast, teaching ESL at University B 

was textbook-based, and at University C, it was handout-based. The researcher did not notice 

any instances where these teacher-participants connected their teaching to student-

participants’ futures or their prospective careers. This might be another reason for student 

participants’ limited motivation and poor attendance at ESL classes in universities B and C. 

For several teacher-participants, providing equal importance and showing an interest 

in learners’ responses are critical strategies for motivating learners to speak in the classroom. 

Especially if a rather silent student speaks up at all, give deserving attention to what 

he/she says and use their answer often in the class just to show them that their opinion 

matters… (ST70) (see Appendix P for the questionnaire) 

Provide opportunity and support to be heard in the classroom. (ST57) 

Ryan and Helen (University C) utilised this strategy to motivate learners in their real 

teaching. During observation sessions, they demonstrated a keen interest in learners’ answers. 
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They prompted the learners when they struggled with words, repeated learners’ answers 

sometimes with more vocabulary, and laughed out loud together at humorous remarks. 

Further, they demonstrated that they were actively listening to learners’ answers through 

facial expressions and gestures. The researcher observed that this behaviour encouraged not 

only the individual learner who provided the answer but also the entire class, thus 

encouraging them to actively engage in the assigned activity. 

Building rapport between teachers and learners is essential to motivate learners. A 

common strategy utilised by the interviewed and surveyed teacher-participants is to address 

learners by their preferred names. Even though the register or the attendance sheets list 

learners’ surnames with initials, the teacher-participants make it a point to ask each learner 

for their preferred name, note it down, and memorise it. About 78% of the interviewed 

teacher-participants confirmed that they employ this strategy in their ESL classrooms. They 

believed it gave learners a psychological boost, improved their self-esteem, and triggered 

their motivation.  

Kids [ESL learners] love it if you remember their names, especially in the first sitting. 

It is the same for every student. At the university, there are only their surnames on all 

of my attendance sheets. So, I have written down their first name and only talk to 

them in their first name. I tend to ask them which name they like…I ask them and 

write it down. (ITB, Amanda) 

I always know the names of my students… I do not like the names in the register; 

they have these initials and the last names. Yeah, that does not work for me, so I 

asked them how they would like me to call them…they told me that, “you are the only 

one who remembers our names”. We always try to maintain that close relationship. 

(ITA, Olivia) 
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Actually, I tend to remember my students’ names because I feel that if I remember 

them, they will work hard because they know that the teacher knows them. (ITC, 

Tilly) 

In summary, to manage learners’ lack of motivation, the teacher-participants 

suggested several strategies. These included initiating in-class discussions regarding the 

importance of learning and speaking English, convincing learners that acquiring English 

proficiency is a feasible goal, sharing personal anecdotes of their experience and that of other 

successful English speakers, prompting learners to reflect on the purpose of learning English, 

giving equal importance to and showing a genuine interest in learners’ answers, and 

addressing learners by their preferred names. 

5.2.3 Strategies for managing negative attitudes and misconceptions about English and 

its speakers 

ESL learners’ negative attitudes and misconceptions about making mistakes were identified 

as a significant source of LA by 29% of the surveyed and 89% of interviewed teacher-

participants (see Section 4.2.1.5). ESL learners consider making mistakes in English 

embarrassing and reflective of one’s general incompetence. As a result, they fear making 

mistakes, especially when speaking English. To address this issue, the teacher-participants 

(53% from the survey and 56% from interviews) employ various strategies to make learners 

perceive mistakes in a positive light and inculcate positive attitudes towards making 

mistakes. 

All the surveyed and interviewed teacher-participants who responded regarding 

learners’ fear of making mistakes mentioned that making mistakes, especially in an L2, is 

natural and inevitable, and they always emphasise this to their learners. 
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Convincing them that the English language is a tool, the primary focus of speaking is 

meaning rather than accuracy, and that they should not worry about mistakes. (ST18) 

Elaborating English is not their mother tongue, and making mistakes in a foreign 

language is inevitable. Continuously pursue the students with this focus so that they 

may eradicate anxiety, and the audience also gets practised accepting the lapses and 

errors their peers make. (ST66) 

I make them understand that English is our second language and that we must not feel 

ashamed or afraid to speak it even though it may be less fluent and with mistakes. 

(ST14) 

I always advise my students to think of English as a language and that mistakes are a 

part of learning. I also tell them that they should not be scared of using English and 

that even native speakers of English make mistakes. (ST48) 

It is also required to instill the attitude that errors are not always errors, and they can 

sometimes be developmental errors. (ST76) 

One surveyed teacher-participant (ST4) mentioned that she briefly explains Krashen’s 

theory of L2 acquisition to her learners. In interviews, two teacher-participants from 

University C, Tilly and Helen, reported discussing Selinker’s Interlanguage theory and Braj 

Kachru’s three circles of English, respectively, with their ESL learners to help them 

understand the reasons for their mistakes. These teacher-participants believed that having 

some knowledge of such theories helps learners realise that making mistakes is natural and an 

inevitable part of their English language learning journey.  

Also, the teacher-participants employ careful error correction procedures in the ESL 

classroom to reassure learners that they are allowed to make mistakes in English and that 
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teachers do not solely focus on learners’ mistakes in the classroom. They further highlighted 

that they emphasise the importance of meaning over accuracy, which helps learners view 

speaking English positively and boosts their self-confidence. 

The students are aware of their mistakes or rather know they have mistakes. What I do 

is, when they attempt to talk, I make them realize I only hear their opinion and not 

their mistakes. But I also give the correct input in a subtle way. (ST70) (see Appendix 

P for the questionnaire) 

I’m not there to look at their mistakes...as long as the communication is clear and they 

can succinctly answer to the point and speak clearly, I am happy. That is what I tell 

them. (ITA, Olivia) 

Based on the feedback from the teacher-participants, a key strategy to alter learners’ 

negative attitudes towards English is to convince them that it is a universal language that can 

be owned by anyone who is able to communicate. This is because Sri Lankans often assume 

that English belongs exclusively to individuals from Western countries. Olivia (University A) 

described an activity that she conducts in her ESL classrooms to help learners dispel this 

incorrect belief. Her learners are shown four pictures of people from Africa, Asia, Sri Lanka 

and a Western country and are asked to identify the English speaker. When learners 

unanimously choose the Western-looking person, Olivia reveals that all four are English 

speakers. Her intention behind this activity is to help learners understand that English does 

not belong to a particular group of people, but to everyone who uses it. A surveyed teacher-

participant also suggested that explaining the ownership of English to learners can help 

manage their negative attitudes towards it. 

Discussions to assist in changing their negative attitudes towards English and making 

them understand English is a language owned by all. (ST60) 
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According to the surveyed teacher-participants, exposing learners to other exciting 

aspects of English is an effective way to foster positive attitudes towards it. For instance, 

three surveyed teacher-participants suggested introducing English as a medium of 

entertainment to learners from a young age. They believe that it would make them view 

English not only as a communication tool or a subject in the school/university curriculum but 

also as a source of entertainment. For them, such an approach might help learners develop 

positive attitudes toward English.  

Show movies and songs and get them to read literature, making it a relevant language 

to experience certain forms of entertainment and experiencing different cultures in the 

world. Let them experience the power of the story in the class. (ST62) 

Teach language that they can use in daily life, make it interactive, and show that they 

can sing a song, read a story, or do a drama in English. (ST71) 

In summary, to address learners’ negative attitudes and misconceptions about English 

and its speakers, teacher-participants suggested implementing the following strategies: 

initiating in-class discussions regarding the ownership of English and the role and importance 

of language mistakes in the language learning process; emphasising meaning over accuracy 

during error correction; and introducing learners to exciting aspects of English. 

5.2.4 Strategies for managing learners’ lack of self-confidence to speak English 

ESL learners’ lack of self-confidence was identified as contributing to LA by 29% of the 

surveyed and 56% of the interviewed teacher-participants (see Section 4.2.1.7). The teacher-

participants utilise many strategies in ESL classrooms to boost learners’ self-confidence to 

speak English, as explained below. 
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Both teacher-participants and student-participants attributed learners’ lack of self-

confidence to their lack of practice. The student-participants reported having limited 

opportunities to practise speaking skills in the ESL classroom. Therefore, they create 

opportunities to speak English outside of the classroom, for example, conversing with their 

friends and siblings in English or doing self-talk. One student-participant (FGS, C5) reported 

that he and his friends record themselves speaking in English at hostels and listen to the 

recording later. Having the opportunity to engage in casual conversations in English increases 

their confidence and minimises their LA. They stress that English should not be considered 

merely a classroom subject but should be seen as a language that they can use to 

communicate with other people. 

It has to be user-friendly. It is not a classroom school subject. We should be able to 

have casual conversations. Teachers and students. If we focus on improving the 

speaking side, the grammar will also follow. It is like learning to swim. Otherwise, no 

matter how much you learn, you cannot speak. (FGS, B3) 

The practice and practical application should be developed without always targeting 

exams. (FGS, B2) 

The teacher-participants in the survey and interviews agreed with the student-

participants’ view. They proposed to provide learners with increased opportunities to practise 

speaking skills and emphasised that in-class speaking activities should consist of practical 

and authentic situations to enhance learners’ self-confidence. 

When the students are given increased opportunities to engage in speaking activities, 

they get accustomed to it because of the consistent exposure. So, they are likely to 

perform better…. (ITC, Tilly) 
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I think using a lot of activities helps a lot, and we need to use situations that are 

authentic as much as possible…we need to find situations that the students can 

actually relate to and that they would actually use outside of the classroom as well, so 

I think that can help a lot. (ITB, Amanda) 

Furthermore, both surveyed and interviewed teacher-participants agreed on the view 

that learners should be given adequate preparation time and practice before any speaking 

activity to reduce LA. 

Give the activity to students at least before two-three weeks, ask them to practise 

them in advance…(ST45) 

Speech production activities that allow “preparation” time of sounding it out with 

their/ friend peer before they produce in front of a whole class (ST17) 

As Olivia (University A) stressed, it is crucial that teachers give enough time and 

“space” to learners when they struggle in the middle of a speaking act, especially due to lack 

of adequate vocabulary. 

I remember one example, where in an assignment, this was a speech…one student 

(when they come and stand in front of the class, they sometimes tend to forget, 

scared… ) and then I was minding my own business, I was not pushing that student to 

start, I acted in a way that I was not paying him attention, but I was paying attention. I 

was just giving him that space to gather that confidence. Yes, so he had written that in 

his feedback form saying that one day he lost his words, and I was behaving in a way 

that that gave him confidence to speak, like I was not looking at him like this and 

waiting for him to speak, I was minding my own business very casually, so he said it 

helped. (ITA, Olivia) 
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However, during classroom observation sessions at University C, the researcher 

noticed that the teachers, Helen and Sandy, frequently interrupted student-participants when 

they spoke. These interruptions occurred even when the student-participants slowed their 

speech to search for the right words or to form a sentence. The teacher-participants 

interrupted and phrased, rephrased or paraphrased the student-participants’ ideas. Despite the 

intention to encourage learners, the researcher found this practice sometimes limiting, as the 

student-participants stopped talking after being interrupted. 

Helen, a teacher-participant from University C, highlighted the importance of 

promoting social inclusion in ESL classrooms as a means of building learners’ self-

confidence. She pointed out that if the classroom reflects the wider society in that the students 

are differentiated by their English proficiency, status, and family background, LA tends to 

surface in most of the learners. Her suggestion for addressing this issue was to encourage 

learners to view themselves as belonging to a single group whose aim is to learn English. She 

argued that identifying in this way could positively impact learners’ confidence to speak 

English and make mistakes without worrying about the fear of negative evaluation or 

derision. 

So, inclusion is really important, I guess. Because if the students are excluded, and if 

they just have different categories and form different groups according to their notions 

and ideologies, then it is very difficult. So, if all the students are equally included in 

the classroom and they just identify themselves as one language group that is going to 

achieve a specific target, of course, then it would be easy for us to boost their 

confidence level. (ITC, Helen) 

Similarly, Olivia (University A) suggested fostering a sense of community in ESL 

classrooms to promote social inclusion. The community comprises several small groups 



 

195 

 

where English is the primary mode of communication. Olivia believes that when learners are 

part of a community, they will view and use English as a communication tool, and speaking 

will become normal within that community. In addition, she pointed out that learners’ self-

confidence will develop, and fear of negative evaluation and derision will be significantly 

reduced as they all view each other as part of the same community. 

Building a community that is constructed in and through English. A major problem 

would be that students have their own communities already formed, and they are 

formed in Sinhala. So, if you and I are part of a Sinhala-speaking community, we 

might feel awkward speaking English in a different location because we are still part 

of the same Sinhala-speaking community. So, my recommendation, or something like 

that, would be to form a community where the general norm is to use English, a 

community formed through English as the language… (ITA, Olivia) 

Olivia’s ESL learners found the community-building approach very effective. They reported 

to her that they speak English both inside and outside the classroom and feel very 

comfortable working and speaking with one another. 

Furthermore, listening to other English speakers who are fluent and confident but may 

not be entirely accurate also helps ESL learners boost their self-confidence.  

I have seen people who have really bad grammar but can still communicate quite well 

in English, so it does not really matter. And I give examples of these very famous 

people. I’m not sure if you're familiar with Kapila Rasnayaka. He is a social media 

sort of activist, an environment activist. His grammar is really bad, but he works with 

a lot of foreigners and does a lot of promotion activities and whatnot. So, I showed his 

videos to the kids [ESL learners] and let them know that his grammar was really bad, 
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but it does not really matter, your confidence should not depend on how good your 

grammar is. (ITB, Amanda) 

Amanda further mentioned how learners who follow English medium instruction 

(EMI) become confident English speakers despite their mistakes when they transfer to their 

second year.  

[T]he confidence that they get by listening to other English speakers and other 

English speakers making mistakes, I guess their lecturers are making mistakes and 

still talking in English, I think that has a lot to do with the English medium students 

improving a little bit faster than the Sinhala medium students. (ITB, Amanda) 

 In summary, to help learners manage their lack of self-confidence in speaking 

English, teacher-participants and student-participants recommended implementing the 

following strategies: providing more opportunities to practise their speaking skills; allowing 

adequate time for preparation and practice; promoting social inclusion in the classroom; 

fostering a sense of community in the classroom; and listening to fluent but less accurate 

speakers. 

5.3 Strategies for Managing In-Class Anxiety Sources 

As presented in Chapter 4.2.2, there are five in-class anxiety sources among ESL learners at 

Sri Lankan state universities. These include in-class social context, ESL teacher, in-class 

speaking activities, physical structure of the classroom and test anxiety. However, the 

strategies suggested by the teacher-participants and student-participants specifically focus on 

the in-class social context, the ESL teacher and in-class speaking activities (see Table 5.1). 
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5.3.1 Strategies for managing in-class social context 

The in-class social context was identified as a strong contributing factor for learners’ LA by 

both student-participants (75%) and teacher-participants (7% from the survey and 90% from 

interviews) of the study (see Section 4.2.2.1). Consequently, teacher-participants reported a 

set of strategies to make the in-class social context safe, friendly, relaxed, non-threatening 

and less anxiety-provoking for learners.  

All of the interviewed teacher-participants concurred that engaging in small talk with 

their learners before beginning the lesson is an effective strategy for fostering a friendly and 

relaxed classroom environment. The small talk can range from discussing points covered in 

the previous lesson to any topic that interests learners. The teacher-participants believe that 

small talk helps create a friendly and stress-free environment in the classroom and puts 

learners at ease and in a positive mood.  

Definitely small talk…So we tend to chat a lot at the beginning, especially talking 

about what was studied the previous day. So, I think small talk. (ITB, Amanda) 

We would start it with a quote or a quotation, put something on the board, and get the 

students’ comments. We would ask them what they think or what their opinion is 

regarding the quote, and sometimes, of course, we start our lessons using songs and 

videos, so we use many approaches when initiating a lesson. (ITC, Helen) 

Normally, I kind of engage in a small chit-chat at the beginning, like how the week 

was, and if it was after the weekend, whether they had a good time, yeah exactly, but 

if only a very few people respond, then I end up talking about my week. That can go 

on for like three to five minutes, maybe. After that, I try to link today’s session with 
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what we did previously. I start with that link; that is how I start the class. (ITA, 

Olivia) 

It differs, you know, it depends on the circumstances in the classroom, and it depends 

on the day…But if it is something that I start in the morning, I usually start with an 

online language game first; we undertake live games until their peers, you know, all 

the students appear in class …In certain sessions, yeah, if it is a very low proficiency 

group, I tend to go on simply bringing a sort of story, something related to my 

personal life, how I was as a learner of English in my young days, and so as giving 

them reasons to stimulate their motivative thought and that is how I usually begin, to 

say they are the two most prominent ways that I start my sessions with. (ITA, Patrick) 

During observation sessions, the researcher noticed that Patrick, Helen and Ryan 

started their lessons with productive and interesting small talk with their student-participants. 

Ryan piqued his student-participants’ interest through small talk, while Patrick turned his 

small talk into a short motivational speech. In contrast, despite Sandy’s comments during the 

interview on the importance of having a small talk at the start of the class, she neither aroused 

the interest and curiosity of her student-participants nor connected the lesson to the previous 

lessons. This may be one reason her student-participants demonstrated passive behaviour 

(e.g., faces looking dull, refusing to speak, pretending to be busy with note-taking and 

avoiding eye contact) during the observation session of Sandy’s class, despite the interesting 

topic she chose (i.e., Zombies) and her many questions. 

Two surveyed teacher-participants suggested using humour in ESL classrooms to 

create a relaxed and positive learning environment.  

Creating a positive and happy classroom culture by adding fun, humour… (ST60) 
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Amanda and Sunny from University B were also keen on using humour in the 

classroom to relax the learners. Amanda mentioned that she tries to stay up to date with what 

her learners find funny and often draws examples from these sources to teach grammar 

points. However, of the six observation sessions conducted in ESL classes, four sessions, 

including one of Amanda’s, lacked humour and were anxiety-provoking, which was evident 

in the student-participants’ non-verbal behaviour.  

The importance of using learners’ L1 in the classroom to create a friendly, relaxed, 

and non-threatening environment was acknowledged by both surveyed and interviewed 

teacher-participants. About 13% of the surveyed and 89% of the interviewed teacher-

participants reported utilising learners’ L1 in the ESL classroom. However, they also noted 

the importance of using a moderate amount of L1 in the classroom, as excessive use can 

produce counterproductive results.  

With low-proficient learners, we may have to use the L1, too. Familiarity with the L1 

could improve the relationship between the students and the instructors. However, I 

promote judicious use of the L1 as extensive use of the L1 could impede the 

development of English language skills. (ST48) 

I also use the L1 in minimal instances to help the students to remain engaged with the 

class. (ST32) 

I would like to use L1 to some extent to make students feel comfortable with me as 

well as the learning experience… (ST4) 

Almost 20% of the student-participants who took part in the FGs agreed with the 

teacher-participants that using the L1 helped students feel more comfortable in the ESL 

classroom and understand the teacher’s instructions better. 
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The students whose English is poor, need L1 explanation. Otherwise, they cannot 

follow up on the lesson. (FGS, C6) 

If simple English is used, then it is good. Some teachers talk very fast, and some use 

very difficult words. However, when L1 is used now and then, the students feel 

relaxed. (FGS, C8) 

During the observation sessions, the researcher noticed that three teacher-participants, 

namely Patrick (University A), Ivy (University B), and Ryan (University C), were using L1 

(Sinhala) in their classrooms. The student-participants in both Patrick’s and Ryan’s 

classrooms exhibited relaxed behaviours and less anxiety, with students asking questions in 

Patrick’s class and demonstrating willingness to speak in Ryan’s class.   

A contrasting perspective was presented by Sunny, who was completely against the 

idea of using the L1 in ESL classrooms. For him, using L1 in ESL classrooms is 

counterproductive in any circumstance and therefore an English-only environment should be 

maintained. 

I would never ever switch over to my L1 in order to make the child feel, you know, 

comfortable with me… I always consider L1 to be a disease…when it comes to 

language teaching, English language teaching, for me, L1 is a disease. L1 should not 

be used at all. There are many disadvantages: the moment the teacher does some kind 

of translation, for example, take your book, potha ganna, the child is given a kind of 

signal that this teacher would translate. Yeah, he would be waiting for the teacher to 

translate all the time, especially school children, even university students. Then your 

talking in English would not go into his ear at all, never…your opportunity to give 

rich exposure to the children was also lost, plus the students have to think in two 

languages now when you translate. So, in which language are you going to allow 
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them to think? … So, the use of the L1 really disturbs the thinking process in English. 

If you are to allow the child, at least towards the end, to think in English, definitely, 

you should avoid the mother tongue… The child must be fully immersed in the 

language; once you drop even a single word, I would say it is a kind of drop of poison 

into a pot of milk. It will spoil the whole thing for me. (ITB, Sunny) 

Similar views were expressed by some student-participants in FGs.  

It relaxes us. But if the teacher only uses English in the classroom, probably we will 

get used to it somehow. (FGS, C2) 

If we want to go for higher education one day, we should never use at least one word 

in Sinhala [L1 of this student-participant] because there is no use. So, I always follow 

things in English, such as English news and movies. (FGS, C1) 

Another concern with using L1 is equity and practicality. If a teacher exclusively uses 

the L1 of one group of learners, it may create a sense of discrimination and disadvantage 

among those who belong to a different ethnic group.  

You need to resort to your L1 at the beginning of the course, at least until the students 

are familiar with you and know your teaching style and what sort of a person you are. 

That helps them relax, and you know it motivates them to come to the class… but the 

problem is if I’m to use the L1, I need to know the L1s of all the students. (ITB, 

Amanda) 

Several teachers shared their opinions on translanguaging as a strategy. They believe 

that it is helpful for learners to understand the benefits of translanguaging in the classroom. 

By informing learners that translanguaging is widely accepted and advantageous for language 
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development, teachers encourage learners to use it during their lessons, which makes them 

feel more comfortable and relaxed while learning.  

It is okay to switch between languages (translanguaging) to communicate their 

message. (ST64) 

Effective translanguaging strategies when necessary; here, the students can use their 

languages as a linguistic repertoire without always limiting themselves to English-

only. (ST60) 

We know that the first language plays a role in the language teaching. We have 

recognised it and are accommodating the opportunity to use L1 to help them 

understand things better. (ITA, Patrick) 

But if there is a communication barrier or miscommunication happens or if they 

cannot express it, then, even if I do that, I switch to Sinhala. I might not even think 

about what the other person might think. So, I tell the students that that is the whole 

trend in the world even, like we translanguaging, and all that. People are not really 

trying to uphold these monolingual English-only policies. But the problem is our 

students do not really know these things. They think there is only one English, 

Sudda’s [white man’s] English. And they have to also learn that and be able to speak 

that. (ITA, Olivia) 

There is a recognition among teacher-participants and student-participants that 

familiarity among learners can help reduce their LA. One surveyed teacher-participant 

(ST51) even intentionally takes action to familiarise learners with each other because she 

believes it reduces learners’ anxiety. This echoes the views of FG student-participants at 

University B, who reported that they spoke English well in the special class organised for the 
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observation session of this study. They attributed their success to their familiarity with one 

another. 

Everybody talked in the lecture you observed, and all ten students spoke. We have 

never talked like that. So, there we knew each other. We knew the level, so we were 

confident to speak. But in the regular class, when there were about 30-40 students, we 

did not know all of them. So, we were afraid of what others would think about us. 

(FGS, B3) 

Suppose that we have only five students in our class. When we get to know each other 

and the levels of each other, then we come to a situation where we do not fear each 

other. When that fear is eliminated, then we have the confidence to speak. Then we 

understand that it is not only us, but everybody is like us. (FGS, B2) 

Familiarity among learners can, therefore, help manage their fear of negative 

evaluation and derision, too. In addition, it is reasonable to assume that when learners are 

familiar with each other, they are in a more comfortable position to give and receive peer 

support/reflection/feedback in a positive light. These practices contribute to creating a 

friendly and relaxed classroom environment. 

In summary, to manage learners’ LA arising from in-class social climate, the teacher-

participants and student-participants recommended creating a safe, friendly, relaxed 

environment conducive to language learning. The strategies suggested to achieve this 

included initiating effective engagement with learners at the start of the class (e.g., small 

talk); using humour appropriately; using the L1 judiciously; translanguaging; and ensuring 

familiarity among learners. 
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5.3.2 Strategies for managing ESL teacher-related factors 

Section 4.2.2.2 highlighted various factors related to ESL teachers that could contribute to 

learners’ LA, including ESL teachers’ age, accent, dress code, classroom behaviour, and 

feedback procedure. However, most teacher-participants believed that their classroom 

behaviour, which reflects their personality, has the most significant impact on learners’ LA. 

The interviews with the ESL teacher-participants revealed that teachers’ friendly, helpful, and 

approachable classroom behaviour makes learners feel relaxed and comfortable. For instance, 

Helen (University C) views herself as a facilitator who always tries to be friendly with her 

learners. She prefers to be recognised as a dedicated companion to her learners who is always 

available to help them.  

I would explain myself as a facilitator and because inside the classroom I would 

always help the students. I will be there as their helper, but not as a teacher. I don’t 

like to play this authoritative role as a teacher who always guides students and gives 

instructions. I would like to call myself as a companion for the students. I would 

always be their friend and I always like to maintain a very friendly nature inside the 

classroom. So that students are very open, they are open minded… (ITC, Helen) 

Similarly, Tilly (University C) believes that creating a safe classroom environment 

where learners feel comfortable speaking English is achievable if the teacher acts as a 

facilitator. Olivia (University A) strives to be a non-threatening, supportive, caring, and 

friendly teacher. She believes that learners should feel comfortable approaching her without 

hesitation. Similarly, Ryan (University C) mentioned that he is a friendly and approachable 

teacher. On the other hand, Amanda (University B), mentioned that she tries to be fun and 

relaxed in the classroom while making her learners feel at ease and stress-free. She firmly 

believes strict rules about learners’ classroom behaviour are counter-productive. Meanwhile, 



 

205 

 

Patrick (University A) stated that he believes in social constructivism and, therefore, 

encourages interactions among all members of the classroom and positions himself as a peer 

rather than an authority figure in relation to his learners. Helen and Amanda further 

emphasise that ESL teachers should be flexible and accommodate exceptions when 

necessary. They unanimously believed that such behaviours help manage learners’ LA. 

During observation sessions, all the teacher-participants displayed friendly and 

pleasant dispositions with smiles. However, Sandy (University C) and Ivy (University B), 

who had less experience in the field (1-5 and less than 1 year of experience, respectively), 

appeared very anxious and impatient while eliciting answers from their student-participants. 

Their awareness of being observed by the researcher might have triggered their anxiety. In 

addition, the researcher observed that teacher-participants were very clear and systematic 

when giving instructions. However, Amanda’s talking pace was faster than the others, 

making it difficult for some low-proficiency learners to follow her instructions.  

Another key strategy for managing learners’ LA which originates from ESL teachers 

is to employ an appropriate feedback procedure in ESL classrooms. This was emphasised by 

approximately 49% of the surveyed and 100% of the interviewed teacher-participants. Both 

groups of teacher-participants suggested various methods for correcting learners’ errors, such 

as focusing only on major errors, focusing on fluency instead of accuracy, using delayed 

correction, refraining from singling out learners, obtaining peer feedback and showing 

appreciation and giving positive reinforcement. 

About 67% of the interviewed teacher-participants do not correct minor mistakes but 

only major language errors that learners make. They believed that constant emphasis on 

errors would make learners more anxious. 
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If it is a very weak student, if that student at least does a speech, whether it has like 

hundred errors, I really do not like to disturb them. I just let them do their speech and, 

in the end, discuss major errors that they might have made without picking on every 

error that they would have made because that can demotivate them a lot. (ITB, 

Amanda) 

If we go and correct every mistake or if we pinpoint everything that they do that 

might be limiting, I guess. I do not really correct their language mistakes as such… if 

they made a pronunciation error that was a bit visible or global, yeah, then I would 

say this is how it is pronounced, but I would not really say which student pronounced 

it that way. And I would say the same goes for grammar points. (ITA, Olivia) 

Nevertheless, Amanda presented a different view about correcting minor mistakes. 

She said that although she does not correct every mistake their learners make, she sometimes 

prefers to do so. 

I also had this idea that we need to change this concept that by spotting an error in 

somebody, a student, or whoever, we subject them to feel shy or embarrassed. I 

sometimes tend to feel uncomfortable if I have a lot of things that I need to point out 

to a student. There are a lot of errors that they are making, and I feel uncomfortable 

because I feel like they might become uncomfortable. But we need to change that 

attitude because we come into the classroom to learn something. The number of 

mistakes that you make in one class in one subject should not reflect on who you are 

as a person entirely. I also pay attention to not commenting too much about a certain 

student’s language. But I would prefer if that is changed, and all students look at it in 

a very positive light. (ITB, Amanda) 
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The teacher-participants also pointed out the importance of implementing a feedback 

procedure mainly based on improving learners’ fluency instead of accuracy, especially at the 

outset of their language-learning journey. 

…target fluency more and the accomplishment of a task rather than the 

accomplishment of a grammatical rule. (ST17) 

…encourage them to understand fluency first and accuracy next. (ST41) 

I will give feedback, mostly on general things like how coherent their answer was, 

how clear their response was, and how well they made the point. (ITA, Olivia) 

Later in the interview, Olivia mentioned that teachers should focus on building learners’ 

confidence first to speak at least a few words in English, rather than just accuracy and 

fluency. 

We do not focus on accuracy or fluency…at the beginning, accuracy and fluency have 

to be forgotten about, like kept aside, focus more on like confidence building and that 

can come from our [teacher’s] reinforcement and also the kind of class environment 

that we create for, as teachers, yeah that is. (ITA, Olivia) 

A feedback procedure that is accepted by several teacher-participants is delayed 

feedback. 

I will not correct them on the spot when they speak (instead, I would use delayed 

correction). (ST9) 

About 78% of the interviewed teacher-participants agreed with this opinion and 

preferred to use delayed correction instead of providing on-the-spot correction. For instance, 

discussing common mistakes with the whole class at the end of the session. 
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I think constant emphasis on errors would make them more anxious. When they are 

speaking or doing a presentation, if we stop them and correct them in the middle, it 

will hurt their self-esteem, and they will not feel confident next time to come to the 

front and speak… (ITC, Helen) 

If it is a kind of silly mistake, I just leave it, but if I think this mistake will lead to 

further mistakes, I just take it up towards the end of the session. I save 10 minutes at 

least to take up matters, but without mentioning the names of people [learners].  (ITB, 

Sunny) 

However, Sandy (University C) and Sunny (University B) had different views on 

delayed correction.  

I tell them [learners], “Okay, you are adults, on-the-spot correction is okay, come on, 

let us just be realistic.” But I also defer the correction towards the end. But if the 

students are really interested in the correction and incorporate all the corrections we 

make into their language, then we can definitely be sure of their improvement. (ITB, 

Sunny) 

The teacher-participants stated that they give feedback either personally to a single 

learner or the whole class as general feedback without pointing out who actually made the 

mistake. 

I do not actually go on correcting grammatical pronunciation and whatever error, but 

if there is an error that looks fossilised with someone, I actually keep a record of it 

and not on the same day, maybe on a later day or as soon after the class at a personal 

level, I would tackle the student’s fossilised error and speak with him and provide him 

with the suggestions to overcome it. (ITA, Patrick) 
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I would take those mistakes and, of course, explain the whole thing to the whole class. 

So, I do not like pointing at one student, and I believe that it makes our students 

anxious, and I do not want my students to be anxious inside the classroom… (ITC, 

Helen) 

According to Amanda, consistency in providing feedback is essential. 

If I comment after one student, I comment after all of the students. Or if I comment 

after maybe two or three students or at the end of all the presentations, sometimes I do 

that as well. But consistency is very important. If you treat one student in one way, 

you need to treat all the students in the same way. That is one thing that I think adult 

learners especially pick on a lot. (ITB, Amanda) 

A number of interviewed teacher-participants (22%) and surveyed teacher-

participants (13%) reported using peer reflection/review/feedback/support in their classrooms 

as an anxiety management strategy. 

Mix them up with the students who have high proficiency levels in English and ask 

them to help the weaker students…They like to learn from their peers. We should 

encourage them to do so. Encourage them to speak regardless of their mistakes; 

fellow students should encourage them without laughing at them. Then, it creates self-

confidence in them to speak. (ST29) 

I also encourage peer feedback - this serves to further the rapport among students 

while making them more open to other opinions. My feedback almost always builds 

on the feedback that other students have already offered. This avoids the impression 

that I am singling students out for feedback or critique. (ST44) 
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During the observation, the researcher noticed that Amanda attempted to seek student 

feedback regarding their peers’ presentations. However, as she mentioned in her 

questionnaire and interview, this approach did not yield positive results in the classroom. The 

student-participants were hesitant to publicly discuss the weaknesses of their peers’ 

responses. 

The significance of appreciation and positive reinforcement in managing learners’ LA 

was highlighted by 13% of the surveyed and 44% of the interviewed teacher-participants. 

They also pointed out the importance of starting the feedback process by highlighting the 

strengths of learners’ performance.  

I also give a lot of positive feedback like “wow” and “you did a very good job”. 

Those help…I see the difference. Yeah, the students’ confidence improves when we 

do not focus on those minor things but on the good things that they did… (ITA, 

Olivia) 

When you, as a teacher, appreciate your students, I think, even chemically, our 

students’ brains are motivated and encouraged to learn the language… I know that 

their language is not perfect, but even at such a time, what I do is I appreciate them 

using words such as “very good” and “excellent”. It is because appreciation can do a 

lot to encourage the students to do something towards learning this language and 

minimising their anxiety. (ITC, Ryan) 

I promote an achievement culture. Every little achievement is praised. (ST9) 

Every student likes to be praised, evaluated positively and assisted to do better. I 

always encourage students, even for the smallest achievement, to boost their morale to 

make them work harder to achieve the next level…it is the positive feedback the 
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students need to work towards their goals. That will make any ESL classroom a 

pleasant place to come to and work together with others to learn the language. (ST24) 

During observation sessions, the researcher noticed that all the teacher-participants 

accepted and appreciated the answers given by the student-participants. However, the 

teacher-participants who explained why they thought the responses were good and 

highlighted the aspects of student-participants’ answers that were particularly interesting 

were able to boost their motivation and self-confidence to speak English. This was evident in 

the student-participants’ facial expressions, which were more pleasant, and their willingness 

to speak and volunteer later on. 

In summary, to manage learners’ LA stemming from the ESL teacher, the teacher-

participants reported having implemented or recommended implementing the following 

strategies: improving ESL teachers’ classroom behaviour (e.g., being friendly, supportive, 

approachable, caring and relaxed); and employing appropriate feedback procedures (e.g., 

focusing only on major errors, focusing on fluency instead of accuracy, using delayed 

correction, refraining from singling out learners, obtaining peer-feedback, showing 

appreciation and giving positive reinforcement). 

5.3.3 Strategies for managing in-class speaking activities 

As discussed in Section 4.2.2.3, in-class speaking activities were identified as a source of 

learners’ LA by Amanda, an interviewed teacher-participant at University B and 17% of the 

surveyed teacher-participants. To manage LA arising from in-class speaking activities, both 

teacher-participants and student-participants suggested a range of strategies, which primarily 

focused on the type of speaking activity and its implementation in the classroom.  
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About 13% of the surveyed and 33% of the interviewed teacher-participants revealed 

that learners should be given speaking tasks based on familiar and relevant situations. These 

tasks should be level-appropriate and relate to topics that learners can speak about from their 

experiences, thoughts, feelings and emotions.  

Introduce activities that are fun and also consist of familiar situations. Also, introduce 

activities that bring out their feelings and emotions. (ST43) 

I generally start with less demanding speech tasks, where the student need not worry 

about the content of what is going to be spoken (i.e. topics about their own 

likes/dislikes, ambitions, etc.). Thereafter, it becomes easier to lessen the anxiety of 

tackling more complex topics. (ST44) 

For my lessons, I care to choose topics that they love to learn and talk about, topics 

that are relevant to them rather than the topics given to me in the materials. (ST9) 

The teacher-participants stressed that topics that are fun, creative, interesting, promote 

free thinking and arouse learners’ curiosity, motivate and compel learners to speak in the 

classroom. 

Use creative teaching approaches and materials (e.g., maybe something related to 

literature) which help students express their ideas as they wish… (ST20) 

Employing topics of learners' interest that match their needs and expectations. (ST60) 

I think we should provide the students with what they love most…I should think 

about their mindsets, perceptions, how they think and their favourites, likes, and 

dislikes… if we can find such an approach, even the anxious students will speak. I 

have that experience. (ITC, Sandy) 
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The most common English-speaking activities implemented in ESL classrooms across 

universities include debates, presentations, impromptu speeches, prepared speeches, role 

plays, and language games. Some teacher-participants let learners watch videos in the 

classroom to trigger their motivation and create opportunities to speak English by discussing 

the content of such videos. 

The six observation sessions conducted in universities A, B, and C also revealed that 

the teacher-participants chose interesting and engaging topics for the speaking activities. The 

topics seemed to arouse student-participants’ curiosity and create humour in the classroom. 

Even when the teacher-participants decided to have impromptu speeches, they made it a point 

to select exciting topics and gave many options for the student-participants to choose from. 

The surveyed and interviewed teacher-participants were also keen on providing 

authentic language tasks that are useful and fulfil the learners’ needs. Through authentic 

tasks, the teacher-participants try to convince learners that they are not simply learning a 

language but communicating with each other using English as a tool, just as they would 

communicate with people in society in real-life situations. 

In short, I try my best to make them forget that they are learning a language and help 

them express their ideas in English without forcing them to learn it. (ST34) 

Make the classroom more authentic by creating real-life situations where the language 

is used. (ST16) 

…in society, what is going to happen is they are going to be mixed with everybody. 

Yes, it can be male or female; even on the bus, they will be seated wherever they 

want. It can be a male or female seated next. Then why cannot we have the same 

environment in the class? Definitely, yes, we can. Everything can be done in the 
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classroom, so basically, what should happen is whatever society gives them should be 

created in the classroom. So even language teaching, language learning and all must 

be done in that way. (ITB, Sunny) 

However, it is worth noting that many student-participants heavily criticised in-class 

speaking activities for their lack of authenticity and practicality. Approximately 41% of the 

student-participants believed that watching TV series, movies, cartoons and YouTube videos 

was more effective in improving their vocabulary, pronunciation, idioms and expressions 

than formal learning of English in their regular ESL classroom. 

I also improved my vocabulary by watching TV series and movies. We find it easy to 

learn English usage by watching something practical like that rather than learning all 

the grammar rules and theories. No matter how much grammar we know, if we cannot 

apply it practically, then it is useless. (FGS, B3) 

If we observe those TV series and movies carefully, they do not have past tense, 

present tense, or all the grammar rules we learned in class. But they speak in such a 

way that the other person can understand them. (FGS, B4) 

Although the teacher-participants repeatedly stressed the importance of guiding their 

learners to perceive English as a tool of communication, the student-participants raised 

doubts about the efficacy of the in-class speaking activities actually implemented in ESL 

classrooms to meet these expectations. 

Approximately 20% of the surveyed teacher-participants and 100% of interviewed 

teacher-participants reported that they make use of group/pair work in the ESL classroom as a 

strategy to manage learners’ LA. They also adopted different methods of forming groups.  
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Dividing students according to their proficiency levels has been effective from my 

experience. This is for the reason that most often in the level system, the quieter 

students are not drowned out by the more extroverted students. (ST32) 

When grouping students, I let them choose who they are comfortable working with. 

(ST9) 

When I group them, I try to group them thinking about their learning styles. Like 

visual learners, auditory learners, kinaesthetic learners, etc., and this time, I tried 

making the study group also mixed abilities. Like one high proficient, one low 

proficient within that range…(ITA, Olivia) 

The teacher-participants entertained different views about the appropriateness and 

effectiveness of mixed-ability and same-ability groups in the ESL classroom. While some 

teacher-participants favoured mixed-ability groups, others believed same-ability groups were 

better for managing LA.  

The language must be acquired rather than learned. So, for the acquisition to occur, 

there must be speaking in the classroom. Speaking means some kind of good language 

should be spoken and the so-called weak ones can come to know, “Okay, this is the 

kind of language I should speak”, so while listening he acquires…when the so-called 

bright ones make mistakes then he forms an attitude, a positive attitude towards his 

own language. He may consider himself weak, but when he sees and observes the 

other children making mistakes, he is given a kind of confidence. So, acquisition takes 

place, and confidence goes up…all these advantages there when we have a mixed 

group, plus, when we do group work there must be some kind of initiation definitely, 

yes, we agree that the bright ones may be dominating. Yeah, but there must be an 
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initiative. Why can’t we consider him an initiator rather than a dominator? (ITB, 

Sunny) 

I think we are of the opinion that mixed-ability groups do not work, like they are not 

that effective, even though that research has approved otherwise. Still, I am of the 

opinion that same-ability groups are more effective than mixed-ability groups. 

Because, sometimes, in mixed ability groups, they tend to cover themselves like they 

just use someone fluent in English, so they would cover up using that particular 

person…I think that the students are more anxious in mixed ability classrooms than in 

same ability groups… (ITC, Helen) 

Explaining her views, Amanda highlighted the importance of having a clear purpose 

behind group or pair work whenever it is implemented in the classroom. Also, the purpose of 

doing group or pair work should be clearly communicated and understood by learners as 

well. 

I like using group activities but overdoing it can also be a little annoying for the 

students. So, you need to find a balance; I mean, you cannot do just group work or 

just pair work which becomes very annoying to the students…Teachers tend to use 

group work as a way to spend time, which is why the kids [ESL learners] do not have 

a very favourable attitude towards group work. When we tend to group them, no 

matter how well we have planned and whether it is really important, they think, or 

they might think of us as we are just lacking and getting them to do some work. With 

such thinking, we cannot get the output that we wanted to get. (ITB, Amanda). 

About 31% of student-participants in FGs emphasised the need for more opportunities 

in the ESL class to practise speaking skills. Furthermore, one student-participant from 
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University A mentioned that it would be very helpful if the teacher provided them with 

vocabulary related to the speaking task along with the task itself. 

When the teacher gives us a topic, and then if she gives us the words related to that 

topic and also if she teaches different ways of writing a sentence, that would be really 

good. Because then we can incorporate those styles into speaking as well. Right now, 

when we write anything, we use the same style repeatedly. So, if the teachers can 

introduce us to different ways of writing, that will be really beneficial because then 

we can use those different styles in our speech as well. (FGS, A2) 

Another popular strategy used by all the observed teacher-participants to manage 

learners’ LA was prompting questions. The researcher observed that it is helpful to use 

prompting questions when a learner struggles in the middle of a speech. However, providing 

enough time for the learner to attempt to solve their communication problem independently 

before asking these questions is essential. 

Although some teacher-participants mentioned the importance of volunteer 

participation in managing LA, three of the six observed teacher-participants used forced 

participation in their classrooms. They directly called on the names of student-participants for 

answers. However, they did not pressure the student-participants to answer. They moved on 

to another student when the one previously called on could not answer a question despite all 

the encouragement and support given. 

In summary, to manage the LA that stems from in-class speaking activities, the 

teacher-participants recommended implementing the following strategies: conducting 

speaking activities that are familiar, relevant, fun, creative, interesting, level-appropriate and 

authentic, and that allow free thinking and arouse curiosity; implementing pair/group 

activities that have a clear purpose; providing more opportunities for learners to engage in 
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speaking activities; using prompt questions generously when learners struggle to speak; and 

encouraging learners to volunteer.  

5.4 Strategies for Managing Out-of-Class Anxiety Sources 

As reported in Chapter 4, out-of-class factors, such as university subculture, language 

ideologies in society, and socioeconomic sources, are the third primary type of LA sources 

for ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka. Nevertheless, the teacher-participants in 

the survey and interviews displayed limited knowledge of handling the LA arising from 

sources outside the ESL classroom. The teacher-participants reported they have little control 

over the out-of-class sources, for instance, they cannot successfully control the university 

subculture, the most significant out-of-class source that evokes LA among ESL learners at 

state universities in Sri Lanka.  

Still, we have not found any solutions to that [the harmful practices of the university 

subculture]. We cannot control this because this brainwashing is very huge. Still, no 

solution because whenever we take a solution, it does not work. (ITC, Sandy) 

We cannot stop, that is the reality. We have tried our level best to stop this…I have 

given them all sorts of ideas, but they do not want to go against their philosophy of 

these samanathwaya pawathwagena yaama [maintaining equality] or kadda bavitha 

nokireema [refraining from using English]. That is a serious problem. (ITB, Sunny) 

Although a significant percentage of the teacher-participants reported that 

socioeconomic factors (e.g., the imbalance of educational resources between rural and 

metropolitan schools and the resulting difference in learners’ exposure to English) contribute 

to learners’ LA, they do not have control over this matter either. However, a few surveyed 

and interviewed teacher-participants stressed that they ask their learners to use YouTube and 
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the Internet for self-studying. Further, two interviewed teacher-participants stated that they 

encourage their learners to find people from foreign countries to communicate with (e.g., pen 

pals). 

In order to manage LA that stems from harmful language ideologies in society 

concerning English, its speakers, and making mistakes, the teacher-participants suggested 

initiating in-class discussions to inculcate positive attitudes and dispel learners’ 

misconceptions about the said aspects.   

In addition, ten out of 75 surveyed teacher-participants highlighted the significance of 

learners’ positive mental state in addressing their LA. They suggested that teachers should 

create a positive classroom environment to foster a positive mental state in their learners.  

I think the best way to promote a positive mental state is to create a classroom, which 

is conducive to language learning. (ST48) 

It is of paramount importance to keep students in a positive mental state to facilitate 

the process of language acquisition. I always create a friendly environment in the 

class to make them speak without worrying about the mistakes they make. (ST56) 

Two surveyed teacher-participants also considered it important to adopt a balanced approach 

of fostering a positive mindset while acknowledging that LA can occur.  

I also ensure that I do not dismiss their concerns about speech production, which may 

happen if teachers overdo encouraging their students to think positively. While a 

positive mindset is important in language learning, this mindset also needs to 

acknowledge (rather than deny) the real fears attached to speaking in English. (ST44) 

I stay human. These are adults. If I contrive to make them feel positive about English, 

they will see through it. If I pretend everything around us is good and we should see 
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the good in everything, knowing the painful circumstances in which some of them are 

while studying, that too will just alienate them. So, I try to be connected to the world 

and just be as sincere as possible about my humanness. (ST17) 

Therefore, compared to the strategies proposed for managing the LA that stems from 

learner-specific and in-class sources, a smaller number of strategies was suggested for 

managing out-of-class sources. However, it is worth noting that some teacher-participants 

adopt an alternative approach, reflecting positive psychology principles, to address these 

anxiety sources that occur outside the classroom (e.g., fostering a positive mindset while 

acknowledging the LA).  

5.5 Summary 

The chapter presents numerous strategies for handling the LA that stems from learner-

specific and in-class sources. Even though out-of-class anxiety sources are identified as a 

major type of LA source, only a few strategies were reported for managing them. These 

findings provide valuable insights into designing a low-anxiety classroom model for ESL 

learners at state universities of Sri Lanka. 

The following chapter will provide a comprehensive discussion of the research findings in 

relation to the existing literature to confirm existing knowledge and identify novel insights 

into the sources of LA and strategies for managing them, including developing a low-anxiety 

classroom model that can address all three types of LA sources.
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Chapter Six: Discussion 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the findings presented in Chapters 4 and 5 in response to the two 

research questions of the study. The first research question focused on the perspectives of 

ESL teachers and learners at Sri Lankan state universities on sources contributing to LA, 

particularly when learners speak English in ESL classrooms. The findings revealed that the 

sources of LA are complex and multifaceted, stemming from three primary categories based 

on their origin: (i) learner-specific, (ii) in-class, and (iii) out-of-class (see Figure 4.1). The 

second research question concerned strategies teachers and learners implemented or proposed 

to manage ESL learners’ sources of LA (see Table 5.1 for detail). 

Sections from 6.2 to 6.4 discuss sources of LA and various strategies for addressing 

them in relation to previous research and evaluate their relevance within the Sri Lankan 

context. In particular, the discussion considers the importance of utilising PP-informed 

strategies, namely positive emotions (PEs), to assist ESL learners in successfully managing 

LA, especially LA emanating from out-of-class sources. Next, the chapter explains four 

essential areas that need to be considered when eliciting learners’ PEs in order to create a 

low-anxiety classroom model. Finally, in light of the findings in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 and 

the literature, in particular TP and PP, this chapter proposes a low-anxiety classroom model 

that can foster a safe, friendly, relaxed, and conducive learning environment for ESL learners 

at state universities in Sri Lanka. Of note, throughout the chapter, page numbers (in italic 

font) referencing relevant findings in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 are added to help readers 

locate the information for specific discussions. 
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6.2 Learner-Specific Anxiety Sources and Strategies for Managing Them 

Learner-specific anxiety sources are the key type of LA source among ESL learners at state 

universities of Sri Lanka. The prominence of anxiety sources specific to learners compared 

with those originating in-class and out-of-class, therefore, challenges the hypothesis of 

MacIntyre and Gardner (1989, 1991a), which stated that the primary cause of the problem 

lies in the teaching rather than in the learners themselves. However, it is consistent with the 

findings of Tran et al. (2013), who investigated LA in a Vietnamese tertiary setting and Liu’s 

(2006) research on the causes of learners’ anxiety during oral English lessons in a Chinese 

tertiary context.  

The rest of this section discusses the five most prevalent learner-specific sources of 

LA among ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka. These sources encompass fear of 

negative evaluation and derision, previous learning experience, limited linguistic ability, lack 

of motivation and negative attitudes and misconceptions about the English language and its 

speakers. This discussion of each LA source is followed by an in-depth examination of the 

strategies for addressing the LA source. 

Fear of negative evaluation and derision and strategies for managing it 

This study identified fear of negative evaluation and derision as the most significant 

source of LA among ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka. This finding is consistent 

with previous studies which found fear of negative evaluation to be a predominant reason for 

learners’ LA. For example, MacIntyre (1999) claimed that the primary cause of LA is the fear 

of speaking in front of other people using a language in which one is not fully proficient. This 

is because the speaker is afraid of being negatively evaluated by the audience. All the anxious 

Spanish-speaking English learners in Gregersen’s study (2003) reported that they feared 

being laughed at by their peers or interlocutors when speaking in the FL. Similarly, the 
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studies conducted by Price (1991), Na (2007) and Mak (2011) reported that learners’ fear of 

being negatively judged by teachers and peers was one of their major fears when speaking in 

the FL.  

Previous studies conducted in Sri Lanka also reported learners’ fear of negative 

evaluation and derision as a key factor contributing to their LA. For instance, Navaz and 

Banu (2018) reported that the main source of LA among learners at South Eastern University 

of Sri Lanka is their fear of being negatively evaluated by the instructors and laughed at by 

their peers. Furthermore, a recent study conducted by Attanayake (2019) highlighted that one 

major reason for Sri Lankan ESL undergraduates’ lack of confidence to speak English is their 

fear of being ridiculed by others. She found that this is a common scenario not only in Sri 

Lanka but also in most parts of South Asia (e.g., India, Pakistan and Bangladesh), especially 

where English occupies a prestigious position in society. Hence, learners’ fear of negative 

evaluation and derision appears to be the predominant factor that makes learners anxious in 

language classrooms across the world, regardless of their L1 or the context of their language 

learning experience. 

An important point to note here is that the factors that trigger fear of negative 

evaluation and derision among ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka are more 

complex than mentioned in previous research. According to previous studies, the main 

reasons for learners’ fear of negative evaluation stem from learner-related and in-class 

factors. For instance, Von Worde (2003) pointed out that fear of negative evaluation is 

essentially centred around the teacher’s error correction. Some error correction practices, 

such as the teacher correcting learners before they have time to formulate their answers and 

doing so in front of their peers, trigger learners’ fear of negative evaluation (MacIntyre & 

Gardner, 1991a; Ohata, 2005; Von Worde, 2003). Aydın (2008) highlighted that learners’ 

fear of being laughed at manifests in their fear of making pronunciation errors. Rafek et al. 
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(2013) believed that fear of negative evaluation is triggered by learners’ negative self-

perceptions of their performance in the class. What this study adds to the literature is that the 

fear of negative evaluation and derision among ESL learners in Sri Lankan state universities 

can be largely attributed to the complex sociocultural dynamics of Sri Lankan society, 

particularly language ideologies in society and university subculture. According to these 

findings, language ideologies induce fear of negative evaluation and derision in less 

proficient learners, while the subculture triggers it mostly in high-proficiency learners. 

Hence, this study broadens the scope of previous research by exploring the role of out-of-

class factors in inducing learners’ fear of negative evaluation and derision rather than limiting 

its scope to the learner-specific and in-class context of the language classroom. This finding 

provides valuable insights into the complex and multifaceted nature of LA and highlights the 

need for more nuanced approaches to successfully addressing it.  

ESL learners are less anxious and more at ease when they feel that they are not 

adversely judged or ridiculed by others in the classroom. They are willing to speak English 

despite mistakes when they feel safe, accepted, and important. To this end, teacher-

participants and student-participants in this study suggested creating a non-judgmental, safe 

zone within the ESL classroom for learners to speak English. They highlighted that learners 

should be free from harsh criticism, overcorrection, forced participation, and any form of 

ridicule (overt, implied, or covert) and feel safe in the classroom. Learners’ responses should 

be accepted, regardless of their accuracy. They further emphasised that there should be a 

constant emphasis on intelligible communication, and the teacher should ensure that everyone 

is heard, regardless of their proficiency level. In addition, the classroom climate should be 

relaxed and friendly. 

This suggestion to create a non-judgmental and non-threatening safe zone within the 

ESL classroom aligns with Attanayake (2019), who also proposed creating a safe zone for 
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learners to help boost their self-confidence, which often suffers due to their fear of negative 

evaluation and derision. Similarly, Hakim (2019) pointed out that less formal classroom 

settings with a friendlier climate encourage learners to speak and make mistakes without 

feeling incompetent, which contributes to their feeling positive, comfortable, and successful 

while speaking the language. 

A striking finding of this study is that creating a non-judgmental and non-threatening 

safe zone in the ESL classroom requires meticulous attention and a multifaceted approach 

that considers the social context both inside and outside of the ESL classroom. This is 

because the feelings of insecurity within the ESL classroom can be evoked not only by the 

inside community in the classroom but also by the community outside of the classroom. For 

instance, university subculture (greatly influenced by the general culture) and its detrimental 

practices (e.g., ragging) significantly impact learners’ feelings of security to speak English 

comfortably and confidently within the ESL classroom. The teacher-participants and student-

participants revealed that senior students often observe ESL classrooms from outside to 

identify junior students who violate the subculture’s rules. For instance, speaking English on 

university premises violates a rule imposed by the subculture (see Section 4.2.3.1 for detail). 

To address this issue, teachers can inform the higher authorities about their presence outside 

the classroom and seek help from the Zero-tolerance policy imposed in all state universities 

to curb ragging (Lekamwasam et al., 2015). Further, teachers and administrators can allocate 

classrooms where some doors and windows can be closed when needed. While it might be 

effective for first-year students who are scared of the presence of senior students (as the 

former might get punished by the latter for speaking English), further investigation is needed 

to decide whether such enclosed classroom structures effectively improve the speaking skills 

of senior students in the second year and beyond.  
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In-class discussions initiated in ESL classrooms to cover topics such as English-

speaking apprehension, language learning stages, language errors and the ownership and 

functions of English may prove beneficial in reducing learners’ fear of negative evaluation 

and derision and helping them to successfully manage their LA. This is because the findings 

indicate that learners who are aware of their LA, including its triggers, effects, and 

physiological symptoms, are in a better position to successfully manage it. In other words, 

acknowledging the existence of LA is the initial step towards its alleviation (Young, 1991). 

To this effect, in-class discussions regarding learners’ English-speaking apprehensions may 

be helpful as such discussions would not only give learners an awareness of their LA but also 

help them realise that the fears they harbour about English speaking are not unique but rather 

are commonly experienced by many of their peers in the classroom. This realisation may 

improve their sense of belonging to the group, enhance their self-confidence and reduce their 

fear of negative evaluation and derision. As Gkonou et al. (2017, p. 220) put it: 

. . . introducing explicit discussions of language anxiety during lessons might not only 

be of help in creating a greater sense of community among students but also in 

bringing about a heightened awareness on the part of anxious students that they are, in 

fact, not alone and that other classmates may well experience similar feelings to 

themselves. 

Furthermore, these discussions can be extended to cover topics such as ownership of 

English, functions of English (tool for communication vs tool for discrimination), language 

learning stages, and types and importance of language errors. The awareness of the 

aforementioned areas might help learners gain a deeper understanding of their own language 

learning journey and become more mindful and empathetic about the journey of their peers. 

As a result, they may overcome their fear of negative evaluation and derision as well as 
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refrain from ridiculing others. Furthermore, discussions of this nature have the potential to 

enhance the overall classroom climate by fostering rapport between learners and teachers.  

Implementing an appropriate error correction procedure is essential for managing 

learners’ LA, since the study revealed that overcorrection triggers learners’ fear of negative 

evaluation. This is discussed in detail in Section 6.4. In addition, it is suggested that learners 

and teachers develop a mutual understanding of the error correction procedure (what, when 

and how to correct) to implement in the ESL classroom. A teacher can invite learners to share 

their expectations and negotiate in favour of a better, more effective approach (Harmer, 

2007). This suggestion is based on Kumaravadivelu’s (2006) post-method pedagogy, which 

presents facilitating negotiation as one of its ten macrostrategies.  

In contrast to previous research that associates speaking with native speakers as a 

significant out-of-class source of anxiety (Woodrow, 2006), ESL learners in Sri Lankan state 

universities were more willing to speak with native speakers or foreigners rather than with 

other Sri Lankans. The main reason for this seems to be the ease and confidence learners 

experience when speaking with foreigners in contrast to the fear of harsh judgements and 

ridicule they experience when speaking English with Sri Lankans (pp. 130-131). Specifically, 

the study discovered that ESL learners who share the same L1 were more anxious when 

speaking with each other in English. The student-participants said they were worried about 

the purpose of speaking in English with their peers outside of the ESL classroom, as they 

could easily communicate using their L1 (p. 132). According to Punchihetti (n.d.), the 

purpose of using English in such cases is often associated with showcasing one’s social 

status. In contrast, as emphasised by the student-participants, when learners from different 

ethnicities communicate (e.g., a Sinhalese learner with a Tamil learner or a Sinhalese learner 

with a Muslim learner), the option of communicating conveniently using their vernacular 

languages is unavailable (p. 131). Consequently, both parties need to use English as a means 
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of conveying their message to each other. The mere realisation that English is not tied to any 

sociocultural baggage releases learners from the fear of making mistakes, and fear of negative 

evaluation and derision. As a result, they feel more comfortable and less anxious to speak 

English with each other. This finding concurs with Attanayake (2019), who argues that 

learners’ anxiety does not arise from the English language or its teaching-learning method, 

but from societal pressure and the fear of speaking up in front of certain individuals. 

Therefore, mixing learners of various ethnic backgrounds when forming groups in an ESL 

classroom is a viable strategy to manage learners’ LA. In addition, universities can seek and 

establish connections with foreign universities or leverage existing links to develop 

programmes that create opportunities for ESL learners to interact (online or in-person) with 

people from other nations worldwide. This is because the study discovered that learners 

experienced less fear of negative evaluation and derision when interacting with people of 

other nationalities and ethnicities.  

Limited linguistic ability and strategies for managing it 

Limited linguistic ability (e.g., limited vocabulary, pronunciation difficulties) or one’s 

actual English proficiency was identified as the second major source of LA among ESL 

learners in Sri Lankan state universities. This finding provides new evidence for the view that 

there is less L2 anxiety in individuals with higher L2 proficiency (e.g., Jiang & Dewaele, 

2019; Jiang & Dewaele, 2020; Liu, 2006). 

A key finding of the study is that learners who have exposure to English only within 

ESL classrooms tend to spend excessive time formulating their answers, causing them to feel 

guilty. This guilt seems to stem from their high respect for their teacher, as they feel it is 

inappropriate to keep their teacher waiting for an extended period (p. 134). They also seem to 

worry that their teacher and peers will negatively judge their silence as incompetence. These 
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thoughts of guilt and fear of negative evaluation trigger their LA. Therefore, ESL teachers 

need to be more understanding and tolerant of learners’ silence and assure them that it is 

acceptable to take their time where possible. This assurance can be given verbally and non-

verbally and is crucial for helping learners manage their LA.  

Commenting on the excessive time taken by learners to answer questions in the 

classroom, Ryan (University C) argued that it is a result of the exam-oriented education 

system in Sri Lanka that fails to provide adequate opportunities for learners to acquire the 

language. Ryan also emphasised that the Sri Lankan education system promotes learning 

about the language. As a result, teachers tend to use a deductive approach to teaching 

grammar and implement controlled practice activities in the classroom to teach learners about 

English. Those who learn about the language often become “[m]onitor [o]ver-users” 

(Krashen, 1982, p. 19). They constantly monitor their utterances for accuracy before, during 

and after speaking. This practice poses two risks: First, too much time is taken by learners to 

formulate their utterances, which disturbs their fluency and the flow of the speech; second, 

less attention is paid to the content of what the other interlocutor says, which leads to 

irrelevant or incorrect responses despite the accurate form of the output (Krashen, 1982). 

Consequently, these learners experience LA. Therefore, as Krashen (1982, p. 19) highlighted, 

the aim should be to produce “optimal [m]onitor-users” who know when to use the monitor 

without disturbing their communication act. 

Hence, it is essential that policymakers, curriculum planners, and teachers in Sri 

Lanka revisit English teaching patterns in the secondary and tertiary sectors of education in 

Sri Lanka. ESL learners should have opportunities to acquire English. The university 

community, policymakers, curriculum planners, and government authorities need to 

collaborate in creating a university environment that offers ESL learners the chance to 

acquire English both inside and outside the ESL classroom. 
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Lack of practice and exposure (resulting from previous learning experiences) and 

strategies for managing it 

The study revealed that learners’ previous negative learning experiences in schools 

(third major source of LA) were largely responsible for their lack of practice and exposure to 

English, which significantly contributed to their LA. This finding corroborates those of 

earlier studies (Aida, 1994; Dörnyei, 2009; Papi, 2010; Young, 1991). 

Insufficient practice with English often leads learners to experience LA whenever 

they are in an English-speaking situation at the university. In the Sri Lankan education 

system, activity-based oral English has been practised since Grade 1, and the formal teaching 

of ESL as a core subject commences in Grade 3 (Little et al., 2019). In schools, the only 

context for students to receive English input and practise English speaking skills is during 

English lessons, which vary from three to four hours per week (Farook & Mohamed, 2020; 

Little et al., 2019). As such, attending the ESL class and actively participating in in-class 

activities are the only avenues available for learners to get the necessary practice in English. 

However, despite the importance of acquiring English proficiency, teaching and learning 

English often seems to be ignored and avoided by Sri Lankan schools. As Attanayake (2019) 

put it, avoiding teaching and learning English has become a habit in Sri Lankan schools. 

Furthermore, the exam-oriented education system in Sri Lanka only measures 

students’ English knowledge through reading and writing (Attanayake, 2019). Consequently, 

even if some attention is paid to teaching reading and writing to prepare learners for 

examinations, developing their oral proficiency is neglected during school education 

(Samaranayake, 2016). This failure to develop learners’ oral skills leads to limited practice in 

English speaking, which, in turn, evokes their LA and reduces their self-confidence, as 



 

231 

 

highlighted in the findings (pp. 137-138). The lack of self-confidence further contributes to 

LA (Attanayake, 2019). 

Furthermore, despite the fact that students receive exposure to oral English skills only 

from their ESL teachers in the school, the teaching of English was predominantly conducted 

in the Sinhala/Tamil medium (pp. 138-139). As Attanayake (2019) argued, teachers believed 

that this way, students may be able to comprehend the lessons immediately. This practice, 

however, is particularly limiting since students lose their only exposure to improving their 

oral English skills, as attested by Karunaratne (2003) and Perera (2001). This lack of 

exposure to English speaking triggers students’ LA when they face speaking situations at the 

university. 

It is imperative for teachers to provide opportunities for ESL learners to practise and 

become sufficiently exposed to English-speaking situations to help build their confidence and 

alleviate LA. This is because increased practice and exposure reduce learners’ LA making 

them confident to speak English (pp. 192-193). This was confirmed by the student-

participants, who reported feeling less anxious in their second year of university as compared 

to the first year. Liu (2007) also acknowledged that increased practice and exposure decrease 

learners’ LA. However, the present study emphasises that ESL learners need initially to be 

provided with exposure and practice within the ESL classroom to avoid further damage to 

their self-confidence and anxiety (often triggered by social reactions inside and outside the 

university). 

Lack of motivation and strategies for managing it 

Lack of motivation is the fourth key source of LA among ESL learners at state 

universities in Sri Lanka. This finding lends support to the correlation between L2 anxiety 

and L2 motivation (e.g., Papi, 2010; Papi & Khajavy, 2023; Teimouri, 2017). 
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One key reason for Sri Lankan ESL learners’ low motivation is the significant 

disparity in ESL teachers’ and learners’ perceptions of learners’ target needs. Therefore, 

conducting a target situation analysis is indispensable for designing an effective ESL course 

that meets the needs of both learners and stakeholders. According to Hutchinson and Waters 

(1987, p. 54), target needs refer to “what the learner needs to do in the target situation”. They 

consist of necessities, lacks, and wants. Necessities are determined by the demands of the 

target situation, which include knowledge and skills a learner should acquire to perform 

optimally in the target situation. Lacks refer to the difference between the learners’ target 

proficiency and existing proficiency. Wants are the perceived or subjective needs of learners. 

In other words, lacks are the starting point, and necessities are the destination. If learners and 

teachers perceive learners’ starting points and destinations differently, the disparity may 

negatively impact learner motivation (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987). 

According to Sunny, an interviewed teacher-participant from University B, the course 

designers and university administration in Sri Lanka perceive the necessities of Sri Lankan 

ESL learners as passing English papers in exams. The examinations principally test learners’ 

reading, writing, vocabulary and grammar knowledge. Therefore, the syllabus and classroom 

teaching are mainly focused on those aspects of the language. However, Sunny repeatedly 

pointed out ESL teachers’ hesitancy about this perception of course designers and university 

administrators regarding learners’ necessities. However, teachers are frequently held 

accountable if learners fail examinations. Consequently, they also prioritise equipping 

learners with reading and writing skills, ignoring the need for learners to develop their 

speaking skills. 

In contrast, according to the student-participants, their perception of necessities differs 

from those of the above. They unanimously agreed that their primary need is to improve their 
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speaking skills. They tend to view speaking proficiency as the best indicator of their mastery 

of English and a sign of status and prestige, which resonates with Samarakkody: 

If someone speaks a language, it is taken as if they know the language, irrespective of 

whether they know how to read or write it… Being able to speak in English means 

that one is presenting oneself as educated, belonging to a higher class and as a 

member of the intellectual community without having to prove it by writing in 

English (2001, as cited in Attanayake, 2019, pp. 24-25). 

Also, learners’ perceptions of their necessities appear to be shaped by their personal 

and peers’ experiences. For instance, as Olivia, an interviewed teacher-participant from 

University A revealed, some of her students mentioned being treated differently by 

prestigious companies when seeking internship opportunities, depending on the language 

they used during their first phone call. Those who spoke in Sinhala were rejected by the 

companies and not even given an interview. In contrast, when they spoke in English, they 

received a positive response. Hence, these students associate their necessities with English 

speaking skills. 

Therefore, there is a significant difference between what the university administration, 

course designers and ESL teachers perceive as the learners’ necessities and what the learners 

actually want or feel they need. As a result, the materials and methods used by ESL teachers 

may not match their students’ perceived interests or wants, leading to conflict. This may be 

why many student-participants expressed their dissatisfaction with the methodology 

employed in teaching grammar and the overdependence on handouts and textbooks for 

teaching. 

The student-participants also had disagreements with their teachers about their lacks 

(i.e., the starting point). Some complained that irrespective of their proficiency level or 
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educational level (e.g., primary, secondary or tertiary level), ESL teachers in schools, 

universities and support classes always start ESL courses by teaching verb tenses. The 

participants reported feeling disinterested and demotivated by this monotonous pattern 

prevalent throughout Sri Lanka (pp. 136-138 & p. 142). 

Thus, it is apparent that learners’ motivation is significantly influenced by the 

disparity between the perceptions of teachers and learners about learners’ necessities, lacks 

and wants. A target situation analysis is imperative to redress the disparity. This includes 

obtaining data from various sources (e.g., teachers, learners, course designers, university 

administration, and employers) and striking a satisfactory compromise between these parties 

before compiling an ESL course for learners at state universities in Sri Lanka.  

In addition, learning needs or “what the learner needs to do in order to learn” should 

also be seriously considered when conducting a needs analysis (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987, 

p. 54). According to Hutchinson and Waters (1987), learning needs refer to the route that 

takes learners from the starting point to the destination. Learning needs consist of four 

components: Input, procedure, setting, and learner’s role (Nunan, 2004). The target situation 

analysis helps determine the destination and provides a general direction, while the route (i.e., 

learning needs) to reach the destination depends on the learning situation, learners’ 

knowledge, skills, attitudes, motivation, learning strategies and various other aspects related 

to learners and learning (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987). Therefore, an ESL course designed 

after a proper needs analysis, which includes analysis of both target and learning needs, can 

potentially contribute to a boost of language learning motivation in learners. Given the 

relationship between motivation and LA, increasing learners’ motivation can help reduce 

their LA. 
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According to the findings, Sri Lankan ESL learners’ strong Ought-to L2 Self and 

teachers’ exploitation of learners’ Ought-to L2 Self as a motivation tool seem to contribute to 

learners’ LA. Dörnyei’s (2009) Ought-to L2 Self refers to the attributes one believes one 

ought to possess to fulfil expectations and avoid negative outcomes. Sri Lankan ESL learners 

seem to have a more robust Ought-to L2 Self compared to other cultures due to the influence 

exerted on them by their families and sociocultural factors of the country. Some teacher-

participants and student-participants disclosed that learners’ parents, particularly their 

mothers, always encouraged them to learn English (p. 172). This is because Sri Lanka, as a 

post-colonial country with complex sociocultural dynamics regarding English, considers 

English to be a symbol of power and prestige (Gunesekera, 2005). A person’s competence in 

English brings respect for them and their family since it is seen as a sign of high social status, 

good education, intelligence and character (Attanayake, 2019; Punchihetti, n.d.). English is 

viewed as the passport to financial success, and the ladder to climb up the employment 

hierarchy (Liyanage, 2021). Being able to speak English is important not only for personal 

success but also for the success of the whole family. Consequently, learners are strongly 

influenced by their parents to learn English, positively reinforcing their Ought-to L2 Self. 

Similar findings were reported by Taguchi et al. (2009) who asserted that due to the 

significant influence of family in Asian cultures, English learners in Asia have a strong 

Ought-to L2 Self. 

Although the Ought-to L2 Self acts as a powerful motivator when one wants to live 

up to the expectations of others (Papi, 2010), utilising this construct in classrooms to motivate 

ESL learners necessitates extreme caution if the opposite results are to be avoided. The point 

here is that individuals motivated by the Ought-to L2 Self experience more anxiety than 

individuals motivated by the Ideal L2 Self, which refers to the imaginary self of the kind of 

L2 user one wants to be in the future (Papi, 2010). Confirming this, the literature on 
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personality psychology demonstrates a strong association between L2 anxiety and Ought-to 

L2 Self (e.g., Carver et al., 1999; Higgins, 1987; Leary, 2007). This is in contrast with the 

Ideal L2 Self, which is associated with growth and accomplishments and, therefore, can 

reduce anxiety.  

Fear of negative evaluation and derision is the most significant source of LA in Sri 

Lankan ESL learners. Fear of negative evaluation is the “apprehension about others’ 

evaluations, avoidance of evaluative situations, and the expectation that others would 

evaluate oneself negatively” (Horwitz et al., 1986, p. 128). This means learners are anxious 

about others’ negative comments, negative evaluations and negative outcomes. Hence, they 

are keen to possess the attributes they ought to have in order to meet expectations and avoid 

negative outcomes. As the Ought-to L2 Self is “sensitive to the presence or absence of 

negative outcomes” (Papi & Khajavy, 2023, p. 134), Sri Lankan ESL learners, who are 

extremely worried about others’ negative evaluations, are likely to be more motivated by 

their Ought-to L2 Self rather than their Ideal L2 Self. Unfortunately, the Ought-to L2 Self 

“naturally provoke[s] anxiety” (Papi & Khajavy, 2023, p. 134). 

According to Higgins (1998), there are two types of instrumentality: (i) promotion 

focus, which is related to the Ideal L2 Self, and (ii) prevention focus, which is related to the 

Ought-to L2 Self. The former is concerned with positive outcomes connected to growth, 

progress and aspirations, while the latter is associated with controlling adverse outcomes 

related to responsibilities and obligations. An important point worth noting here is the 

suggestion made by Patrick, an interviewed teacher-participant at University A, that a link be 

created between learners’ career focus and speaking English to boost ESL learners’ 

motivation (p. 238). This appears to be effective as long as Patrick does not put emphasis on 

the prevention-focused aspects of instrumentality and the Ought-to L2 Self of learners. This 

is because the prevention-focused Ought-to L2 Self has a strong correlation with L2 anxiety. 
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A comparative study conducted by Taguchi et al. (2009) using samples from Japan, 

China and Iran reported that in all three samples, the promotion-focus aspects of 

instrumentality (e.g., learning English for career progress) correlated more highly with the 

Ideal L2 Self than with the Ought-to L2 Self. In contrast, the prevention-focused aspects of 

instrumentality (e.g., learning English to avoid failing an exam) correlated more highly with 

the Ought-to L2 Self than with the Ideal L2 Self. Contrary to expectations, a high correlation 

was also found between the Ought-to L2 Self and the promotional aspect of instrumentality in 

the Chinese and Iranian samples. The correlation was explained with reference to the distinct 

features of culture in China (e.g., the one-child policy and the resultant obligation children 

feel towards parents) and Iran (e.g., prestige, reputation and high socio-economic status 

associated with proficiency in English). This situation in Iran resonates well with the Sri 

Lankan situation described above. Arguably, the promotional aspect of instrumentality and 

the Ought-to L2 Self in Sri Lankan ESL learners also could have a high correlation, again 

confirming the power of the Ought-to L2 Self as a motivator among ESL learners in Sri 

Lankan state universities. 

Utilising the promotional aspect of instrumentality and Ought-to L2 Self in ESL 

learners in Sri Lanka could be effective as long as it is practised with caution so as not to 

trigger learners’ prevention-focused aspects of instrumentality. As MacIntyre and Gregersen 

(2012, p. 203) highlighted, the teacher should refrain from “tipping the scales too far toward 

the implied negative dimension”:  

Inherent in these types of interventions is the ambivalence of possible selves – there is 

something important at stake. Imagining pride at graduation implies the possibility 

that one might not make it that far; imagining a successful international convention 

implies, in the background at least, potential failure on the same stage.  
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Patrick’s example about a Quantity Surveyor (who was not fluent in English) and a Chief 

Engineer (who was fluent in English) is an unfortunate example of a scale that has tipped too 

far towards the negative consequences:  

I take this popular example of a graduate from a private university, who is a quantity 

surveyor. He comes to the workplace, and he cannot speak in Sinhala; he can speak 

only in English. Even with labourers, he goes on speaking English. On the same site, 

there is an engineer who studied from [University A] with a first class, and he's the 

chief engineer on the site, but he speaks in Sinhala. Right? So, what happens? If he 

speaks in Sinhala with subordinates, that’s fine. But if he prefers speaking in Sinhala 

with colleagues, or rather with the same circle, what happens? When he speaks in 

Sinhala with the quantity surveyor and the quantity surveyor outsmarts the chief 

engineer in English, so what happens?  I create the scenario in the [ESL] classroom, 

so the students sense it. (ITA, Patrick) 

Although Patrick could have motivated learners by showing the importance of 

learning English to progress through their career (strengthening learners’ promotional aspect 

of instrumentality and Ideal L2 Self) and highlighting the status, prestige, and reputation 

learners will receive as a result of being able to speak English (strengthening learners’ 

promotional aspect of instrumentality and the Ought-to L2 Self), he seemed to tip the scale 

too far by emphasising the importance of speaking English to avoid ridicule, shame and 

disrespect (strengthening learners’ prevention-focused aspects of instrumentality and Ought-

to L2 Self). As discussed earlier, the prevention-focused Ought-to L2 Self has a strong 

association with L2 anxiety, which means that there is a high potential for ESL learners in 

Patrick’s class to experience LA. 



 

239 

 

The following responses of surveyed teacher-participants also provide evidence of 

ways in which ESL teachers at Sri Lankan state universities try to motivate learners by 

strengthening their prevention-focused aspects of instrumentality and Ought-to L2 Self, 

which ultimately evokes learners’ LA, as stated in the above discussion.  

I also explained to them that they would become a total failure in interviews, 

workplaces, foreign job opportunities, etc., which demand them to use the language - 

especially speaking skills. (ST50) 

I would always try to incorporate my own experiences of how neglecting the language 

can especially affect your career. (ST36) 

As learners with a well-defined and developed Ideal L2 Self are strongly motivated to 

learn the L2 (Kim & Kim, 2014) and enjoy lessons more than other learners (Lamb, 2012), 

they experience less anxiety (Fathi & Mohammaddokht, 2021). In other words, the more 

developed a learner’s Ideal L2 Self is, the less anxiety they experience (Papi, 2010). Teachers 

should, therefore, purposefully work on developing ESL learners’ Ideal L2 selves to 

minimise their LA. 

One reason for Sri Lankan ESL learners’ lack of motivation and LA is their less 

specific, less detailed and less vivid Ideal L2 selves. There are several reasons for learners’ 

less vivid Ideal L2 selves: First, learners possess negative attitudes towards English speakers 

inside and outside the university (p. 145). According to Dörnyei (2009), “it is difficult to 

imagine that we can have a vivid and attractive Ideal L2 Self if the L2 is spoken by a 

community that we despise” (p. 28). Thus, in a context where people regard English as the 

language of the colonisers or the elite (p.165), it is highly probable that their Ideal L2 Self 

will not be vibrant or appealing. 
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Second, as speaking English is banned, especially during ragging, and seen as a crime 

liable for punishment, learners might not see opportunities to speak English within the 

university. Takahashi (2013) noted that learners’ Ideal L2 selves largely depend on the 

relevance of English to their lives. If they feel no connection to English and if they think 

opportunities to speak English are rare in their area, it is challenging to strengthen their Ideal 

L2 selves. In contrast, if they can imagine situations where they can use English or if they 

think opportunities are available in their area, then it is easy to enhance their Ideal L2 selves. 

Due to the university subculture and its harmful practices, such as ragging, ESL learners at 

state universities in Sri Lanka do not see themselves as “actual L2 users” at present nor as 

“competent L2 users” in the future (Takahashi, 2013, p. 6). This situation makes it difficult 

for them to have a vivid and elaborate Ideal L2 Self. This situation negatively impacts 

learners’ motivation. 

Third, unclear career prospects can lead to an unclear Ideal L2 Self. As teacher-

participants in the present study reported, many ESL learners who follow degree programmes 

related to Humanities, Social Sciences, and Languages lack any focus on their future career 

or are unsure about why they need English (p. 143). Attanayake (2019) also noted that 

“…their [learners in Arts faculties] reasons for learning English are scattered over a variety of 

areas with vagueness as a core feature, manifesting a lack of focus” (p. 195). This vagueness 

about their choice of career and related opportunities to speak English results in learners’ 

Ideal L2 selves lacking “specificity and detail” (Dörnyei, 2009, p. 19), which may be a reason 

for their lack of motivation and LA.  

Fourth, as the teacher-participants reported, most learners who undertake Humanities, 

Social Sciences and Languages-related degree programmes aspire to be government 

schoolteachers. This is because, in Sri Lanka, the teaching profession is an easy and noble 

profession (Attanayake, 2019). Further, English proficiency is not a requirement to be a 
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teacher unless one applies to be a teacher of English (Attanayake, 2019). Hence, these 

learners do not see any relevance, need or opportunity to speak English in the future, limiting 

their ability to vividly imagine their Ideal L2 Self. This situation adversely influences their 

motivation. 

Since a developed Ideal L2 Self is associated with low LA, it is imperative to address 

the above-mentioned issues by developing the Ideal L2 Self of ESL learners at state 

universities in Sri Lanka. To this end, the study suggests utilising Olivia’s (University A) 

proposal of forming a community in the ESL classroom where the norm is to communicate in 

English (p. 195). Such a community provides learners a place to use English at present and 

until the end of their university life. It also allows them to view themselves as actual L2 

speakers who will eventually become competent L2 speakers. Therefore, building a 

community in the ESL classroom can potentially increase learners’ motivation while also 

reducing LA. 

The teacher-participants mentioned sharing their experiences of the language learning 

journey with their learners referring to their language learning/speaking struggles, their 

efforts, and their achievements (pp. 184-185). Takahashi (2013) also highlighted the fact that 

teachers can help learners develop an elaborate Ideal L2 Self by being role models and 

sharing their stories about their language learning trajectories. Furthermore, providing 

opportunities for learners to practise their L2 speaking without exerting excessive pressure on 

them is also essential. This will enable them to speak L2 in any manner they can, which will 

facilitate their perception of themselves as actual L2 users who will become competent L2 

users in the future (Takahashi, 2013).  

Furthermore, teachers can encourage learners to create action plans to achieve their 

target careers. Prasangani (2023) implemented a motivation programme for 139 



 

242 

 

undergraduates at a state university in Sri Lanka, concluding that teachers could assist 

learners to develop their Ideal L2 selves by guiding them on setting achievable goals and 

creating an action plan to accomplish them. 

Needs building in university students is also important to help them develop a clear 

and specific Ideal L2 Self. According to Attanayake (2019), learners should feel the need to 

learn and speak English as a requirement in their prospective careers. In addition to being 

government teachers, learners can be challenged to aim for different careers where English is 

needed for recruitment and progression. 

Furthermore, according to Krashen’s (1982) affective filter hypothesis, individuals 

who are not motivated, unconfident and experience high anxiety levels have a high affective 

filter that acts as a mental block hindering them from receiving input. Since ESL learners at 

state universities were found to be anxious, less motivated and less confident, it is possible 

that most of them have high affective filters. Krashen (1982) contended that teachers’ 

pedagogical goals should include providing comprehensible input and creating environments 

that ensure low-affective filters in learners. For him, low-anxiety classroom climates 

engender low-filters in students. Thus, this study suggests that creating low-anxiety 

classroom situations can help reduce the affective filters of ESL learners in Sri Lankan 

universities. In turn, this will boost learners’ motivation and self-confidence and help them 

receive more L2 input which they can use in their process of acquiring the language. 

Negative attitudes and misconceptions about English and its speakers, and strategies for 

managing them 

The fifth major source of LA among ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka is 

their negative attitudes and misconceptions about English and its speakers. The attitudes of 

ESL learners in Sri Lanka are “predominantly negative and are continually re-stabilized as 
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negative…” (Attanayake, 2019, p. 57).  According to Attanayake (2019), these attitudes 

originate from the attitudes of Sri Lankan society. In other words, ESL learners are 

influenced by societal attitudes towards the English language and its speakers. One such 

attitude that causes anxiety in ESL learners is equating English competence with intelligence 

and English incompetence with the general incompetence of a person. Interestingly, both the 

teacher-participants and student-participants believed mistakes tarnish one’s social image. As 

a result, rather than speaking and damaging their image, learners preferred to stay silent in 

English-speaking situations inside and outside the classroom. This agrees with Young’s 

(1990) findings, which showed that the primary reason for learners’ fear of speaking in class 

is their fear of making mistakes. Young (1990) explained that “…maybe they simply do not 

want to risk self-esteem by having to publicise their errors in the foreign language” (p. 545). 

Similar findings were reported by Horwitz et al. (1986). 

To ameliorate LA, which is triggered by learners’ fear of making mistakes, it is 

imperative to disassociate English from one’s social image. To this end, the teacher-

participants and student-participants recommended that teachers help learners realise that 

everyone makes mistakes, including native speakers, and that it is not a big deal (p. 189). 

Amanda (University B) mentioned that it would be effective to expose learners in person or 

via online platforms (e.g., YouTube videos) to successful public figures (e.g., academics, 

athletes, politicians) who confidently speak English regardless of their mistakes (pp. 195-

196). Several other teacher-participants reported that they share anecdotes of previous 

students in the same university who struggled with English at first but later became good 

English speakers (p. 185). Such activities may convince learners that English competence is 

not necessarily tied to their social image and that mistakes are natural and can facilitate 

learning. In-class discussions about the functions of English (e.g., a tool for communication), 

types of errors, and their role in second language acquisition will also be instrumental to this 
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end. Young’s (1990) study participants also pointed out that teachers helped them reduce 

their LA by showing them that mistakes are common and not a major concern. 

To help dispel learners’ misconceptions about making mistakes, Tilly (University C) 

specifically mentioned discussing with ESL learners the reasons that learners make mistakes, 

using Selinker’s Interlanguage theory (p. 189). However, this should be done with extreme 

caution because the Interlanguage theory (Selinker, 1972, 1992) itself implies that there is a 

world standard English (Standard British English or American English), and all non-native 

speakers of English must adhere to its norms, regardless of their context or sociolinguistic 

background (Jenkins, 2006). According to Jenkins, the Interlanguage theory does not 

acknowledge the difference in learners’ language output based on their sociolinguistic reality 

of English use. As a result, any difference between the L2 speaker’s output and the standard 

variety is often attributed to L1 interference. Thus, emphasis on L1 interference in ESL 

classrooms in Sri Lanka can fuel learners’ fear of negative evaluation and derision and, 

therefore, LA. It substantiates the idea that only standard British English or the “Queen’s 

English”, which the Sri Lankan elite claim to speak (Gunesekera, 2005, p. 39), is the correct 

form of English, both locally and globally. However, with the emergence of “World 

Englishes” (Jenkins, 2006, p.159), there is a growing consensus among researchers about 

abandoning native English as the norm to be taught and used, and abandoning the native 

speaker as the yardstick for recognising expertise in English (Canagarajah, 2005b; Jenkins, 

2006). This is because “[i]n a context of locally developed Englishes, all speakers are native 

speakers of this pluralised Global English” (Canagarajah, 2005b, p. xxvi). 

To help learners overcome negative attitudes about English and its speakers, in 

agreement with the study participants, teachers can initiate discussions in ESL classrooms 

about the following topics: First, it is crucial to make learners aware of World Englishes and 

the way in which native speakers have lost their custody of English (Harmer, 2007). The 
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significance of raising awareness about World Englishes among learners has also been 

highlighted by other scholars (e.g., Canagarajah, 2005b; Jenkins, 2006; Seidlhofer, 2004; 

Widdowson, 1994). According to Jenkins (2006), it would be better if less proficient learners 

were exposed to a range of World Englishes, while the proficient learners were exposed to 

discussions regarding more complex topics, including the spread of English and the 

development of different standards. Either way, with awareness of the purpose of each 

variety and their contexts of use, learners might build up confidence in their own English 

variety rather than feeling inferior about it. They will realise that local varieties are equal 

partners in the World Englishes discourses. 

Second, the study participants stressed raising learners’ awareness about intelligible 

communication (p. 190). Intelligibility is an important feature in the discourses related to 

World Englishes. It is defined “in its general sense to mean understandability, that is, the 

ability to successfully negotiate meaning with an interlocutor by means of pronunciation, 

pragmatics, and/or use of nonverbals, including gesture, to make oneself understood” 

(Lascotte & Tarone, 2022, p. 745). As Jenkins (2006) argued, being able to communicate 

intelligibly with speakers from diverse L1 backgrounds is more important than being able to 

speak a monolithic variety of English. Therefore, exposing learners to such discourses may 

help them see English speaking in a positive light and encourage them to abandon their 

unsuccessful attempts at speaking like a native speaker, thereby overcoming the resultant 

sense of inferiority (which, in turn, can trigger LA).   

Third, as far as the Sri Lankan context is concerned, Standard Sri Lankan English, 

spoken mainly by the elite (which they think is the “Queen’s English”), enjoys hegemonic 

status over the other variants (Ratwatte, 2015). Learners should be consistently reminded that 

no one has custody over English anymore (Harmer, 2007). This awareness that no single 

variety of English is superior and all varieties are deemed acceptable for its purpose within 
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the domain of use, might help ESL learners overcome their negative attitudes towards 

English. 

Therefore, informal in-class discussions on topics, such as the functions of English, 

types and role of language errors, World Englishes, development of different standards for 

English and intelligible communication, not only help dispel learners’ misconceptions and 

cultivate positive attitudes but also provide a platform for learners to verbalise and share their 

thoughts, ideas, and feelings with others.  

6.3 In-Class Anxiety Sources and Strategies for Managing Them 

The second major type of LA source among ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka 

arises from in-class sources. This section discusses anxiety-provoking factors related to the 

in-class social climate (i.e., mixed-ability ESL classrooms, the competitive nature of peers, 

lack of familiarity among peers, lack of classroom humour, lack of phatic communication, 

and reluctance to utilise the L1 in the classroom), ESL teacher-related factors (i.e., ESL 

teacher’s strict behaviour, negative prior learning and teaching experiences, Western accent, 

anxiety-provoking body language, insufficient teacher training, forcing learners to participate, 

intolerance of silence, and unhealthy feedback procedures), speaking activities (i.e., speaking 

in front of a large audience, insufficient preparation time, and lack of authenticity in teaching 

materials related to speaking activities), and the physical structure of the classroom (i.e., the 

design of ESL classrooms). Strategies for managing each of these sources of LA are then 

discussed in detail.  

Anxiety-provoking in-class social climate and strategies for managing it 

The in-class social climate is a source of LA, encompassing factors such as mixed abilities in 

the classroom, the competitive nature of peers, lack of familiarity among peers, lack of 
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classroom humour, lack of phatic communication, and reluctance to utilise the learners’ L1 in 

the ESL classroom. These different factors and strategies for addressing them are each 

discussed in turn.  

(i) Mixed-ability ESL classrooms 

Unhealthy in-class social context induces LA among ESL learners at state universities 

in Sri Lanka. The majority of the student-participants and teacher-participants attributed the 

unhealthy in-class context to the mixed-ability learners in their ESL classrooms. Three 

critical factors in mixed-ability classes were highlighted as anxiety-provoking. First, high-

proficiency learners tend to look down on and mock (overtly, implicitly, or covertly) low-

proficiency learners for their low English competence. Second, low-proficiency learners 

negatively judge and ridicule the high-proficiency learners for trying to show off. Third, 

high-proficiency learners tend to dominate the class, with low-proficiency learners often 

being overshadowed as a result. 

According to the study’s findings, the first two issues can be solved by creating a non-

judgmental, safe zone in the ESL classroom to speak English. Additionally, fostering a sense 

of community in the classroom can be effective in building bonds between the learners. In 

response to the third issue, Sunny, an interviewed teacher-participant at University B, 

suggested that viewing high-proficiency learners as initiators and supporters of L2 

conversations in ESL classrooms would be beneficial (pp. 215-216). This shift in perspective 

might help both teachers and low-proficiency learners obtain the support of high-proficiency 

learners in creating a conducive environment for learning English. Explicitly giving 

importance and responsibility to high-proficiency learners to support low-proficiency learners 

may change their adverse attitudes towards the latter. Also, this may encourage high-

proficiency learners to support language improvement and help reduce LA among low-
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proficiency learners. All these factors will contribute to a friendly, safe and non-threatening 

environment in the ESL classroom. 

Another suggestion by both student-participants and teacher-participants to alleviate 

LA stemming from mixed-ability classes was to establish ESL classrooms that comprise 

learners with similar abilities (p. 152). This recommendation is consistent with Attanayake 

(2019, p. 127), who pointed out that low-proficiency learners feel threatened in the presence 

of high-proficiency learners and, therefore, suggested including only “homogenous or near-

homogenous” groups in her confidence-building classrooms. She further argued that peers 

with homogenous or near-homogenous language competence can support each other without 

causing feelings of inferiority or lack of confidence. 

However, this study argues that mixed-ability classes are more advantageous than 

same-ability classes for ESL learners wishing to manage their LA. The above argument can 

be supported by using Gregersen and MacIntyre’s idea of “role models” (2014, p. 12), 

Murphey’s concept of “near peer” (2001, p.9), and Dewaele et al.’s (2008) perception of the 

contagious nature of LA. According to Gregersen and MacIntyre (2014), having role models 

in the social context in which learners operate is crucial. In the ESL in-class context, apart 

from the teacher, a highly proficient peer can be an effective role model to another learner. 

Moreover, they can overtly share their knowledge, experiences, and strategies with other 

learners. Hence, role models help learners develop confidence, hope and motivation, which 

are crucial in overcoming LA (see Section 6.2). 

Near peers play an important role in alleviating learners’ LA. A near peer is seen as a 

“person who is near to us in the sense of being physically close but also close in 

characteristics such as age, ethnicity, gender, interests, and experiences” (Gregersen & 

MacIntyre, 2014, p. 12). Having near peers to observe is crucial because near peers give 
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others hope that achieving language goals is possible and that they do not have to strive to be 

like native speakers. These realisations relieve the learners of frustrations and allow them to 

recognise and enjoy their achievements, even small ones (Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014). If 

the near peer is a proficient English speaker, they may successfully project self-confidence in 

speaking and demonstrate effective language use (use of structures, vocabulary use, 

expressions, and idioms), which cannot be expected from a low proficiency near peer. 

Considering all of these arguments, it is possible to hypothesise that having a high-proficient 

near peer as a role model would be ideal not only for alleviating learners’ LA but also for L2 

acquisition. 

Finally, LA is contagious, meaning learners may respond to or mirror the LA 

experienced by their conversational partner (Dewaele et al., 2008). Since low-proficiency 

learners are more susceptible to experiencing LA than high-proficiency learners, LA can be a 

common experience in similar-ability classes with low-proficiency learners. In such a 

context, it is highly likely that the L2 output of both speakers will be affected not only by 

their own anxiety but also by the interlocutor’s anxiety, as observed by Dörnyei and Kormos, 

(2000, p. 296): 

Anxiety, for example, may have a completely different effect on the task outcome 

depending on whether the interlocutor also has it or not: it may well be the case that if 

both parties have language anxiety, this variable becomes a highly significant 

determinant of the L2 output…  

Conversely, if a highly anxious learner converses with a confident speaker, their 

anxiety may not have a significant impact on the interaction. This is because the confident 

speaker is likely to prevent communication breakdowns and may even guide the highly 
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anxious learner through the interaction, enabling them to complete the communication to the 

best of their ability: 

…if the interlocutor is sufficiently confident, he/she may ‘pull along’ the more 

anxious speaker and therefore the impact of anxiety may not reach statistical 

significance (Dörnyei & Kormos, 2000, p. 296). 

Nevertheless, as Amanda (University B) pointed out, mixed-ability classes can be 

ideal if learners support each other and are motivated to engage in classroom activities (p. 

152). It is critical that high-proficiency learners do not negatively judge or ridicule low-

proficiency peers and refrain from dominating the classroom in a detrimental manner. If these 

conditions are met, mixed-ability classes could provide a conducive environment for 

managing LA among ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka.  

(ii) Competitive nature of peers 

The study found that peers can play a significant role in either mitigating or 

exacerbating LA. For example, the competitive nature of peers in the classroom was reported 

as anxiety-provoking for many ESL learners. In other words, the more competitive and 

stronger the desire to outperform each other, the more anxious the learners feel in the 

classroom. 

Olivia’s (University A) suggestion to foster a sense of community among ESL 

learners (p. 195) could be effective in discouraging competition among learners. A 

community is comprised of learners who “support each other and act collaboratively to 

construct meaningful utterances” (Little & Sanders, 1989, as cited in Phillips, 1999, p. 129). 

By perceiving themselves as members of one single community, learners are more likely to 

collaborate and cooperate. Thus, instead of competing, learners in such a community listen to 
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and care about each other’s responses, which will contribute to creating a non-threatening 

environment (Phillips, 1999). This idea was supported by Gregersen and MacIntyre (2014) 

who stated that the more familiar, caring, and supportive the learners are, the less anxiety 

they experience in the classroom. As such, they suggested creating a friendly and caring 

environment where learners can develop a sense of community. In such an environment, 

competition can be eliminated, and support and collaboration can be promoted. 

(iii) Lack of familiarity among peers 

The level of familiarity among peers seems to be a key determinant of the LA 

experienced by learners. According to Dewaele et al.’s (2008) study, speakers with a 

consistent and reliable group of conversational partners experience less anxiety than those 

who get different partners each time. This is because familiar and well-known peers help 

each other linguistically, socially and emotionally, which alleviates their LA (Dewaele et al., 

2008; Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014). Jin and Dewaele (2018) also found that stronger 

emotional support from peers reduces LA. Moreover, as Chahrazad and Kamel (2022) 

highlighted, the classroom also becomes non-threatening when the class members are 

familiar with and have a shared understanding of each other. 

Therefore, university teachers and administrators in Sri Lanka should limit the 

number of learners in ESL classrooms at universities. This is because ensuring familiarity 

among learners can be challenging in large classrooms with many learners. The student-

participants in the study repeatedly mentioned that they never had the opportunity to acquaint 

themselves with some learners in their regular classrooms (p. 203). When students lack 

familiarity with their peers, they become more self-conscious, which leads to a higher 

likelihood of experiencing LA (Von Worde, 2003). In contrast, smaller classes tend to form 

stronger social connections and help improve the quantity and quality of the interactions, 
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fostering a positive and friendly learning environment. Furthermore, smaller classes can 

make learners feel more at ease by providing them with an opportunity to communicate in 

front of a smaller group of learners instead of a large one (Attanayake, 2019; Dewaele & 

MacIntyre, 2014; Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014). 

However, if logistical constraints make it extremely difficult to form small ESL 

classes, an alternative approach could be establishing, what may be called multiple 

subcommunities within the ESL classroom. This could be successful because when learners 

are part of a community, they become familiar with each other, learn each other’s levels, and 

provide support to each other. This leads them to feel relaxed, and confident while speaking 

English without fear of negative judgements and derision. Further, such an environment 

could promote social inclusion as well. These subcommunities can be permanent throughout 

the ESL course or changed as necessary. However, sufficient time must be given to each 

subcommunity to build bonds and trust. Richards and Renandya (2002) postulated that 

keeping groups together for a reasonably long period (4 to 8 weeks) is beneficial to allow 

them to build bonds, feel comfortable, develop a group identity, and learn how to overcome 

challenges collectively. However, Attanayake (2019) cautioned against implementing 

permanent groups within a classroom as it may restrict communication to only the members 

of each group. This issue can be resolved by incorporating inter-community activities into 

classroom activities. Such activities may facilitate communication and collaboration between 

students from different subcommunities, leading to a friendlier and more inclusive learning 

environment. 

Terrell’s concept of “target language group identification” and Krashen’s notion of 

“club membership” are two similar ideas that resonate with community building in the 

classroom (as cited in Young, 1990, p. 550). In addition, Krashen posited that learners’ 

affective filters are low when they feel like members of a target language group, which means 
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learners feel less anxious when they feel part of a cohesive unit (as cited in Young,1990). 

This is significant because the findings of the current study revealed a potential for ESL 

learners in state universities of Sri Lanka to possess high affective filters. 

(iv) Lack of classroom humour 

Analysis of the observation sessions during this study revealed that the absence of 

humour in ESL classrooms at state universities in Sri Lanka (pp. 198-199) contributed to 

learners’ LA. This study suggests that as lack of humour contributes to making the in-class 

social climate anxiety-provoking, ESL teachers consider humour an effective pedagogical 

tool and utilise it appropriately in their classrooms. As Neff and Dewaele argue: 

[L]anguage learning should not be a dry and humourless enterprise but rather a 

process characterised by play, laughter, challenge and linguistic experimentation 

where teachers would joke when things went wrong rather than resort to cold or 

demotivating comments. (2023, p. 576) 

As such, humour is indispensable because it reduces anxiety, facilitates learner retention, 

builds classroom rapport, promotes class attendance, cultivates positive attitudes towards the 

subject and the teacher, increases motivation, improves self-esteem, and creates a positive 

classroom climate (Deiter, 2000; Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014; Neff & Dewaele, 2023).  

However, teachers must use caution with humour since it is subjective, receiver-

centred (Bakar & Kumar, 2019) and culturally-based. Inappropriate use of humour can offend 

and hurt learners, leading to counterproductive results. 

(v) Lack of phatic communication 

Phatic communication is defined as “speech which is used to express or maintain 

connection with others in the form of shared feelings, goodwill or general sociability, rather 
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than to impart information exchange” (Miller, 2017, p. 253). During the classroom 

observation sessions, the researcher noticed that although all interviewed teacher-participants 

discussed the importance of using phatic communication in ESL classrooms, only a few of 

them actually implemented it. A clear difference was identified in learner behaviour, learner 

engagement, and classroom climate between the classrooms where this strategy was utilised 

and where it was not (p. 198). Establishing a connection between the teacher and the learners 

at the beginning of a lesson through phatic communication contributed to an enjoyable and 

conducive learning environment and more active and engaged learner behaviour throughout 

the ESL class time.  

This study suggests that ESL teachers use phatic communication in ESL classroom 

settings to minimise learners’ LA. This is because it is apparent from the findings that phatic 

communication plays a significant role in reducing learners’ LA and creating a friendly, 

stress-free, and welcoming classroom atmosphere. It provides a platform for learners to 

express themselves freely and comfortably without worrying about their English proficiency.  

It is also well-established in the literature that phatic communication establishes positive 

social bonds within the classroom and promotes learners’ sense of rapport, sense of belonging 

and sense of community (Alek & Nguyen, 2023; Curtis, 2019; Jones, 2016; Stubbs, 2017; 

Zakareya & Alahmad, 2019). As a result, learners feel comfortable, motivated, and engaged, 

enhancing their overall learning experience (Alek & Nguyen, 2023; Stubbs, 2017). In 

addition, phatic communication helps teachers enhance language instruction, facilitating 

classroom management, eliciting learners’ active participation, and promoting positive 

learner behaviours (Alek & Nguyen, 2023).  

(vi) Reluctance to utilise learners’ L1 in the ESL classroom 
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The study revealed that the teacher-participants and student-participants had differing 

views on the use of L1 in the ESL classroom. Most of the teacher-participants in the study 

were happy to incorporate learners’ L1 into their teaching of ESL (p. 199). On the contrary, 

most of the student-participants were opposed to it (p. 201). This is because, the student-

participants were hesitant about the benefits of using their L1 in the classroom and even felt 

guilty about using it, which made them feel disappointed when their teachers used L1 in the 

ESL classroom. 

To this end, making learners aware of the benefits of using L1 in the ESL classroom 

is critical to encouraging them to use their L1 linguistic repertoire to improve their L2. For 

instance, according to Cummins’ (2007) Linguistic Interdependence Hypothesis (LIH), L1 

and L2 are interdependent and share common underlying cognitive/academic proficiency, 

which is transferred between languages, and therefore, supports L2 performance: 

[S]tudents’ L1 is not the enemy in promoting high levels of L2 proficiency; rather, 

when students’ L1 is invoked as a cognitive and linguistic resource through bilingual 

instructional strategies, it can function as a stepping stone to scaffold more 

accomplished performance in the L2. (Cummins, 2007, p. 238) 

Hence, interactions in L1 can be used to help learners progress and receive the maximum 

benefits of scaffolding for developing L2. 

However, teachers and learners need to be cautious of the amount of L1 they use in 

the ESL classroom. This is because, as the student-participants argued, it limits their exposure 

to English. This reluctance to use L1 sounds reasonable when viewed in the light of 

Krashen’s (1982) Input Hypothesis, which posits that learners acquire the language when 

exposed to comprehensive input in L2. Therefore, using L1 in the L2 classroom decreases the 

quantity of L2 input, which can significantly affect the learners’ acquisition. Furthermore, as 
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the teacher is the principal input provider in the ESL classroom, overusing L1 denies learners 

a practicable source of L2 input. 

Another important point to note is that the use of L1 in the ESL classroom should 

depend on the purpose of the activity implemented in the classroom. If the purpose of the 

activity is to improve learners’ speaking skills, the use of L1 may be counterproductive. 

Hence, it is paramount “to understand not just how much of each language is used, but what 

functions the L1 serves” (Levine, 2014, p. 336). In other words, it is crucial for both learners 

and teachers to have an awareness of why (the purpose) and how much (judicious use) L1 

should be used in the L2 classroom. To achieve this, teachers can discuss and come to an 

agreement with learners at the beginning of the course about the use of L1, including the 

advantages and disadvantages of using L1, when to use it and how much to use it. In addition, 

frequently reminding learners about the rules that both parties have collectively agreed upon 

and publicly praising the learners who follow them will help achieve the optimum results of 

using learners’ L1 linguistic repertoire in the L2 classroom. 

It is worth noting that while most of the student-participants and teacher-participants 

referred to the traditional L1-L2 concept, a few other teacher-participants were interested in 

using translanguaging in ESL classrooms (pp. 201-202).  The main difference between the 

traditional L1-L2 concept and translanguaging is that traditional SLA theories view “L1 and 

L2 as two separate systems whereas the translanguaging views language as an inseparable 

unitary system” (Hasan et al., 2020, p. 102). As both permit the use of L1 in the L2 

classrooms (Hasan et al., 2020), the present study does not aim to distinguish between the 

traditional L1-L2 concept and translanguaging in the discussion. 

It is well established in the literature that translanguaging reduces anxiety, builds 

rapport with learners, supports group dynamics, helps clarify instructions to low-level 
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learners, validates learner identity, facilitates students’ participation in the classroom, and 

contributes to a relaxed and supportive social climate (Levine, 2014; Rabbidge, 2019; Shuchi 

& Islam, 2016). It also promotes inclusiveness and equity among learners (Nie et al., 2022). 

Translanguaging encourages learners to perceive L1 as equally important as L2. Since the 

low-level L2 learners are typically fully competent in their L1, the whole class can be viewed 

as competent contributors to the classroom knowledge (García & Kleyn, 2016). Therefore, 

low-proficiency learners may feel confident, important and enjoy the ESL classroom. This is 

essential for ESL learners in Sri Lanka as they are used to considering a learner who is 

incompetent in English as less intelligent and generally incompetent. In addition, 

translanguaging can help alter inferiority complexes and negative language attitudes 

associated with the colonial mindsets of ESL learners in Sri Lanka. These factors are critical 

in managing their LA.  

However, it is important to exercise caution while implementing the above-mentioned 

strategies in ESL classrooms at Sri Lankan state universities. This is because the learners in 

these classrooms come from diverse ethnic backgrounds and, therefore, have different L1s. In 

such a setting, it would be helpful if the teacher and learners could come to a mutual 

agreement about the L1 they will use in the classroom, especially if the teacher is not familiar 

with the L1 of all learners. 

Anxiety-provoking ESL teacher characteristics and strategies for managing them 

(i) Teacher’s strict classroom behaviour 

The findings indicated that ESL teachers’ strict, less friendly, and authoritative 

classroom behaviour evoked learners’ LA. This finding is consistent with a bulk of previous 

research that emphasises teachers as a major source of learners’ LA (e.g., Price, 1991; Tallon, 

2009; Tanveer, 2007; Worde, 2003; Young, 1991). However, this study’s findings concerning 
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ESL teachers’ behaviour need to be interpreted with caution since the student-participants 

mostly referred to the strict, authoritative and formal behaviour of schoolteachers who had 

retired from schools and joined universities as casual academics due to the dearth of ESL 

teaching staff in most universities in Sri Lanka (p. 156).  

In schools, a significant social gap is maintained between schoolteachers and students 

and is reflected in their formal and professional relationships. Teachers are highly respected 

as “gurus” who know everything, so they are not to be questioned, criticised, or challenged 

(Marambe et al., 2012). As a result, students are expected to demonstrate unquestionable 

obedience and exhibit the utmost respect for teachers’ authority. Although university students 

are more independent than school students (Tran et al., 2013), schoolteacher-turned 

university teachers often find it difficult to break away from their traditional teacher role 

(Attanayake, 2019). This situation can lead to a conflict between learner and teacher 

identities in ESL classrooms at universities, as Patrick (University A) stated. In addition to 

triggering learners’ LA, this situation can also contribute to creating an unpleasant and 

unhealthy classroom environment in ESL classrooms. Unfortunately, as Patrick (University 

A) and Sandy (University C) mentioned, it is challenging to change the attitudes and 

behaviours of experienced, elderly teachers. Similar views were expressed by Attanayake 

(2019), who mentioned that “teachers with years of teaching experience are hard to change 

ideologically” (p. 160). She stressed that continuous and rigorous training is the only way to 

change their classroom practices. 

The study found that ESL learners experience less anxiety and enjoy classes more 

when their teachers exhibit friendly, relaxed, and approachable behaviour (p. 204). This is 

because learners mirror the psychological state of their teacher. This can be substantiated 

using the student-participants of Matsuda and Gobel’s (2004, p. 32) study, who stated that 

“[t]he teacher was very relaxed, so we too were able to relax and study”. 
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Some surveyed and interviewed teacher-participants mentioned the efficacy of 

choosing the role of facilitator in their classrooms (p. 204). Underhill also stated that teachers 

who act as facilitators help learners mitigate their LA (1999, as cited in Rubio-Alcalá, 2017). 

This may be because teachers who choose the role of facilitator contribute to building 

classroom rapport by creating a welcoming and supportive climate in the classroom 

(Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014). 

Furthermore, Young (1990) highlighted that relaxed, patient, friendly teachers with a 

good sense of humour can reduce learners’ anxiety. In addition, Rubio-Alcalá (2017) stated 

that empathetic teachers who understand their learners’ thoughts and feelings contribute to 

improving rapport between teachers and learners and creating a positive emotional climate in 

the classroom. 

(ii) ESL teacher’s prior learning and teaching experiences  

Interestingly, in contrast to the student-participants and teacher-participants who 

reported that elderly teachers evoked learners’ LA, the observation sessions conducted in 

ESL classrooms revealed that young and novice teachers also triggered learners’ LA and 

created stressful classroom situations (p. 156). This finding is consistent with the study 

conducted by Dewaele et al. (2019) using 210 Spanish EFL learners. However, in the Sri 

Lankan context, the reasons that made young and novice teachers more anxiety-provoking 

seem to be distinct. Specifically, they can be attributed to the negative effects of these 

teachers’ previous learning experiences and inadequate teaching experiences. 

According to the teacher-participants, it is common practice in Sri Lankan state 

universities to hire graduates from the same university as lecturers. In some cases, these 

novice lecturers learned ESL at university from retired schoolteachers. Also, most of them 

received their primary and secondary education from the teacher-centred, authoritarian 
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secondary education system of Sri Lanka. Hence, it is highly possible that they were not 

adequately exposed to different teaching methodologies and approaches during their previous 

education. Consequently, such limited learning experiences can largely shape novice 

teachers’ teaching practices. Teachers’ constant experiences of anxious classrooms during 

their learning can be internalised and may lead to unintentionally recreating similar 

environments that induce anxiety among their learners. Borg (2003, 2015) also noted that a 

teacher’s prior learning experiences play a crucial role in establishing their teacher 

cognitions. These cognitions, in turn, influence their instructional decisions and classroom 

practices throughout their career. Hence, it seems that ESL teachers and learners in Sri 

Lankan state universities are victims of a vicious circle that promotes unhealthy and anxiety-

provoking classroom situations. The only possible way to break this cycle is to give 

appropriate teacher training to all university ESL teachers, irrespective of their age and 

experience. 

Further, novice university lecturers lack sufficient teaching experience in real-life 

classroom settings. As mentioned above, they are often recruited as lecturers or instructors 

immediately after their graduation. As Wickramasinghe et al. (2023) pointed out, 

inexperienced teachers are inadequately equipped to teach specific subjects in the university 

and lack the knowledge to solve classroom conflicts. This lack of teaching experience and 

knowledge can create anxiety-provoking classroom situations. This situation also highlights 

the need for appropriate teacher training for these newly recruited teachers before they are 

given teaching responsibilities at the university. 

(iii) ESL teacher’s Western accent 

The findings revealed that the teacher’s “Western accent” evoked LA among some 

learners. This can be attributed to the unnecessary importance Sri Lankans attach to native 
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speakers of English and native-like pronunciation. When this undue emphasis on native 

speakers and their language use is eliminated, learners can overcome their feelings of 

inadequacy, inferiority and LA. 

According to Walkinshaw and Oanh (2014), it is common among English language 

learners in Asia to view native English speaker teachers as models for correct and authentic 

pronunciation. Therefore, gaining native-like proficiency and pronunciation is identified “as 

the ultimate state at which first and second language learners may arrive and as the ultimate 

goal in language pedagogy” (Van der Geest, 1981, as cited in Rajagopalan, 2004, p. 114). 

Therefore, a teacher with a Western accent is often perceived as the epitome of perfect 

pronunciation. However, being able to sound like a native English speaker is an unrealistic 

expectation and a practically unattainable goal for ESL learners who get exposed to English 

only within the walls of a classroom. As a result, a teacher with a native-like accent becomes 

a constant reminder for learners of their failure in reaching their goals. This situation makes 

them feel frustrated in the ESL classroom and increases negative self-comparisons and 

inferiority complexes, eventually leading them to experience LA. 

In addition, West-worshipping colonial mindsets of people in post-colonial countries, 

such as Sri Lanka, attach higher social status to persons who can sound like British or 

American, whose English is recognised as a prestigious variety of English (Attanayake, 2019; 

Harmer, 2007). Consequently, learners may feel anxious to speak using a variety of English, 

which they perceive as “not good” or “not up to the standard” in front of a teacher with a 

Western accent (Attanayake, 2019, p. 74). 

To alleviate LA that stems from the teacher’s Western accent and related language 

ideologies, ESL learners must be informed about the misconception of viewing native 

speakers as superior. As there are different indigenous variants of English available within 
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the Sri Lankan geographical context (e.g., Standard Sri Lankan English and non-standard 

English), different variants of English are also available around the globe (e.g., British 

English, Indian English, Malaysian English, Singaporean English). All these variants come 

under the umbrella term World Englishes, each having unique lexical, grammatical, and 

phonological features and carrying equal prestige (Harmer, 2007). As a result, the importance 

and power of native speakers are increasingly diminishing (Harmer, 2007). Therefore, 

teachers should frequently remind ESL learners that their goal should not be to achieve 

native-like speaker perfection but to be able to use the language as a tool for fulfilling 

communicative purposes and achieving intelligibility (Jenkins, 2006). 

(iv) ESL teacher’s body language 

Interestingly, the study discovered that a teacher’s body language can significantly 

impact learners’ LA, especially when the learners are facing communication breakdowns. For 

instance, it was found that refraining from gazing at the learner and pretending not to pay 

attention to their communication impasse allowed the learner the time and the space needed 

to solve their communication issue (p. 193). When a teacher gazes at a learner during a 

communication breakdown, it can give the impression that the teacher is angry or intolerant 

of their incompetence, which can induce LA. 

This finding corroborates the results of Akechi et al. (2013), who found that direct 

gazing in East-Asian contexts signals negative arousal. They found that East-Asian observers 

identified anger in images of direct gaze (i.e., eye contact) more than Western observers. The 

study concluded that East Asian teacher’s gaze is more likely to convey hostility to their 

learners. Thus, gazing is predominantly culture-specific and sends culturally different 

messages to receivers (Gregersen, 2007; McIntyre et al., 2017). Considering the similarity in 

cultural features shared among Asian countries, it is possible to assume that gazing in Sri 
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Lanka is also associated with similar negative cultural connotations. Therefore, this study has 

implications for ESL teachers in that they need to be cautious about the anxiety-provoking 

messages they may unintentionally send to their learners through their body language. 

(v) Insufficient teacher training 

A key finding of the study is that some ESL teachers at universities, regardless of 

their age and experience, lacked pedagogical competence and appropriate knowledge of 

teaching methods (p. 159). This situation can be attributed to inadequate opportunities for 

teacher training or professional development (PD) activities in the Sri Lankan context and 

teachers’ lack of motivation. 

Except for the UGC-recognised Certificate of Teaching in Higher Education 

programme conducted by the state universities for all the permanent lecturers who are in their 

probationary period, ESL teachers at universities do not receive any other special PD training 

prior to their recruitment by the university (Abeywickrama, 2019). Specifically, teachers 

recruited on a temporary or casual basis receive minimal formal PD training. However, some 

of them serve the university for several years, teaching hundreds of students each year. This 

situation is reflected in the study findings. By the time in-depth interviews were conducted, 

only three of the nine interviewed teacher-participants had completed their Certificate of 

Teaching in Higher Education programme. However, most of them had already taught ESL to 

university students for several years. This lack of opportunity to participate in PD training 

can adversely affect teachers’ classroom practices and increase the potential of creating 

unhealthy classroom situations. 

Moreover, the findings indicated that most teachers lacked motivation to participate in 

PD training programmes. They complained about the long distances to the locations of PD 

training programmes, and the poor input they received from such programmes compared to 
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their time and expenses for travelling and accommodation. Moreover, the lack of motivation 

can also stem from teachers’ negligence (Attanayake, 2019), and lack of awareness of the 

benefits of participating in such programmes (Abeywickrama, 2019). 

To enhance the professional practice of teachers, it is imperative to motivate and 

support them to attend PD training continuously. It is essential to raise awareness among all 

teachers about the significance of engaging in PD training. Also, it would be effective to give 

recognition to teachers who participate in such programmes (e.g., by publishing their detail in 

monthly newsletters). In addition to increasing their motivation to participate in future PD 

programmes, such initiatives may also spread awareness among other teachers about the 

availability of PD training programmes locally and internationally. As the teacher-

participants mentioned, with the rise in the popularity of online platforms after the COVID-

19 pandemic, teachers can find many online PD training programmes locally and worldwide. 

This is an effective solution for those who find distance a barrier to participating in in-person 

training programmes. It is critical to provide training to all teachers concerning teacher 

attitudes, behaviours, teaching methods, student-teacher interactions, feedback processes and 

student-teacher relationships to create positive, non-threatening ESL classroom environments 

that can alleviate learners’ LA. 

(vi) Forced participation 

During the study, the teacher-participants often claimed that they always encouraged 

voluntary classroom participation. However, the observation sessions revealed that forced 

participation was a common practice in ESL classrooms at state universities in Sri Lanka (p. 

217). Teacher-participants called on learners when they felt that some learners were 

inattentive or to double-check their comprehension of the lesson. However, the main reason 

for forced participation seemed to be the learners’ passive classroom behaviour, which was 
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reflected in their reluctance to volunteer when they were given the opportunity. 

Consequently, teachers resorted to calling on specific students after asking for volunteers, and 

it became apparent that they did not wait long enough to allow learners to summon the 

courage to volunteer. The teachers’ impatience may have resulted from their previous failed 

attempts to get volunteers to speak. However, this practice seemed to trigger ESL learners’ 

LA.  

In Krashen’s (2018) view, forced participation evokes learners’ LA and hinders 

language acquisition. Not only does forced participation trigger anxiety, but it also creates a 

stressful classroom climate (Attanayake, 2019). Hence, this study suggests that teachers 

should encourage and appreciate voluntary participation in the classroom. Moreover, teachers 

should be more patient with learners who need additional time to volunteer. Also, teachers 

can provide “predictable participation patterns” (e.g., row-by-row) to reduce the tension, 

insecurity, and unpredictability that stem from randomness in forced participation (Chahrazad 

& Kamel, 2022, p. 29). This is because when learners are randomly chosen to participate, it 

further exacerbates their anxiety levels (Chahrazad & Kamel, 2022). 

(vii) ESL teacher’s intolerance of silence 

The findings also indicated that the teacher’s intolerance of silence is a factor that 

triggers learners’ LA (p. 194). In particular, when the learner has the vocabulary and phrases 

needed to solve their communication problem but needs time, the teacher should not be 

impatient with their silence and hurry to help or correct them. This is because, by doing so, 

the teacher closes down one of the learners’ best learning opportunities. In the research by 

Chahrazad and Kamel (2022) and Tsui (1995), teachers’ intolerance of silence contributes to 

learners’ LA. Tsui (1995) revealed that teachers often feel uneasy and impatient when 

students do not speak, as they are worried that longer wait times will interrupt the flow and 
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the pace of the lesson. However, this study emphasises the importance of giving learners 

enough time to negotiate their way out of communication problems. This also means that the 

teacher should not put undue pressure (verbally or non-verbally) on learners to commence or 

recommence their speaking quickly. 

However, it should also be noted that if a teacher spends too much time on one learner 

waiting for a response, that might make them very anxious. Therefore, teachers should be 

able to judge how much wait time should be allocated to learners to formulate a response. 

This might largely depend on the type of learner, their English proficiency, the type and level 

of the activity, and the in-class social climate. 

(viii) ESL teacher’s feedback procedure 

Teacher feedback (mainly correction) will be helpful and effective for learners only if 

it is given after considering the following: 

• The purpose of the activity (whether fluency or accuracy);  

• The type of mistake (whether local or global);  

• The preferences of the learners to whom the feedback is given (their expectations 

regarding how and when to be corrected);  

• In-class social climate (competitive, judgmental, cooperative, or supportive). 

In other words, teachers should be careful about “how, how often, and when errors are 

corrected…” (Young, 1990, p. 550). These aspects of error correction are discussed in detail 

below. 
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How? 

The teacher-participants reported that they often used modelling to correct learners 

without making them feel hindered or embarrassed. Here, the teacher reformulates or models 

the correct version of what the learner has said without drawing undue attention to it. As the 

learner does not feel pressured or embarrassed, this might help them feel that the classroom is 

a safe place to make mistakes. This “gentle correction” (Harmer, 2007, p.146) can be used if 

there is a complete communication breakdown during fluency-based work. 

Another possible strategy is peer feedback. The teacher-participants in the survey 

indicated peer feedback was an effective strategy for managing learners’ LA. However, this 

strategy needs to be used with care. Amanda (University B) mentioned that attempts to 

implement peer feedback in her classrooms had been unsuccessful (p. 210). On the one hand, 

this may be because the ESL learners were less cooperative. As Harmer (2007) emphasised, 

the peer feedback process can work only in a cooperative in-class climate. On the other hand, 

learners’ failure to give peer feedback can be attributed to the influence of out-of-class factors 

in the Sri Lankan context. For instance, the university subculture may have a direct impact on 

this matter. According to the sub-cultural norms, publicly pointing out someone’s English 

mistakes can be seen as discriminatory or mocking, especially in a context where English is 

perceived with hostility. This means that when a proficient English speaker corrects a low 

proficient learner, it may be perceived as someone from an elite group ridiculing someone 

from the commoners’ group, which constitutes the majority of university students. Such a 

perception can lead to punishment or harassment of the former for trying to perpetuate 

inequality. This may be why learners were reluctant to openly correct each other’s mistakes 

in ESL classrooms at state universities in Sri Lanka.  
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Moreover, teachers should be cautious when employing peer feedback as this can 

cause issues if the learner who is corrected feels undervalued or ashamed for making a 

mistake. For instance, many student-participants in Young’s (1990, p. 545) study agreed with 

the questionnaire item “I feel uneasy when my fellow students are asked to correct my 

mistakes in class”. 

How often? 

A few participants reported that they feel anxious when teachers correct every mistake 

they make. This is because correcting all errors can create a stressful classroom environment 

where both the teacher and learners become frustrated. This confirms the literature that 

overcorrection, particularly in fluency-based work, can make learners anxious and 

demotivated (Attanayake, 2019; Harmer, 2007). This not only impedes the current speaking 

activity but also negatively affects learners’ behaviour in fluency-based activities in the 

future. To avoid overcorrection, the teacher-participants reported focusing and correcting 

only the global errors that impede meaningful communication. To this end, it is crucial that 

teachers judge the type of the error before offering feedback. 

When? 

The immediacy and the frequency of error correction largely depend on the purpose 

of the activity (Harmer, 2007). The purpose could be to improve either accuracy or fluency. If 

the activity is accuracy-focused and expects learners to perform correctly, then it is the 

teacher’s duty to correct students’ mistakes, sometimes even in the middle of an activity. 

Harmer refers to this as “teacher intervention” (2007, p. 143). In contrast, if the activity is 

fluency-based, teacher intervention can cause anxiety and hinder the acquisition process. 

Therefore, it is paramount that teachers clearly understand the purpose of any activity before 

offering to correct learner mistakes. 



 

269 

 

The teacher-participants in this study reported that they do not opt for on-the-spot 

correction when the activity is fluency-based but rather wait until learners finish their speech 

or until the activity concludes to discuss the mistakes (pp. 207-208). Consistent with this, 

Harmer (2007) also postulated that delayed correction is one of the best possible ways to give 

feedback on fluency-based work, which means correction is done after the activity or “as late 

as possible” (Lynch, 1997, p. 324). 

However, when making delayed corrections, teachers should be cautious not to single 

out learners who made the mistake or expose them in the classroom since such practices may 

trigger learners’ fear of making mistakes and, hence, lead to LA. Unfortunately, the 

observation session at University B revealed that Amanda singled out learners when 

performing delayed correction. This could be a reason for the anxious behaviour her learners 

manifested during the session. 

In addition, the teacher-participants stressed the importance of appreciating learners’ 

active participation, accepting their answers despite their imperfections, and noticing the 

strengths of learners’ answers prior to gently commenting on them (p. 210). They believed 

that such positive and constructive feedback would motivate learners, reduce LA, and make 

the classroom a pleasant place for learning. Harmer (2007) also stated that praise is 

indispensable for boosting learners’ motivation and progress and will enhance their 

performance if appropriate praise is given along with directions to improve more. 

Anxiety-provoking in-class speaking activities and strategies for managing them  

(i) Speaking in front of a large student audience 

Speaking in front of a large student audience evokes ESL learners’ LA. This is 

because the most significant source of LA among ESL learners at state universities of Sri 



 

270 

 

Lanka is their fear of negative evaluation and derision. This fear is heightened when the 

learners are asked to speak in front of a whole class. Lack of familiarity among learners in 

large ESL classrooms further exacerbates this LA. 

Many researchers confirmed that speaking in front of the class induces learners’ LA. 

For instance, Young (1990) mentioned that the anxiety of his study participants does not stem 

only from having to speak in a foreign language but mainly from having to speak in front of 

others. The study participants in Price’s (1991) study reported speaking in the target language 

in front of peers as their greatest source of anxiety. The most common source of in-class 

anxiety of the study participants in Woodrow’s (2006) study was also speaking English in 

front of their classmates. Daly (1991) revealed that fear of public speaking surpassed phobias 

related to snakes, elevators, and heights. 

However, given the large number of learners in ESL classrooms in Sri Lankan state 

universities and there being a single teacher to teach, facilitate, monitor, assess, and evaluate 

learners’ performance, it is practically impossible to create one-on-one opportunities for 

learners to engage with the teacher in speaking activities. Therefore, this study suggests that 

ESL teachers and administrators create small ESL classes at state universities in Sri Lanka. 

If forming small ESL classes is difficult due to logistical considerations, the findings 

strongly indicate implementing pair/group work to effectively manage learners’ LA. This is 

because speaking in front of a group of fewer members is less stressful than speaking in front 

of a whole class of 50 or more learners. Attanayake (2019) also advocated pair/group work in 

her confidence-building classrooms in South Asian universities as low-proficiency learners 

and those from rural and semi-rural backgrounds find speaking in front of the whole class 

very stressful. 
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Previous research has shown numerous ways that pair/group work helps learners 

manage their LA (Arta, 2018; Ha et al., 2022; Kondo & Ying-Ling, 2004; Sun et al., 2017; 

Young, 1990). For instance, pair and group work provide ample opportunities for learners to 

participate in L2 interactions (Achmad & Yusuf, 2014; Harmer, 2007), eliminate competition 

and promote cooperation (Dörnyei, 2001), develop learners’ communicative competence 

(Fushino, 2010), boost self-confidence (Arta, 2018; Liu, 2007), and provide a safe place in 

the ESL classroom to speak and make mistakes without worrying about other’s judgements 

and derision (Arta, 2018). Further, as pair/group work orients learners toward one common 

goal, it also improves the classroom climate (Parra Espinel & Fonseca Canaría, 2010), which 

is crucial for reducing learners’ LA. 

The teacher-participants reported different techniques for forming groups, including 

random selection, self-selection, and instructor-generated groups (pp. 214-215). Instructor-

generated, heterogeneous groups may be more effective than randomly or self-selected, 

same-ability groups in ESL classrooms at state universities in Sri Lanka. This is because, 

given the in-class context that is highly influenced by Sri Lanka’s sociocultural dynamics, 

groups whose members are randomly selected might not contribute to creating a safe 

environment for learners to speak English. They might not have the perfect balance of 

learners in terms of their proficiency levels. For instance, if a group has more high-

proficiency learners and only a few low-proficiency learners, the latter may feel intimidated 

and anxious to speak in front of the former. 

Self-selected groups may not be effective as learners tend to choose members whose 

proficiency level is the same as theirs. This is because such a group setting makes learners 

feel comfortable and confident to speak, as stated by the student-participants. However, such 

a group, in particular one that consists of only low-proficiency learners, fails to benefit from 

their group work in the light of Vygotsky’s  (1978, 1987) concept of scaffolding or Krashen’s 
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(1982) Input Hypothesis (i+1). Ineffective group formation can lead to a lack of motivation 

among learners to engage in group activities diligently because they do not learn much from 

such a setting. Therefore, teachers need to be careful and thoughtful about how groups are 

formed in the ESL classroom. 

Forming instructor-generated, heterogeneous groups in ESL classrooms must be done 

with caution. Initially, the teacher can divide learners into large groups based on their 

proficiency level: Low, intermediate, or high. Then, they can make smaller groups by mixing 

learners from those three categories. At this stage, they can also take the following factors 

into consideration: Gender, ethnicity, classroom behaviour (active vs passive), motivation 

and learning styles. A similar grouping style was recommended by Richards and Renandya 

(2002). By grouping in this manner, teachers can reduce learners’ anxiety, make them feel 

more comfortable, and safe within their group and obtain optimal results from the activity. 

The same strategy can be used to choose members if forming multiple subcommunities in the 

classroom. 

As Amanda (University B) highlighted, ESL learners in Sri Lanka have lost 

confidence in group work, perceiving it as a strategy teachers employ to pass the time when 

they are not prepared for a lesson. To address this issue, the study suggests that teachers 

explain to their learners why a certain activity is planned to be carried out in groups 

(rationale), the advantages of doing it as a group, and the expected learning outcomes of 

doing it as a group. Raising awareness of those aspects might help learners to build trust in 

the process and to become more active in their engagement. 
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(ii) Insufficient preparation time 

According to the study findings, learners experienced LA when required to speak 

without prior preparation (p. 161). This substantiates the observations of Harmer (2007) and 

Young (1990), who pointed out that unpreparedness evokes learners’ LA. 

To alleviate LA, the study participants stressed the importance of giving learners 

adequate time to prepare before speaking (p. 193). This makes good sense as preparedness 

may enhance learners’ self-confidence. Yan and Horwitz (2008) also highlighted the 

importance of providing sufficient preparation time for learners before speaking. 

In addition, it was revealed that learners felt less anxious when provided with activity-

related vocabulary prior to performance (pp. 216-217). This aligns with the findings of the 

study conducted by Chahrazad and Kamel (2022), which stated that providing vocabulary 

before a speaking activity helps reduce learners’ LA. 

(iii) Lack of authenticity in teaching materials 

Some student-participants expressed dissatisfaction with the teaching materials used 

in ESL classrooms. The lack of authenticity, relevance, and familiarity in materials was found 

to be a major reason for reduced motivation and for LA among ESL learners at state 

universities in Sri Lanka. Meyler (2015) also revealed that the materials used to teach English 

in Sri Lanka were not authentic and unfamiliar to most learners. 

The teacher-participants emphasised the importance of utilising relevant and authentic 

materials in ESL classrooms to enhance learners’ motivation and minimise LA. Such 

materials can enhance learners’ motivation and reduce LA because they align with learners’ 

perceptions of their target needs. 
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The relationship between authentic and relevant materials, motivation, and LA has 

been well-established in the literature as well. For instance, Von Worde (2003) highlighted 

that learners find authentic materials interesting and materials relevant to their lives and 

interests mitigate anxiety while simultaneously boosting motivation. For Yan and Horwitz 

(2008), authentic materials are important antidotes to anxiety. They propose using authentic 

materials such as songs, magazines, and movies to maintain learners’ interest and motivation. 

According to Bacon and Finnemann (1990), authentic materials are important for both 

cognitive and affective reasons. In cognitive terms, authentic materials provide a relevant 

context to connect form and meaning in acquiring a language. In affective terms, authentic 

materials motivate learners and help overcome cultural barriers. Therefore, utilising 

interesting, relevant, and authentic materials and activities is vital for helping learners 

alleviate their LA. 

Anxiety-provoking design of ESL classrooms and strategies for managing it 

An interesting finding of this study is that the design of classrooms can trigger LA 

among learners at state universities in Sri Lanka (pp. 162-163). The student-participants were 

reluctant and anxious to speak in classrooms with generous windows and doors that cannot be 

covered or closed. They were afraid of being observed by others outside the classroom. This 

was because they felt they may appear incompetent, which could damage their image, 

causing them to lose face not only in front of their teacher and peers in the classroom but the 

entire university community. They were especially anxious, thinking junior students (i.e., 

first-year students) would see their incompetence and would not respect them thereafter. This 

is because the existence of the university subculture largely depends on the respect and fear 

junior students have for their seniors (Wickramasinghe et al., 2022a). First-year students are 

also afraid to speak English in such classrooms because they think that senior students (i.e., 

students in the second year and beyond) might punish them if the latter see the former 
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speaking English. This means that the physical design of the ESL classroom becomes an 

anxiety trigger for learners because it is closely intertwined with the sociocultural milieu 

outside the ESL classroom.  

While it is almost impossible to control the sociocultural dynamics outside the 

classroom, university administrators can consider the classroom design as an anxiety-

provoking factor when they allocate classrooms for ESL at the beginning of each semester. A 

classroom which has doors and windows that can be closed makes learners feel comfortable, 

less self-conscious, and less anxious. Where this is not possible due to institutional 

limitations, allocating a classroom in a location with minimal disturbances will also help. 

This will contribute not only to lessening learners’ LA but also to enhancing their 

concentration, as indicated in the student-participants’ responses. 

Although it may be argued that practising English-speaking skills in such a classroom 

setting can have a negative impact on learners' self-confidence in real-world situations, it 

should be noted that building self-confidence should begin in the classroom itself. When 

learners feel confident enough to speak in class, they are more likely to attempt to speak 

English outside of class. Where the ESL classroom provides a non-judgmental and safe 

environment for practising speaking skills, learners build confidence and are prepared for 

venturing into the highly critical society outside. 

6.4 Out-of-Class Anxiety Sources and Strategies for Managing Them 

6.4.1 Out-of-class anxiety sources 

University subculture 

The study found that university subculture is a key source of LA among ESL learners at state 

universities of Sri Lanka. Ragging is a part of the university subculture in Sri Lanka and is 
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identified as “any deliberate act by an individual student or group of students, which causes 

physical or psychological stress or trauma and results in humiliating, harassing and 

intimidating the other person” (UGC, 2017, as cited in Wickramasinghe et al., 2023, p. 391). 

Ragging is a form of reaction that Sri Lankan university students resort to in response 

to social inequalities of the larger society (Wickramasinghe et al., 2023; Wickramasinghe et 

al., 2022a). For example, English has been misused as a weapon by the upper echelons of Sri 

Lankan society to marginalise, discriminate, and ridicule people from lower social strata, 

including most state university students. This situation contributes to the perpetuation of 

social inequality in the country. Therefore, “senior students felt it as a part of their duty to 

equalize everyone and ‘fix’ the so-called mentality of the more privileged to become more 

equal with the more marginalized groups” (Wickramasinghe et al., 2022a, p. 11). As a result, 

to level the ground, senior students impose a ban on speaking English within the university 

premises, particularly to first-year students during the ragging season. 

The study revealed students’ ragging experiences, especially during their first 

semester at their university. The student-participants reported being prohibited from speaking 

a single word in English on the university premises and were punished or ostracised for not 

following the rules of the subculture (pp. 167-168). This is done through stigmatisation, 

exclusion from leadership roles and extra-curricular events organised by the students, as well 

as rejection by the rest of the student community in the university, all of which ultimately 

lead to depression, drop-out, or even suicide (Wickramasinghe et al., 2023; Wickramasinghe 

et al., 2022b). Consequently, it is highly unlikely for students to challenge the rules and 

practices of university subculture and ragging, especially during their first year. This means 

that they rarely or never speak English outside of the ESL classroom. As a result, they have 

limited opportunities to practise and improve their English-speaking skills, which exacerbates 

their LA in English-speaking situations. 
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Unfortunately, this study found that the ESL classroom is also unsafe for learners to 

speak English. This is because senior students often stay outside ESL classrooms observing 

and reporting junior students who do not follow the rules of the subculture and speak English 

or volunteer to answer the teacher’s questions in the ESL classroom (p. 167). Such 

detrimental practices evoke fear of negative judgment and punishment, contribute to LA, and 

intimidate both high-proficiency and low-proficiency English speakers from speaking up 

inside and outside the ESL classroom. 

Several steps have been taken at institutional and government levels to curb ragging. 

Ragging is a serious criminal offence requiring severe punishment (Wickramasinghe et al., 

2022b). The UGC in Sri Lanka has established ‘Centers for Gender Equity and Equality’ in 

all universities to support victims of ragging by expediting the reporting process. Recently, 

the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 

media and other social media platforms have also spread awareness of the harmful effects of 

ragging (Wickramasinghe et al., 2023). As the teacher-participants in this study mentioned, 

university teachers have also taken steps at individual and institutional levels to eradicate this 

practice from universities. 

However, as Wickramasinghe et al. (2023) and the teacher-participants of this study 

(p. 218) pointed out, despite all these attempts, ragging is still unconstrained at universities 

for several reasons. First, the lack of a single unanimous action plan among the academic and 

administrative staff of the university contributes to the prevalence of this harmful practice. 

Second, there is a lack of trust in the system’s commitment to punishing the perpetrators. 

Third, victims are often unaware of the fact that ragging is a form of harassment and certain 

members of the university community, including some teachers, are conditioned to think 

ragging is meant to form bonds between students. All the above reasons contribute to the 
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persistence of ragging in universities (Wickramasinghe et al., 2023; Wickramasinghe et al., 

2022b). 

Thus, it remains a challenge to minimise ESL learners’ LA induced by the rules and 

practices of this aspect of the university subculture. Since completely eradicating these 

harmful practices from the university context seems infeasible, an alternative is to empower 

learners to confront these practices without being intimidated by their negative dynamics. To 

this end, this study proposes utilising strategies informed by Positive Psychology in ESL 

classrooms to develop a positive attitude and resilient disposition in learners, allowing them 

to confidently navigate their language learning journey in a complex environment. 

Language ideologies 

Language ideologies are defined as “conceptions of issues such as the status, function, norm, 

and ownership of a certain language” (Wei, 2016, p. 101). Language ideologies regarding 

English in Sri Lankan society play a crucial role in evoking learners’ LA. In this study, 

language ideologies are broken down into four main points: (i) English proficiency and 

associated extra-linguistic factors, (ii) speaking English to show-off, (iii) the relationship 

between English, elitism, and power, and (iv) the hypocrisy of ESL teachers. 

(i) English proficiency and associated extra-linguistic factors 

The study revealed that the English proficiency of an individual is perceived by Sri 

Lankan society as an indicator of their education, family background, social status, and other 

associated extra-linguistic factors (pp. 132-133). In other words, society recognises a person 

who speaks English fluently as educated, sophisticated, refined, disciplined, and belonging to 

a higher class. On the contrary, a person who cannot speak English or who makes mistakes in 

English is often associated with lower class, lower intelligence, and lack of refinement. These 
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attitudes can be attributed to the colonial mindsets of people in post-colonial Sri Lanka. ESL 

learners are well aware of such ideologies and afraid of being judged by their peers in the 

classroom for their linguistic imperfections. Consequently, they tend to feel anxious when 

speaking English. 

Interestingly, Attanayake (2019) pointed out that many union leaders in Sri Lankan 

state universities are senior students who are less proficient in English, but exceptionally 

talented in various other areas. These talents make them stand out and help them earn high 

leadership positions in the student community, along with a respectable social image to 

maintain. As a result, these students feel anxious about speaking English in front of others as 

their English incompetence can potentially tarnish their social image. 

(ii) Speaking English to show-off 

The findings reported another unfortunate aspect of speaking English in Sri Lanka: 

Proficient speakers of English experience negative judgements and derision from less 

proficient speakers and sometimes from people who lack any English knowledge. 

Specifically, those who are illiterate in English tend to judge all English speakers 

(irrespective of the level of proficiency) as being boastful and show-offs (pp. 129-130). 

However, learners are reluctant to be labelled as show-offs, as evident from the findings in 

this study. As a result, the student-participants mentioned that they not only feel anxious to 

speak English but also try to avoid speaking English in the presence of others. 

This paradoxical phenomenon, which associates speaking English with showing off, 

appears to be prevalent in many Asian cultures. For instance, Attanayake (2019) reported this 

as common in other post-colonial South Asian countries such as India, Pakistan, and 

Bangladesh. Similarly, Yan and Horwitz (2008) reported that fear of being labelled as 
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“Liking To Show Off” is the key reason why Chinese students do not volunteer to speak in 

class (p. 162). 

(iii) The relationship between English, elitism, and power 

Sri Lankan society refers to English as the ‘language of the power’, ‘language of the 

prestige’, ‘language of the elite’, and ‘language of the other’ (p. 170). According to Helen 

(University C), Sri Lankan society views the elite as the local representatives of the colonial 

masters and English as a language that belongs to them. As Ratwatte (2015) put it, Sri 

Lankans still consider English as a symbol of elitism and perceive it as an “elitist parabasa” 

(or foreign language) instead of a “people-owned swabasa” (one of our own languages) (p. 

116). 

The student-participants and teacher-participants highlighted the common belief 

prevailing in society that the elite uses English as a means of discrimination to subjugate the 

lower social strata (pp. 169-170). This finding aligns with studies conducted previously. For 

example, Ratwatte (2015) noted that society perceives English as an instrument of social 

oppression. According to Jayasuriya (1969), the lower social strata of Sri Lankan society 

view English as a Kaduva or a sword that limits their social mobility. Kandiah (1984, p. 139) 

stressed that an individual receives power or discrimination based on the ownership of 

Kaduva: 

[Kaduva], if grasped firmly in his own hands will endow him with the power to be 

truly free, to be himself and to live in dignity on terms of equality with other men; in 

someone else’s hands, it remained the instrument of his oppression, the means of his 

subjugation. 
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These societal ideologies and perceived negative consequences (e.g., discrimination, 

inequality, and humiliation) can make learners anxious when speaking English. Also, they 

may be the primary underlying reason for the extreme restrictions imposed on speaking 

English on the university premises. 

(iv) The hypocrisy of ESL teachers 

One unanticipated finding was the discrepancy in teacher-participants’ attitudes 

towards English speakers’ mistakes. Interestingly, their views on this matter appeared 

hypocritical. While they were very tolerant of the English errors made by the learners in their 

ESL classes, except for one, all the other teacher-participants were intolerant of errors made 

by English speakers outside the classroom. They unanimously agreed that they would judge 

speakers who make mistakes in English in society at large as less intelligent and from a lower 

social background. This may be because Sri Lankans are conditioned to think that those who 

speak English well are educated, intelligent and represent the higher class. Thus, it is evident 

that both ESL learners and teachers are strongly influenced by the societal ideologies in Sri 

Lanka. 

Since most of these teacher-participants had a unique understanding of the harmful 

societal ideologies regarding English and their negative impact on English speaking, it was 

somewhat disheartening to document the hypocritical attitudes they held towards English 

speakers who struggle and make mistakes. This situation suggests that the ESL classroom is 

the only safe place for learners to practise speaking English. Yet, as discussed earlier, ESL 

classrooms in Sri Lankan state universities also seem to be socially and emotionally 

dangerous zones that fuel learners’ fear of negative evaluation, mockery, and LA. 

Surprisingly, neither the teacher nor the student-participants presented a single 

strategy that could directly manage the societal language ideologies. One possible 
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explanation for this might be that these ideologies have been normalised in Sri Lankan 

society to the extent that student-participants and teacher-participants are conditioned to 

believe these language ideologies and university subculture are normal forces that exist in 

society. This may be why teachers themselves unknowingly perpetuate such negative societal 

ideologies, while senior university students promote and maintain the harmful practices of the 

university subculture. Consequently, they may not have even considered learners’ LA as 

something that stems from language ideologies in the country, in the first place. 

Another possible explanation for the participants’ lack of suggestions for managing 

language ideologies is that they operate independently of the ESL classroom and, as such, are 

not amenable to the manipulation of the parties involved. Hence, even if some may feel the 

need to control those harmful ideologies, they lack the power to do so. 

6.4.2 Strategies for managing language anxiety arising from out-of-class anxiety sources 

As discussed in Section 5.4, only a small number of teacher-participants recognised the 

significance of fostering a positive mental state in ESL learners as a means of managing their 

LA stemming from out-of-class sources. The literature also indicates a deficiency of research 

worldwide with respect to strategies aimed at alleviating LA caused by out-of-class anxiety 

factors. There can be several possible reasons for this situation. 

First, out-of-class factors are largely context-specific. Consequently, their impact on 

individuals can vary across different contexts. For example, in countries where English is 

inextricably embedded into its sociocultural fabric, out-of-class anxiety sources may pose a 

significant influence on ESL learners and teachers. In contrast, countries where English is 

only viewed as a communication tool without any cultural baggage attached to it may not 

assign out-of-class sources the same degree of importance as learner-specific and in-class 

anxiety sources. As a result, previous studies conducted mainly in Western contexts 
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(Woodrow, 2006; Yan & Horwitz, 2008) may have neglected the need to develop strategies 

to manage out-of-class sources of LA. 

Second, even if strategies were developed to curb out-of-class anxiety sources, such 

strategies may be difficult to generalise and implement in another context due to the complex 

nature of sociocultural dynamics across contexts. Just as the levels and types of LA vary 

among different cultural groups, such as between students from East Asia and European 

countries (e.g., Liao & Liang, 2021; Tsui, 1996), certain practices that flourish in one culture 

may not yield the same result in another culture (MacIntyre et al., 2019). This could be 

another reason why the importance of developing strategies to manage out-of-class sources of 

LA has been under-researched. 

Third, out-of-class anxiety sources may be viewed as operating beyond the boundaries 

of ESL classrooms in any given context and therefore, beyond the control of teachers inside 

ESL classrooms. Therefore, researchers may have paid less attention to investigating ways in 

which teachers can manage these anxiety-inducing out-of-class sources while remaining in 

the classroom. 

Understanding that out-of-class anxiety sources are unique, context-specific, complex 

and operate beyond the walls of the classroom is important to developing ways of addressing 

them. In contrast to learner-specific and in-class sources, a distinctive approach is imperative 

for effectively managing learners’ LA stemming from out-of-class anxiety sources, which is 

the focus of the discussion in the next section. 

6.4.3 A positive psychological approach 

The strategies discussed in Sections 5.2. and 5.3 for effectively managing the LA that 

originates from learner-specific and in-class sources are based on traditional psychology (TP) 
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principles, focusing on learners’ and teachers’ weaknesses or problems and aiming to address 

them. In other words, those strategies were developed with the aim of fixing deficiencies that 

make learners anxious in the ESL classroom. For instance, when learners’ lack of motivation 

was found to induce anxiety, strategies were suggested to boost their motivation. When 

learners’ lack of confidence was found to evoke LA, many techniques were recommended to 

enhance their confidence. When learners’ language misconceptions seemed to trigger their 

LA, it was suggested to initiate in-class discussions with learners to dispel those 

misconceptions. Hence, the strategies proposed to alleviate LA that originates from learner-

specific and in-class sources were largely based on a deficit-based approach. They focus on 

what is lacking in language teachers and learners and propose strategies to address their 

weaknesses (MacIntyre, 2016; MacIntyre et al., 2019). Developing strategies in this way with 

respect to learner-specific and in-class anxiety sources was possible because teachers and 

learners have the power to manage those sources of LA. In Gregersen’s (2020, p. 81) words, 

“[f]or teachers, understanding learners’ triggers and attempting to avoid them is the first place 

to start, particularly if the perturbation is within the teachers’ control”. 

However, out-of-class anxiety sources are beyond the control of teachers and learners. 

As a result, even if teachers identify the external anxiety sources, they cannot automatically 

develop strategies to counteract those sources as they did with the other two source types of 

LA. Therefore, instead of trying to eliminate or manage out-of-class anxiety sources, the 

optimal practice would be to manage the LA that arises from out-of-class sources. To this 

end, the study utilises practices informed by PP, which advocates increasing moments of 

positivity instead of aiming for the exclusion of negativity (Dewaele & Dewaele, 2017; 

Gregersen et al., 2016b). Of particular relevance is Fredrickson’s (2001) Broaden-and-Build 

Theory of Positive Emotions (BBTPE), which explicates how frequent experiences of 

positive emotions (PEs) help learners develop a positive mental state. Learners’ positive 
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mental state can broaden their attention and thinking and leads them to learn better. It can 

also erase the lingering effects of negative emotions. Furthermore, a positive mindset can 

foster learners’ resilience. As Dewaele and MacIntyre (2022) stated resilient learners are 

confident to explore and take linguistic risks without being afraid of negative evaluations. 

It is posited in this study that cultivating a positive mental state among ESL learners 

in the Sri Lankan state university context by way of increasing the number and range of 

opportunities for learners to experience PEs in the language classroom is a viable strategy for 

mitigating their LA. When learners increasingly experience PEs in the classroom, “…less 

importance will be given to the anxiety they might feel at times in the classroom, which in 

turn will give them more self-confidence. Further, an increase in self-confidence should 

increase their WTC [willingness to communicate]…” (Fresacher, 2016, p. 348). This can lead 

to a reduction in the frequency and intensity of their LA. In addition, those who experience 

PEs can contribute to a positive classroom climate, and learners who view their classroom 

climate as more positive can enjoy more, feel less anxious and are more willing to 

communicate (Khajavy et al., 2018). 

6.4.3.1 Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions (BBTPE) 

Fredrickson’s (2001, 2003, 2006) BBTPE emphasises that positive and negative emotions are 

functionally different and have varying action tendencies. While negative emotions, such as 

LA, narrow learners’ thought-action repertoire leading them to act in self-protective ways 

(fight or flight response), PEs (i) broaden learners’ attention and thinking; (ii) counter and 

help overcome debilitating effects of negative emotions; (iii) build learners’ resilience; (iv) 

promote building personal resources such as social bonds; and (v) trigger upward spirals 

toward enhanced emotional wellbeing in the future. 
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Since positive and negative emotions are not in a seesaw relationship (MacIntyre, 2021) and 

are functionally different from each other (MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2012), the proposed 

strategies of this study do not aim to completely exclude negative emotions. Instead, the main 

objective is to elicit PEs, and extend their duration. 

Fredrickson (2001) highlighted five PEs as fundamental to humans. They are joy, 

interest, contentment, pride, and love (see Table 2.2 for summary). Joy urges learners to play, 

expand limits and be creative. Interest ignites learners’ urge to explore and absorb new 

information and experiences. Contentment creates an urge to savour positive events and 

relive them. Pride urges learners to share achievements with others and imagine future 

achievements. Love ensures the continuation of experiencing PE within close and safe 

relationships. Research lends support to the profound power of these five PEs. Learners who 

feel joyful are found to be more focused, hardworking, happier, active, confident, and 

efficient in language learning (Liu & Hong, 2021). Learners who are interested, notice things 

better and therefore absorb the language better (Dewaele et al., 2019). Learners who are 

content, tend to learn and score better (Achor, 2010, as cited in Helgesen, 2016; Oishi et al., 

2007). Learners who feel proud of their achievements imagine achieving greater 

achievements in the future (Fredrickson, 2001). Learners who feel love build relationships 

and ensure that their experiences of PEs will continue to occur (MacIntyre & Gregersen, 

2012). Therefore, cultivating and enhancing PEs has great potential to successfully address 

the out-of-class anxiety sources. 

6.4.3.2 Eliciting positive emotions of ESL learners at Sri Lankan state universities 

Joy and Interest 

The findings of this study and previous studies show that joy and interest can be ignited in 

learners through classroom activities. The student-participants in this study reported that 
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authenticity and relevance of activities are two factors that determine their interest and 

motivation to engage (pp. 212-214). Activities that learners find novel, give them choices, 

allow for autonomy and imagination, and level-appropriate promote their enjoyment 

(Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014; Gregersen, 2020). According to MacIntyre and Gregersen 

(2012, p. 210), teachers who use activities that learners “enjoy, find interesting and love 

doing” create positive emotional states in them. 

Interestingly, a study conducted by Jin et al. (2020) showed that introducing speaking 

contracts to learners in an FL class was successful in eliciting learners’ PEs and helping 

reduce their LA. The study involved 42 Chinese university students who were learning 

English as an FL. The participants were divided into two groups: an experimental group and a 

comparison group. The experimental group was given a written contract consisting of two 

parts. The first part contained details about the contract, including the terms, parties involved, 

and duration. The second part was a procedural checklist for adhering to the contract. The 

participants had to state the number of times they would volunteer to speak English in the 

classroom for the next seven days. They were not allowed to make any changes to that 

number afterwards. The contract was signed and fingerprinted by the participant and the 

researcher to emphasise its importance. In addition, the participants were asked to maintain a 

daily diary to document the impact of the contracting intervention. Writing the diary and 

checking the procedural checklist made them stick to the terms and conditions of the contract. 

The comparison group received only an informal written form with instructions. They 

were not provided with a procedural checklist or asked to maintain a diary. This means that 

their compliance with the instructions was not monitored, and their perception of any changes 

resulting from participating in this intervention was not recorded. They were only advised to 

volunteer to speak in English class and not to worry about others’ negative evaluations. No 

signatures were required on the form. 
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The findings demonstrated a significant reduction of LA in the experimental group 

compared to the comparison group. This was due to the increased engagement with the FL 

both inside and outside the classroom, which resulted in increased PEs among learners. For 

example, when learners received appreciation from the teacher for successful performance, 

they felt happy, proud, enthusiastic, interested or joyful. In contrast, negative emotions (e.g., 

anxiety, fear, worry, and nervousness) were diminished as participants prepared for their 

classes in advance, searched for opportunities to speak more in class, frequently practised 

speaking, received recognition from others, and increased feelings of self-efficacy. In 

addition, keeping a diary helped participants focus on their progress (linguistic and non-

linguistic) during the contract period, which strengthened their positive experiences and 

reduced their LA. As Jin et al. (2020) concluded, the shift in learners’ focus from the self to 

fulfilling the duties and responsibilities of the contract may have contributed to reducing their 

LA and making them feel more comfortable about volunteering to speak English in the 

classroom. 

Following Jin et al. (2020), formulating contracts with learners in ESL classrooms at 

state universities in Sri Lanka is likely useful, particularly when creating subcommunities. By 

mutually agreeing to speak only English with each other both inside and outside the 

classroom, members of each subcommunity can enter into a formal contract with their 

teacher. This strategy can help manage learners’ LA in two ways: First, establishing 

subcommunities helps directly address LA sources such as fear of negative evaluation and 

derision, classroom competition, lack of motivation, and university subculture. Second, 

contracting speaking English elicit learners’ PEs. These two ways of managing LA are 

discussed in detail below. 

Fear of negative evaluation and derision, the most significant source of LA among 

ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka, can be managed when learners work in a 
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subcommunity. This is because subcommunities are diverse groups of learners intentionally 

created by instructors to support each other academically, socially, and emotionally. By 

fostering an environment of support rather than competition, subcommunities can help 

eliminate learners’ LA. Further, teachers can intentionally include learners from different 

ethnic backgrounds and other demographic features in each subcommunity. This has been 

found to encourage learners to speak English more freely, as they feel more at ease with 

speakers of different ethnicities. 

Lack of familiarity among learners in large classes can be successfully managed by 

forming multiple subcommunities in the classroom.  Doing so would enable learners to 

connect with one another and develop a sense of familiarity. Most importantly, by belonging 

to a subcommunity that speaks English inside and outside the classroom, learners will be 

better equipped to handle instances of ragging that may arise. 

Furthermore, since these subcommunities give learners a place and an opportunity to 

use English, learners may view themselves as actual L2 users who will become competent L2 

users in the future. This, in turn, would strengthen their Ideal L2 Self and improve their 

motivation to speak, further alleviating LA. 

Entering a formal contract to speak English with members of their subcommunity has 

the potential to elicit PEs.  If members of each subcommunity speak only English with their 

fellow community members both inside and outside the classroom, learners can increase their 

engagement with the language, gaining more practice and confidence gradually. As they 

realise their progress, they are more likely to actively participate and volunteer in the 

classroom. The increased participation may attract recognition from teachers and peers. 

Positive feedback from other teachers and peers can be expected to contribute to learners’ 

enjoyment, interest, enthusiasm, and motivation. Further, the ability to share their positive 
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experiences with people who are important to them (e.g., peers of their subcommunity) can 

ignite their happiness and pride. Finally, continuous experiences of the amalgam of these PEs 

can generate love towards English and the process of learning it, which can predict their urge 

to play with, explore and savour their positive experiences with loved ones in the future. 

Hence, contracting speaking English in communities may evoke all five primary PEs in 

learners and, therefore, has the potential to successfully manage learners’ LA. 

Contentment and Pride 

Learners’ contentment has been found to be awakened when they savour positive 

events and positive learning experiences (Fredrickson, 2001; MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2012). 

A study conducted by Jin et al. (2021) found that reminiscing about their language 

proficiency development helped reduce anxiety levels among a group of Chinese students 

learning English. In that study, eighty-eight participants were randomly assigned to either an 

experimental or a control group. The experimental group were asked to engage in reminiscing 

about their English proficiency progress since joining the university, record their emotions 

during each session and do it at any convenient time for 30 days. Jin et al. (2021) found that 

the anxiety levels in the experimental group were significantly lower after the intervention 

than in the control group whose anxiety levels remained unchanged. The reminiscence 

process elicited many PEs in the experimental group that exceeded their negative emotions in 

a ratio of 3:1. The learners experienced PEs such as happiness, confidence, contentment, 

sense of accomplishment, pride, and enjoyment as a result of reminiscing about their FL 

proficiency development (Jin et al., 2020). 

All the student-participants in the present study agreed that they had progressed and 

were motivated to learn English from the moment of their entry into the university. However, 

some of them expressed their dissatisfaction with their progress. This may be because they 
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were assessing their progress with respect to their long-term goal and, therefore, did not 

recognise the importance of their small achievements. To this end, it would be beneficial to 

provide a chance for learners to reminisce about their language learning trajectory and 

acknowledge the language proficiency development they had achieved compared to their 

level when they first entered the university. 

Although Jin et al. (2021) led their participants to reminisce individually, it may be 

more productive to do reminiscing as a pair or a group activity where learners talk about their 

English proficiency development with one another. In their subcommunities in the ESL 

classroom, members of the subcommunities can conduct reminiscence at the beginning, 

middle and near the end of the course. As the members of the subcommunity are familiar with 

each other and know their levels very well, they can help each other recognise small 

achievements in their trajectory that may have gone unnoticed. In addition to peers, teachers 

can also help learners notice current positive developments in their language. Apart from the 

PEs listed above (i.e., happiness, confidence, contentment, sense of accomplishment, pride, 

and enjoyment), reminiscing together, or sharing their achievements in pairs, groups or 

subcommunities, can help build social bonds too, which may evoke their love. 

Love 

 According to Pavelescu and Petrić (2018), love is the fuel that drives learners to use 

effective coping mechanisms when they do not enjoy some classes. They found that love 

towards English led some participants to exert significant effort towards learning and using 

English inside and outside of the classroom. 

Love is the aggregation of PEs, such as joy, interest, and contentment. When learners 

frequently experience these PEs in the L2 classroom, they eventually start loving the L2, and 

the learning process. Love will also lead them to establish close relationships with others. 
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Such relationships, in turn, predict the tendency to experience action tendencies of PEs in 

future (MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2012). 

Furthermore, in-class factors, such as teacher, peers and classroom climate can also be 

exploited to elicit PEs in learners. For instance, this study revealed that learners enjoyed 

classes where the teacher was friendly, relaxed, and approachable. The teacher’s role was 

highlighted by Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014, p. 264), who reported: 

Teachers who were positive, humorous, happy, well organized, respectful of students, 

and praised them for good performance were appreciated by their students… Laughter 

that occurs when things do not go as planned can have a healthy effect on learners, 

taking the negative emotional tension out of the room. 

This means that a teacher’s classroom behaviour is critical to learners’ classroom enjoyment, 

and the teacher is a powerful resource for nurturing PEs in ESL learners if it is properly 

drawn on.  

Teacher immediacy is found to evoke learners’ PEs. According to MacIntyre and 

Gregersen (2012), teacher immediacy can take two forms:  

[N]onlinguistic approach behaviours (e.g., reducing physical distance, displaying 

relaxed postures and movements, using gestures, smiling, using vocal variety, and 

engaging in eye contact during interactions) as well as language that signals 

availability for communication (e.g., using personal examples, asking questions, using 

humor, addressing others by name, praising others, initiating discussion and using 

inclusive pronouns. (p. 209) 

In addition to eliciting PEs in individual learners, immediate teachers also contribute to team-

building and evoke positive group emotions (MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2012). 
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Moreover, teachers can evoke learners’ PEs by creating opportunities for social 

bonding, social inclusion, and cooperation. It is well-established in the research literature that 

small groups facilitate social bonds, a relaxed classroom climate, and increased use of TL 

(Harmer, 2007; Richards & Renandya, 2002). Since the large classes and the resultant 

unfamiliarity among ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka can lead to negative 

emotions and an unhealthy classroom climate, it is crucial to form multiple subcommunities 

in classrooms to solve this issue effectively, as discussed earlier. 

The use of music in language classrooms is another well-researched practice to 

enhance learners’ PEs (Fonseca-Mora & Machancoses, 2016; Gregersen et al., 2016b). 

“Melodies and rhythm have the effect of creating PEs, encouraging and reassuring, and, 

therefore, affect students’ predisposition toward learning” (Fonseca-Mora & Machancoses, 

2016, p. 369). In support of this approach, Murphey (2014) found that singing and teaching 

with movements and sharing a musical classroom activity generated PEs in learners. He 

reported that his participants felt more connected during the activity. This suggests that 

singing has an effect on social bonding, which elicits PEs, such as love and enjoyment 

(Fonseca-Mora & Machancoses, 2016). In addition, music creates a favourable and enjoyable 

classroom climate (Fonseca-Mora & Machancoses, 2016). Consequently, teachers can 

purposely choose songs and video clips that energise and motivate learners. However, it is 

important that the songs learners sing or listen to are in English. Such a practice has many 

other additional benefits. For example, songs in the target language (TL) introduce learners to 

the TL culture, help them memorise phrases in the TL, and facilitate language acquisition. 

Their exposure to English as a medium of entertainment may also help cultivate positive 

attitudes towards the English language. 

The above discussion has proposed a number of strategies to elicit PEs in ESL 

learners. If learners are provided with opportunities to experience PEs frequently in the 
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classroom, they are more likely to enhance their resilience to the negativity that stems from 

factors that exist outside of the classroom. This, in turn, can improve learners’ ability to 

bounce back from negativity quickly and efficiently “just as resilient metals bend but do not 

break” (Fredrickson, 2001, p. 222). A study by Fredrickson and Joiner supported this 

argument by showing how individuals who experienced more PEs had more resilience to 

adversity over time and how this resilience and coping skills, in turn, projected more PEs 

over time (2000, as cited in Fredrickson, 2001). Resilience can shape learners into explorers 

who continuously search for new strategies to improve their language proficiency rather than 

worrying about their deficiencies and inadequacies (Fresacher, 2016). Also, it is important to 

note that “[r]esilient individuals not only cultivate positive emotions in themselves to cope, 

but they are also skilled at eliciting positive emotions in others, which creates a supportive 

social context that facilitates coping” (Fredrickson, 2004, p. 1372). Hence, an approach that 

generates more PEs in the classroom would be ideal for learners to thrive in socioculturally 

complex contexts such as Sri Lanka. 

6.5 A TP-PP Integrated Low-Anxiety Classroom Model 

It is clear that LA is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon subject to learner-specific, in-

class, and out-of-class sources. The most effective way to manage it is to create a low-anxiety 

classroom where students are happy, relaxed, and safe from negative evaluations and ridicule. 

The initial step towards such a classroom involves identifying LA sources and managing 

them, provided they are within the teacher’s and learner’s control. Accordingly, to manage 

LA sources that are within the control (i.e., learner-specific and in-class), strategies informed 

by TP are highly relevant. Where the sources of LA occur outside of the classroom, which is 

beyond the control of teachers and learners, strategies informed by PP, in particular those 

drawing on Fredrickson’s BBTPE (Fredrickson, 2001, 2003, 2006) for frequently eliciting 
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PEs of learners, have the potential to manage the LA specifically stemming from the out-of-

class sources. 

To address all three types of LA sources in one coherent model, this study proposes 

integrating TP-informed and PP-informed strategies to effectively manage LA among 

learners at state universities in Sri Lanka. This integration results in a low-anxiety classroom 

model for ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka, which involves enhancing four 

critical features related to learners, teachers, and the ESL classrooms as follows: 

(i) Teacher characteristics 

(ii) Pedagogical practices 

(iii) Classroom rapport 

(iv) Classroom design 

6.5.1 Improved teacher characteristics 

Improved teacher characteristics can manage learner-specific and in-class anxiety sources, 

and LA stemming from out-of-class sources. 

Where teachers behave in a friendly, relaxed, empathetic, and approachable manner 

and tolerate learners’ silence and wait patiently while learners prepare their responses, 

learners feel relaxed and classes more enjoyable, which means learner-specific and in-class 

sources of LA are addressed. Similarly, teachers who demonstrate positive, humorous, happy, 

well-organised and respectful behaviours and praise learners as appropriate elicit learners’ 

PEs and, therefore, address the out-of-class anxiety sources. 

6.5.2 Refined pedagogical practices 

Refined pedagogical practices, such as providing more opportunities to practise speaking, 

utilising authentic, novel, relevant, creative, and engaging teaching materials in the 
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classroom, employing an appropriate feedback style, avoiding forced participation and 

providing opportunities for learners to engage in cooperative activities, manage learner-

specific anxiety sources and in-class anxiety sources. Similarly, implementing activities that 

are level-appropriate, novel, promote learner choices, autonomy, and imagination and involve 

creating speaking contracts for using English in subcommunities inside and outside the 

classroom are likely to elicit learners’ PEs and manage the LA that stems mainly from out-of-

class sources. 

6.5.3 Enhanced classroom rapport  

An enhanced classroom rapport between learners and teachers and between learners 

themselves can manage learner-specific and in-class anxiety sources, and LA stemming from 

out-of-class sources. 

By adopting the role of a facilitator, initiating friendly and informal discussions with 

learners, sharing teacher anecdotes about their language learning journey, using humour and 

phatic communication, and using L1 judiciously, teachers can manage learner-specific and 

in-class anxiety sources. Similarly, by using music in ESL classrooms, providing teacher 

immediacy linguistically and non-linguistically, building multiple subcommunities in the 

classroom, and allowing learners to reminisce about their language proficiency development 

in their subcommunity, teachers can elicit learners’ PEs which, in turn, can help them manage 

the LA that stems from out-of-class sources. 

6.5.4 Conducive classroom design 

An appropriate classroom design in terms of size, spaciousness, layout, and privacy it affords 

is critical for managing learner-specific, in-class, and out-of-class sources of anxiety.  
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Classrooms that are spacious but have a limited number of learners, classrooms that ensure 

the learners’ privacy (e.g., classrooms with doors and windows that can be closed), and 

classrooms where teachers and learners enjoy equal status can manage all three types of 

sources of LA. 

In light of the above discussion, a low-anxiety classroom model for ESL learners at 

state universities in Sri Lanka can be diagrammed as in Figure 6.1. This model is designed by 

integrating both TP-informed and PP-informed strategies to successfully address all three 

types of LA sources. It is worth noting that as the three source types of LA are interrelated, a 

full implementation of the model in the classroom is required to effectively manage LA 

among ESL learners at state universities in Sri Lanka. 
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Figure 6.1 

TP-PP Integrated Low-Anxiety Classroom Model 

 

6.6 Summary 

This chapter has discussed three source types of LA among ESL learners at state universities 

in Sri Lanka. These include learner-specific, in-class and out-of-class sources of LA. 

Although the sources are distinguished on the basis of their origin, they are inextricably 

interrelated in affecting ESL learners’ LA. More specifically, they are closely intertwined 
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with the sociocultural landscape in the country where the learners are located. The chapter 

also discussed strategies for managing these sources of LA. As teachers and learners have the 

power to manage learner-specific and in-class anxiety sources, strategies based on TP were 

recommended for managing them. In contrast, out-of-class anxiety sources, such as the 

university sub-culture and language ideologies are highly context-driven and operate beyond 

the classroom. Managing these sources is beyond the power of teachers and learners. Hence, 

instead of trying to eliminate or manage out-of-class anxiety sources, the chapter 

recommended managing the LA that arises from out-of-class sources by using PP-informed 

approaches. Consequently, by integrating TP-informed and PP-informed strategies, the 

chapter developed a low-anxiety classroom model for ESL learners at state universities in Sri 

Lanka. 

The low-anxiety classroom model involves four key features: Teacher characteristics, 

pedagogical practices, classroom rapport and classroom design. By enhancing these features, 

all source types of LA can be addressed. Therefore, it provides a coherent theoretical 

framework for systematically managing LA among ESL learners at Sri Lankan state 

universities.  
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion 

7.1 Introduction 

LA is a major factor that impairs the academic performance of ESL learners at state 

universities in Sri Lanka. Therefore, it is essential to investigate ways of managing it 

successfully. By drawing on the perspectives of both ESL learners and teachers at state 

universities in Sri Lanka, this study thoroughly explored the sources of LA among ESL 

learners and the strategies that are proposed or already implemented in classrooms to manage 

their LA. The overarching aim of the study was to develop a low-anxiety classroom model 

suitable for ESL learners who study at state universities in Sri Lanka. This chapter first 

provides answers to the two research questions and discusses the significance and 

implications of the study. It is concluded by acknowledging several limitations of the study 

and suggesting directions for future research. 

7.2 Answers to Research Questions 

7.2.1 Research question one 

The first research question concerned the sources of LA among ESL learners at Sri Lankan 

state universities, in particular during in-class speaking activities. 

The study identified seventeen sources of LA, revealing the complex and multifaceted 

nature of LA. These were grouped under three primary types: Learner-specific sources, in-

class sources, and out-of-class sources (see Chapter Four for detail). 

Learner-specific sources were the most common type of LA source among ESL 

learners. The most significant source of LA was the fear of negative evaluation and derision. 

This was followed by learners’ limited linguistic ability, previous negative learning 
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experiences, lack of motivation, negative attitudes and misconceptions about English and its 

speakers, personality traits, self-factors, negative self-perception and communication 

apprehension. Though originating in the learners themselves, these sources were often 

triggered by in-class and out-of-class anxiety sources. 

With regard to the in-class sources of LA in the study, in-class social climate, ESL 

teacher-related factors, in-class speaking activities, the physical structure of the classroom 

and test-anxiety were identified as anxiety-inducing for ESL learners at state universities in 

Sri Lanka. These factors are interrelated with learner-specific and out-of-class anxiety 

sources.   

A crucial finding of this study is the discovery of the ESL learners’ out-of-class LA 

sources. These include the university subculture, English language ideologies in society and 

socioeconomic factors. The detrimental practices of the university subculture, such as 

ragging, induced learners’ LA by evoking their fear of negative evaluation and derision, 

intimidating both high-proficiency and low-proficiency English speakers from speaking up 

inside and outside the ESL classroom. English language ideologies in society, such as 

English proficiency and its associated extra-linguistic factors, speaking English to show off, 

the relationship between English, elitism, and power, and the hypocrisy of ESL teachers, 

triggered LA in high and low-proficiency learners in numerous ways. 

The intricate and multifaceted nature of LA and the interrelatedness of its sources 

make LA a complex matter to address in the Sri Lankan context. Consequently, managing LA 

needs a holistic approach instead of addressing each source individually. These insights offer 

valuable guidance in developing a low-anxiety classroom model for ESL learners at state 

universities in Sri Lanka. 
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7.2.2 Research question two 

The second research question concerned the anxiety-management strategies for ESL learners 

in Sri Lankan state universities. The teacher-participants and student-participants reported a 

wide range of strategies to manage the learner-specific and in-class sources of LA. According 

to the study participants, the most effective strategies included creating opportunities to speak 

with people of other nationalities and ethnicities; creating a non-judgmental, safe zone in the 

ESL classroom for speaking English; employing appropriate feedback procedures; making 

judicious use of L1 in the ESL classroom; and implementing pair/group activities that have a 

clear purpose (see Table 5.1 for Strategies for Managing Sources of LA). These strategies 

largely reflect TP-informed approaches. However, the findings indicated that they are less 

effective in managing sources of anxiety that originate outside the classroom. To this end, the 

study employed strategies informed by PP. Eliciting learners’ PEs is the key PP strategy 

recommended in this study. The integration of strategies informed by TP and PP successfully 

addresses the learner-specific, in-class and out-of-class LA sources and develops learners’ 

resilience, which is crucial if they wish to thrive as English speakers in a country where the 

English language occupies a very complicated position. 

7.3 Significance and Implications 

The study has significance with several practical implications for various stakeholders, 

including policymakers, curriculum planners, university authorities, ESL teachers, and 

researchers, both in Sri Lanka and in settings resembling Sri Lanka.  

The study demonstrated that LA is a multifaceted phenomenon subject to factors 

related to learners, ESL classrooms, and society outside the classroom. These sources are 

inextricably interrelated. Therefore, instead of trying to respond to LA by addressing different 

sources of anxiety separately, a holistic approach that can address all three different source 
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types must be employed to successfully manage learners’ LA. The developed TP-PP 

integrated low-anxiety classroom model can effectively address all three source types of LA. 

Therefore, these findings and the model have significant implications for teachers and 

researchers in Sri Lanka to mitigate tertiary ESL learners’ LA. Beyond Sri Lanka, researchers 

and teachers may find the approach to integrating TP and PP coherently useful for addressing 

distinct LA sources in their specific contexts.  

Creating smaller ESL classes with mixed-ability learners can help minimise learners’ 

LA. In Sri Lanka, decisions about the number of learners allocated per ESL class and the 

composition of the learners are often made collaboratively by the Heads of Departments and 

Deans of Faculties. Therefore, academic leaders and administrators can consider forming 

smaller classes when planning to create a conducive environment for ESL learners to speak 

English. 

The study also has implications for university authorities who need to consider the 

classroom layout and design when allocating classroom space for ESL lessons. Most ESL 

classrooms in state universities in Sri Lanka are anxiety-provoking. Sometimes, due to the 

large number of learners, university auditoriums are used for ESL lessons, with a lot of fixed 

furniture. Furthermore, most classrooms are laid out in a teacher-centred manner. This 

classroom layout establishes the teacher’s role as authoritative and discourages interactions 

between the teacher and learners and among learners. Such classroom features and layouts 

have been found to be stressful, leading to learners’ LA. The study also indicated the 

importance of providing learners with an enclosed classroom space with covered doors and 

windows where they can practise their speaking skills without the fear of being negatively 

evaluated. This is because learners are less anxious when the university community outside of 

the ESL classroom cannot witness what is happening inside the classroom. Consequently, 
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learners feel secure and perceive the ESL classroom as a safe, relaxed, and non-threatening 

environment where they can speak English.  

ESL learners’ lack of motivation induces their LA. This lack of motivation resulted 

from the disparity between the perceptions of learners and teachers about the learners’ target 

needs. The key to a successful ESL course lies in striking a satisfactory compromise between 

different stakeholders; these stakeholders include teachers, learners, course designers, 

university authorities and potential employers. When learners realise that their needs are 

being addressed, they are more likely to be motivated, which, in turn, will lead to reduced 

LA. Therefore, the study has significant implications as it emphasises the importance of 

undertaking a periodic target situation analysis and revising the ESL syllabus of state 

universities accordingly. 

The study has implications for the relevant university authorities and the government 

of Sri Lanka to provide in-service teacher training to all newly recruited teachers and ongoing 

professional development for permanent ESL teachers. Teachers recruited on a temporary or 

casual basis and appointed as ‘instructors’ or ‘demonstrators’ are not eligible to participate in 

mandatory teacher training courses offered by Sri Lankan universities. Despite their long 

years of experience in teaching ESL to university students, these teachers do not receive any 

form of training, which can adversely affect their teaching practices (e.g., error-correction 

procedures) and ultimately create an unhealthy classroom environment.  

By relating ESL in the classroom to broader sociocultural factors such as language 

ideologies, this study contributes to discussions of the role of English education in raising 

awareness of educators, students and the public concerning language attitudes towards World 

Englishes, the huge impact of such attitudes on student learning and possibilities of critically 

engaging with these attitudes and their impact. These discussions are not only necessary for 
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managing LA in the classroom but also for opening education up to shaping social and 

cultural realities.  

7.4 Limitations and Future Research Directions 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and travel restrictions in 2021, all data for the study were 

collected online. As explained in Chapter 3, the online format of the data collection process 

introduced an additional layer of complication to the entire process and caused unforeseeable 

methodological limitations in conducting observations. Although the study found that both 

in-class and out-of-class sources influence the social climate in the physical ESL classroom, 

observing how these sources shape the classroom environment online was difficult. Also, the 

reluctance of some student-participants in FG interviews and observations to turn their 

cameras on hindered the researcher’s ability to observe their non-verbal behaviour. Despite 

the various measures implemented by the researcher to manage some of these limitations, 

future research should prioritise the in-person approach to minimise the impact of limitations.  

Although the online, open-ended questionnaire of the study was administered to ESL 

teachers in all the state universities in Sri Lanka, only three universities were selected as the 

basis for the three other data collection instruments used in this study: FGs, in-depth 

interviews, and observations. Future research drawing on more universities would help 

validate the findings of this study. Furthermore, the universities selected mainly had 

Sinhalese students enrolled. These students comprise the majority of the country’s 

population. Tamil and Muslim students were only minimally represented. Similarly, only 

25% of the study’s focus groups included Tamil and Muslim students. From the sample of 

nine teachers who participated in the in-depth interviews, there was only one Tamil teacher 

and no Muslim teacher. Given differences in attitudes towards English between majority and 

minority members of the population, it is possible that Tamil and Muslim teachers’ and 
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learners’ experiences and perceptions of English-speaking anxiety may differ as well. 

Therefore, future studies should consider recruiting participants who adequately represent 

Sinhalese, Tamil and Muslim ethnicities to explore differences in their attitudes and 

experiences towards English, English-speaking, LA and related areas. In addition, future 

studies could explore whether LA is confined primarily to state universities or is a common 

phenomenon across universities in Sri Lanka, irrespective of the learners’ economic 

background, English proficiency, and the type of university (private or state-owned). 

The study conducted six one-off observations of ESL classrooms at three state 

universities in Sri Lanka. Future research is recommended to undertake longitudinal 

observation sessions to capture more comprehensive data on ESL learners’ LA.  

The study identified a discrepancy between the perceptions of learners and teachers 

regarding the learners’ target needs. However, investigating these discrepancies in detail was 

beyond the scope of this study. Future studies are recommended to undertake an in-depth 

analysis of these disparities so that university curricula and ESL syllabuses can be adapted 

and revised to minimise those differences. This is an important step since when learners feel 

their needs are addressed, their motivation improves, and their LA is likely to be reduced, 

contributing to better ESL learning outcomes.  

Due to time constraints, this study was unable to test the low-anxiety classroom model 

in an actual ESL classroom at a state university in Sri Lanka. Therefore, future studies may 

evaluate the efficacy of this model in different universities in Sri Lanka and beyond.  

In recent years, there has been a shift in psychology from focusing solely on negative 

emotions to also understanding the nature and function of PEs. In the context of SLA, the role 

of PEs has gained recognition due to the advancements in PP. Enjoyment, a significant 

component of the emotions surrounding joy, may hold the key to unlocking the language 
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learning potential of adults and children alike (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014). Therefore, 

further research could explore ways to enhance the enjoyment of learning and examine how 

individual interpretations of events within specific cultural contexts may impact the 

experience, potentially inducing enjoyment or provoking anxiety. 

7.5 Summary 

This chapter has presented answers to the two research questions concerning the sources of 

Sri Lankan tertiary ESL learners’ LA and strategies for managing it. The sources are 

multifaceted, ranging from those that originate in the learners themselves (i.e., learner-

specific), to those that are related to classroom factors (i.e., in-class), and those that arise 

from socioeconomic and cultural factors beyond the ESL classroom (i.e., out-of-class). These 

three source types are inextricably interrelated, requiring an integrated approach to address 

them successfully. Strategies for addressing these sources are myriad, reflecting either TP or 

PP. To address the three intertwined sources of LA coherently and effectively, the study drew 

on and integrated both TP and PP to develop a low-anxiety classroom model involving four 

specific features in relation to learners, teachers, and ESL classrooms. 

The study sheds valuable light on the LA that impairs ESL learning in Sri Lanka and offers a 

model that should contribute to addressing LA in a comprehensive way. The model generated 

provides a relaxed, safe, and supportive environment in which ESL learners can practise 

speaking English, which, in turn, can help enhance their English-speaking skills and chances 

of employability after graduation.  
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Appendix N: Consent form for teacher-participants in classroom observation 
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Appendix P: Sample online open-ended questionnaire 
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Appendix Q: Sample teacher interview transcript 
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Appendix R: Sample focus group interview transcript 

 



 

405 

 

 



 

406 

 

 



 

407 

 

 



 

408 

 

 



 

409 

 

 



 

410 

 

 



 

411 

 

 



 

412 

 

Appendix S: Sample observation schedule 

 



 

413 

 

Appendix T: Sample observation points 

 



 

414 

 

 


