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  Abstract 

A considerable body of research points to the fact that communication apprehension is either a cause or a 

result of poor performance in foreign language. However, despite the large number of congested 

classrooms throughout the developing world, no significant attempt has been made to address speaking 

anxiety in overcrowded classrooms. The present mixed-method study was an endeavour in the same 

direction. We took an overcrowded class of 68 students in a public sector school in Pakistan and 

experimented with a low anxiety setting in which there were minimal chances of communication 

apprehension. In addition to the experiment, data from the observation was also used in order to cross 

validate the findings of the experiment. It was found that the students took more interest in learning English 

in a low anxiety setting. The findings from the interview also pointed to the fact that language learning gets 

easier once the affective filter is lowered. The study suggests some strategies to cope with communication 

apprehension in overcrowded classrooms. 

 

Keywords: Speaking Anxiety, Overcrowded Classes, Foreign Language Teaching, Pakistan. 

 

Introduction 

Language anxiety has survived as a major area of research despite its discussion within the affective 

domain in language teaching research during the last four decades (Chen and Chang, 2004; Greer, 2000; 

Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope, 1986; McIntyre, 1995; Spark and Ganschow 1991). In fact, some would claim 

that it is the most investigated emotion in Second Language acquisition research (MacIntyre, 2017). As 

with other affective variables, it is believed to be one of the major hurdles in language learning. Krashen’s 

(1981) hypothesis that its effects are manifest throughout the language learning process and its influence in 

inhibiting development of all the language skills still holds water.  

 

Although there was research in anxiety and its role in language learning before Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope 

(1986) yet their seminal work set the stage for an era that has been marked by measurement of foreign 

language anxiety in different forms and manifestations. They defined anxiety as ―the subjective feeling of 

tension, apprehension, nervousness, and worry associated with an arousal of the autonomic nervous 

system‖ (Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope, 1986, p. 125).  

 

Later on, their concept of anxiety was further developed, and several scholars came up with different 

dimensions and characteristics of language anxiety. For instance, MacIntyre & Gardner (1991, p. 112) 

came up with four attributes of learners suffering from language anxiety. These attributes can be 
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summarized as considering the learning of second language as disagreeable phenomenon; avoiding class 

participation unless forced to do so; feeling social pressure not to make mistakes, and not experimenting 

with new linguistic structures.  

 

Waninge (2015) carried out a study through semi-structured interviews in which he asked the respondents 

to express their feelings with regard to anxiety in learning a language. Waninge found that for some of the 

learners’ anxiety had a default status while for others there were moments of anxiety off and on. It was 

found that anxiety in combination with other factors such as context, motivation and cognition played a role 

in decreasing learners’ interest.  

 

Greer (2000) identified various types of anxieties among foreign/second language class.  

 

1. Anxiety arising out of feeling that students’ message will not be comprehensible to the peers. 

2. This could be misunderstanding of the message.  

3. Belief that student’s own proficiency is low. 

4. Student’s lack of interest in the topic.  

5. Whatever the student says may result in laughter by others. 

6. A feeling of awkwardness arising from peers’ conversation in first language. 

7. Student’s fear of making language errors.    

 

In Japan, Burden (2005) studied 289 university students during English conversation classes. Using 

Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope's (1991) 33-item Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), 

Burden examined conversation anxiety among the English language learners at his university. Burden 

found that almost 50 percent of the students in those classes suffered from language to some degree. He 

concludes by recommending that use of communicative strategies can prove beneficial in lowering the 

affective filter and bringing down the anxiety level. In this way, he seems to believe, the teachers can 

induce positivity among the students (Burden, 2005).  

 

Communication apprehension emerges as one of the patterns in which language anxiety is manifested 

(Taylor, 1987; Daly & McCrosky, 1984). As a result of communication apprehension, the learners usually 

completely avoid communication. The learners are muted due to the fear of what their communication 

might result in. When the learners avoid communication, it leads to lack of practice. This ultimately leads 

to lack of communicative ability among such students.  

 

Taylor (1987) suggests four steps to overcome communication apprehension:  

 

1. There is a need to train the teachers regarding learners’ communication behaviour. 

2. Students should be exposed to communication courses from early on.   

3. There should be counselling for the learners that are shy. 

4. Teachers should use such activities that urge students to communicate.  

 

Vogely’s (1998) brought out another important dimension to the field. Her contribution was in the field of 

listening comprehension anxiety. She insists that researchers usually focus on speaking anxiety to the 

complete neglect of listening anxiety. Vogley states that communicative activities alone cannot resolve the 

issue because the real problem sometimes lies with comprehension of the message and not with production. 

Hence, the higher level of listening anxiety, according to Vogley, also contribute to higher levels of 

speaking anxiety. She calls for emphasizing on listening comprehension as much as on communicative 

ability the listeners that are anxious seldom comprehend the oral messages.  

 

Several researchers, on the other hand, suggest that poor performance in language can be a cause, rather 

than a result, of foreign language anxiety (Sparks and Ganschow, 1991; Chen and Chang, 2004). Spark and 

Ganschow (1991) report that if the learners have the aptitude to learn a foreign or second language, they are 

likely to outperform their counterparts. Such students, according to Spark and Ganschow (1991) are less 
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likely to be anxious. Musch and Broder (1999) feel low-level academic or educational ability of the learners 

results in language anxiety.  

 

Nevertheless, McIntyre (1995) dismisses these claims and concludes that anxiety has an inhibiting effect on 

learners’ cognitive faculties associated with language learning. In a setting where the anxiety levels are 

higher, the students not only feel it harder to retrieve information but are also unable to encode and store it 

properly. As a result, s/he lacks the necessary level of attention required to learn the language. There is 

great substance in McIntyre’s view since it has been found by numerous studies, as outlined below, that the 

victims of anxiety can neither produce nor comprehend message easily.  

 

Elkhafaifi (2005) found that poor performance in listening comprehension was directly proportional to 

listening anxiety. Classes that have lower stress levels can help in enhanced performance of the learners as 

far as listening comprehension is concerned. He recommended that the teachers should speak English in the 

class so that the students get adequate input. The greater this input the higher the chances for decreased 

levels of listening anxiety.  

 

Gregersen, MacIntyre, and Meza (2014) studied the reasons behind increase in anxiety levels during second 

language speaking sessions. Measuring the heartbeats of 6 prospective teachers during classroom 

presentation, they identified that these prospective teachers suffered anxiety spikes whenever they forgot 

words. Moreover, those who memorized their presentations suffered more spikes of anxiety.  

 

MacIntyre and Serroul (2015) investigated how motivation and anxiety interact when users face 

grammatical and lexical issues. They concluded that speakers felt threatened and this inhibited language 

production. This led to language anxiety. Due to anxiety, communication also degenerates.  

 

Dewaele (2017) states that the language teachers come across learners that belong to varied backgrounds 

and have differing personality traits. Hence, it is the responsibility of the teachers to create such an 

atmosphere and situations that alleviate anxiety, boosting the level of enjoyment in the foreign language 

classes. He calls for training the students in development of certain social skills that so as to overcome 

social fears.  

 

The above discussion logically leads to the conclusion that creating a low-anxiety classroom helps a great 

deal in improving the performance of language learners. If the anxiety level in a classroom is higher, the 

students’ performance in language tasks will be poor. As against it, if the anxiety level is low, the students 

will be more likely to develop language skills. Hence, there is an inverse relationship between language 

anxiety and success in language learning (Dornyei: 2005). Even if we agree with some of the researchers 

that anxiety were a result of poor performance, it may lead to inability to learn the foreign language.  

 

How to Create a Low Anxiety Classroom 

 

Incentives and grades for participation go a long way in motivating the students to learn the foreign/second 

language. Group discussions should be encouraged instead of focussing on the individual students. 

Classroom should be interactive (Pappamihiel, 2001). An open and safe environment where the teacher is 

friendly and cooperative with the students is a pre-requisite to a low anxiety classroom. Ensure the class 

time is hassle-free. If the teacher demands swift responses from the students, there are more chances that 

the latter will be anxious (Young, 1991). The teacher should not be too quick to point out mistakes/errors. 

He should rather be tolerant towards mistakes and consider them as a part of language learning process 

(Young, 1990). Class discussions should ideally begin with students that are confident. Pinpointing the shy 

student inhibits the chances, if any, of communication (Cubukcu, 2007). Communicative practices that can 

prove useful in engaging the learners are likely to help in developing a classroom that is less prone to 

anxiety.  
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Overcrowded Classrooms 

 

There is an abundance of the congested or overcrowded classrooms throughout the developing world and 

Pakistan is no exception. Quite crucial to the discussion is the definition of the term overcrowded 

classrooms. A classroom with forty students in the western world is considered quite a large classroom 

whereas in the developing world one may come across classes with over one hundred students. A class with 

forty students may be an ideal size in the developing countries where the dearth of resources forces the 

administrators to yoke together a number of students in small rooms. Such classes present teachers with 

numerous challenges in terms of fulfilling the students’ needs (Moghal, Kazi & Bukhari, 2019). It may be 

impossible for the teachers to focus on the individual needs of the students in a period of forty minutes or 

an hour. It remains to be seen whether or not it is possible for the teachers to create low anxiety classes in 

such a scenario. The present study is an attempt in the same direction.      

 

Method 
 

The present mixed method study made use of both the qualitative and the quantitative data to better 

understand the possibility of creating a low anxiety classroom. An experiment was conducted in order to 

compare the pre-test and post-test difference in performances of the students taught in low-anxiety settings. 

We developed a test of speaking, which was divided into two parts. In the first part, we asked the students a 

few general questions about their personal lives and likes and dislikes. In the second portion of the test, 

they were asked about topics covered in their syllabus. The same pattern was followed in both pre-test and 

post-test. After the pre-test, a teacher who was provided orientation about the low anxiety settings was 

assigned the task of teaching the class. The students were taught for a period of 20 days. During the 

treatment, one of the researchers acted as a non-participant observer to see the classroom practice. Data 

from the experiment was triangulated with observation to grasp the issue in a comprehensive manner.  

 

Results 
 

Table 1: Pre-Test Post-Test Comparison of the Group 

This table shows the compared means of the scores in the pre-test and post-test. It is evident from the 

findings tabulated here that experimental group showed a marked improvement after the treatment. The 

mean score for the pre-test was 39.19 which improved and is seen at 44.48 in the post-test. The value of T 

is calculated at 14.30 which is quite high, and value of p is 0.00 which is far less than the probability level, 

i.e. 0.05. This shows that the experimental group performed much better after the treatment. Hence, the null 

hypothesis There is no significant difference between the achievements of experimental group in pre-test 

and post-test is rejected and alternate hypothesis that, There is a significant difference between the 

achievements of experimental group in pre-test and post-test is accepted in favour of post-test. Hence it is 

concluded that there is a significant difference between the pre-test and the post-test achievement of the 

experimental group on the whole test and students performed significantly better in post test. 

 

Observation 

 

Observation sessions were conducted during the treatment to see how the low anxiety class was faring. The 

classroom atmosphere has a definite impact upon the language anxiety (Palacios, 1998). In an interactive 

class, language anxiety is likely to be quite low; however, a classroom in which the teacher occupies the 

central stage is more prone to language anxiety. Research suggests that language learners are less stressed 

 N Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

T 

value 

Df P 

value 

Pre-Test 68 39.19 11.02 1.32 14.30 68 0.00 

Post-Test 68 44.48 11.36 1.36 
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and anxious when the teacher provides a collaborative environment to them (Hashemi & Abbasi 2013). The 

following observations were made during visits to the experimental group.  

 

1. Since the teacher knew that he had to make a conscious effort to keep the anxiety level low, there 

was no scope of a teacher-centered class. Hence, it was observed that the class was quite interactive. 

There was no fear of the teacher as a commanding person. This was quite an achievement in a large 

class that usually is teacher-centered, and in which the students do not get a lot of opportunities to 

speak.  

2. By the end of the experiment, the students frequently asked question because they were not afraid of 

doing so.  

3. During the first week, whenever the students forgot something while speaking, there was a visible 

distress on their faces. However, the teacher helped them out by completing the missing links. Such 

an exercise was quite helpful in bringing down the anxiety level. 

4. The teachers used English throughout the class. It was observed that during the first week, the 

students were quite tentative in coming up with responses to teachers’ questions. However, slowly 

and gradually, the apprehension gave way to confidence.  

5. The teacher engaged the students in group activities. The classroom got noisy and the teacher was 

unable to control the class at the time of group activities during the first week. However, the teacher 

announced that he will observe each group and least noisy group will be termed as the super group of 

the class. Hence, instead of punishing the students, the teacher provided them with an incentive, and 

thereby disciplined them.  

6. Since the teacher noticed that the students were afraid of making mistakes, and we thus mostly silent, 

he arranged a competition in which the students had to utter sentences that were grammatically 

incorrect. However, this practice was not often repeated so as to avoid fossilization of errors.  

7. In another activity, the teacher used the groups to create short plays of five minutes each. The 

teacher made sure that high-achieving and low-achieving students were evenly distributed in every 

group. The high-achieving students were given the lead in these plays so as to save the low-

achieving students from extra burden that could have proved quite detrimental in terms of speaking 

anxiety.  

8. The teacher made sure that as far as possible, he talked to groups instead of pinpointing individuals. 

Naturally, it was not possible for the teachers to pay individual attention to each and every student. 

An added advantage of such an exercise was that the teacher could make sure that none of the 

students felt overburdened or pressurized.  

9. In the first two weeks, it was not obligatory for all the students to be vocal. However, by the third 

week, the teacher asked the group leaders to choose those students to represent who had got the least 

number of opportunities to speak.  

10. The teacher laughed with the students and made them laugh. Five minutes were dedicated in each 

class to tell jokes. Every group had its day once a week. Every student had to stand up and tell a 

joke. The teacher kept on reminding the students that their primary task was to make their peers 

laugh. He repeated over and over again that they were not being tested, and their success depended 

on the amount of laughter they could generate through their jokes.  

11. There was a story telling week in which the only activity or exercise was that every group had to tell 

a story. They were given ample time to knit and write a story. After that, one of the students in the 

group stood up and started narrating the story. In turn the entire group would narrate their story. The 

teacher kept on encouraging the students by telling them that he had not heard or told such 

wonderful stories in his school life. This further motivated the students and lowered their anxiety 

levels.  

12. During the last two days of the last week, the teacher asked students to interview each other about 

their personal lives and their aims in life. It was noticed that the students were less hesitant in 

speaking to their peers during the last week than they were during the first week.   
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Discussion 
 

Research into emotional and psychological variables of language learning and teaching points to the fact 

that communication apprehension is either a cause or a result of poor performance in foreign language 

(Shahbaz, Khan, Khan & Ghulam, 2016; Chen and Chang, 2004; Greer, 2000; Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope, 

1986; McIntyre, 1995; Spark and Ganschow 1991). There have been studies in the past on different types of 

anxieties and various factors responsible for causing anxiety during foreign language learning. However, 

there has been no study till date on overcoming anxiety in overcrowded classrooms. The present study has 

tried to fill that gap.  Since interaction is usually difficult to achieve in overcrowded classes as teachers 

have to spend time and effort in inviting students’ attention (Ayu, 2019), it is but natural that maintaining 

the lower affective filter becomes a challenge. However, the teacher has the responsibility to induce 

positivity among the students in order to ensure a low anxiety class (Burden, 2005). Hence, the role of the 

teacher becomes ever more challenging and taxing when it comes to creating low anxiety setting in an 

overcrowded classroom.  

 

The present study confirms the findings by Moghal, Kazi and Bukhari (2019) who stated that due to the 

overcrowded classes, the best course available to the teachers is to use pair work and group work. It has 

been found that the group activities not only make the job of the teacher easier but also helps in lowering 

the anxiety levels.  

 

Classroom discussions play an important role in reducing the element of anxiety in foreign language 

classes. However, the teacher has to keep in mind that if s/he pinpoints the shy student, it will inhibit the 

chances, if any, of communication (Cubukcu, 2007). It was observed that the teacher in the experimental 

group provided chances to the confident and high-achieving students of the class to express their ideas in 

the beginning. Even when it was essential to take comments of all the students, the teacher made sure that 

no individual student was identified. It was, rather, the group that took the responsibility of speaking. In 

turn, all the students of the group expressed their ideas.  

 

Forgetting the words or phrases while speaking surely heightens the anxiety levels (Gregersen, MacIntyre, 

& Meza, 2014). This study also endorsed that whenever the students forgot something, they were visibly 

distressed. This was especially important in the context of a crowded classroom because the large number 

of peers adds up to the expectations. However, it is the responsibility of the teacher (Dewaele, 2017) to 

address the issue and help the students come out of such a situation (cf. 1.6).  

 

Whenever the students feel threatened by their peers or teachers, their language production is inhibited 

(MacIntyre & Serroul, 2015). This makes the role of teacher even more important in an overcrowded 

language classroom. Speaking anxiety gets manifold whenever there is a perceived element of threat. 

However, the teacher plays a significant role in negotiating and minimizing this threat.  

 

Conclusion 
 

Lowering the anxiety level among the students is not all that technical an affair as to evade the grasp of the 

teachers in Pakistan. The study not only highlights the importance of creating low anxiety language 

classrooms but also demonstrates the possibility of creating a tension free environment in overcrowded 

foreign language classrooms. Scarcity of resources in the developing countries leads to overcrowded 

classrooms where it becomes very difficult for the teacher to pay individual attention to every student. 

However, if the teacher sticks to a few basics s/he may be able to make English language learning quite an 

enjoyable experience for his/her students. Moreover, the study also brings to light the fact that teachers can 

create low anxiety environment if they adopt an eclectic approach instead of sticking to traditional methods 

of teaching English.  
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Future Research Directions  
 

This study has proved the prospect of developing a low anxiety classroom in overcrowded settings. 

However, the study was delimited in a number of ways. Most importantly, it was conducted with boys and 

there were no mixed classrooms. It will be interesting to see how the anxiety level can be lowered in classes 

with mixed genders. Another research area that needs to be investigated is how the two genders can be 

compared in terms of foreign language classroom anxiety in overcrowded classes. Thirdly, the study was 

conducted in a school setting. There is also a need to conduct another study to see the possibility of creating 

such a classroom at a college or university.  
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