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This study investigates Foreign Language Anxiety (FLA) in English as a foreign language (EFL) classrooms in Egyptian higher education. The study was conducted at multiple universities in Egypt, where English is widely taught and learned as a foreign language. Data was collected through a questionnaire completed by 49 EFL instructors, supplemented by five one-to-one semi-structured interviews with participants from the questionnaire. The results demonstrate that EFL teachers generally acknowledge and frequently observe FLA among students, particularly during speaking activities. Specific sub-skills such as summarizing and presenting were identified as anxiety-inducing. Although some instructors consider FLA motivating, others view it as detrimental to student progress. Instructors also suggest creating supportive environments where mistakes are valued as part of the learning process to mitigate FLA. Interestingly, it was found that instructors themselves may experience FLA, particularly when speaking with native speakers or teaching in a second language (L2). Strategies suggested by instructors to alleviate FLA include group discussions, role plays, individual activities with preparation, and peer support. Overall, instructors' attitudes, rapport, and feedback play a crucial role in managing FLA levels in the classroom. This study contributes to raising awareness among stakeholders toward FLA in Egypt and the broader EFL context.
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Introduction

Over the years, Foreign Language Anxiety (FLA) has been investigated by researchers and educators in various classroom contexts, and it is defined as “the worry and negative emotional reaction aroused when learning or using a second language” (MacIntyre, 1998, p. 27). Some researchers (e.g., Gürsoy and Akin, 2013; Horwitz et al., 1986; Öztürk and Gürbüz, 2013; Ran et al., 2022; Russell, 2020) have investigated this issue and underlined the different variables that correlate with it. A few studies (e.g., Öztürk and Gürbüz, 2013; Park and French, 2013; Shi and Zhang, 2023) explored student-related variables such as age, gender, self-esteem, self-perceived competence, and proficiency level, while others concentrated on college English teachers' and prospective teachers' FLA (e.g., Liu and Wu, 2021; Tüm, 2019). In addition, researchers such as Javaid et al. (2023) and Ran et al. (2022) investigated all four language skills, while others, such as Alla et al. (2020) and Russell (2020), chose to focus on FLA and how it affects online and in-person learning and learners' FLA.

Furthermore, although other studies (e.g., Liu and Wu, 2021; Tüm, 2019) have examined teacher-related anxiety, little attention has been given to how teachers themselves experience and cope with FLA, particularly in contexts where both instructors and students use English as an additional language. Existing research often generalizes FLA experiences across different EFL settings, overlooking the sociocultural and institutional factors that shape anxiety in specific contexts. In particular, limited research has explored FLA in the Egyptian EFL classroom, where English is widely taught, yet both students and instructors encounter unique linguistic, pedagogical, and cultural challenges. Therefore, it is essential to investigate how EFL teachers in Egyptian higher education perceive, influence, and manage FLA.

This study, based on the research of Attia (2015), aims to explore teachers' perceptions and attitudes toward FLA and the effects of different activities on anxiety levels. In a sense, the study examines how teachers perceive FLA, their influence, and how they manage it. In addition, it discusses the various activities teachers use in class and how they may affect FLA. Furthermore, the study explores all four language skills (i.e., reading, writing, listening, and speaking) and how teachers address FLA when different skills are involved, providing a comprehensive overview of how FLA interacts with these skills. This broad overview helps clarify whether teachers are aware that different skills can cause anxiety, especially with some literature suggesting that teachers tend to focus more on one skill, speaking, and view it as the most anxiety-provoking. This study is guided by the following research questions:

1. How do EFL teachers in Egyptian higher education institutions perceive FLA in their classrooms, and what strategies do they report using to mitigate or exacerbate it?

2. To what extent do EFL teachers in Egypt experience FLA themselves, and how does it manifest in their teaching experiences?

The following section provides a general overview of EFL in the Egyptian context and a more detailed examination of FLA in the literature.



EFL in the Egyptian context

One of the reasons for the spread of the English language in many countries is globalization; Phillipson (2017) underlined that globalization played an important role in the spread of the English language, with countries such as the US and UK portraying English as “[…] the sole language of globalization,” which he described as being “patently false” (p. 328). In addition to globalization, the perceived superiority of the English language over other languages has significantly contributed to its widespread use (Phillipson, 2017). This perception was partly shaped by misleading scientific studies that falsely claimed the colonizers' language indicated higher intelligence (Liggett, 2014). In a sense, people in colonized regions were often drawn to the colonizer's language and culture, perceiving it as superior or believing it could offer better opportunities in life. Consequently, colonialism was pivotal in promoting the spread of English across many countries and regions during the British colonial era (Schneider, 2018).

Colonialism and its effects were not far from Egypt, as the British military occupied Egypt in 1882, and Egypt's independence was only declared decades later, in 1922; however, “Britain did not withdraw all its troops until after the 1956 Suez Crisis” (University of Cambridge, n.d.). Therefore, the English language has been officially present in the Egyptian context and its educational institutions for about 150 years (Latif, 2018).

At present, English is the main foreign language taught in Egyptian educational institutions, and it is widely used in different areas of everyday life in Egypt, including commerce, media, tourism, business, science, and technology (Latif, 2018; Schaub, 2000). As a result, many people in Egypt strongly desire to learn English, and English instruction receives considerable attention from the Egyptian government and families (Latif, 2018). Such interest in the language, learning it and speaking it with certain accents, is partly due to English being viewed as a form of linguistic capital, and speaking it well grants individuals access to certain communities and jobs. Morrison and Lui (2000) define linguistic capital as “fluency in, and comfort with, a high-status, world-wide language which is used by groups who possess economic, social, cultural and political power and status in local and global society” (p. 473). Attia (2023) underlines that linguistic capital is also connected to other forms of capital (i.e., cultural, economic, and educational capitals), which explains, to a certain extent, why there is a strong pursuit to perfect the language to gain access to such capitals. Moreover, most companies require English language skills, even if the job will be mainly conducted in Arabic, and many job interviews are also conducted in English. Consequently, the widespread and strong presence of English in Egypt warrants further examination of the language, its use, and the challenges it poses in the EFL classroom.



Literature review and conceptual framework

This section explores FLA's meaning and how it has been studied in existing literature. By reviewing key theories and research, we aim to set the stage for understanding how FLA impacts EFL classrooms, particularly in the Egyptian context.


Foreign language anxiety (FLA)

Horwitz et al. (1986) defined FLA as “a distinct complex of self-perceptions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors related to classroom learning arising from the uniqueness of the language learning process” (p. 128). They explained that FLA represents the specific beliefs and feelings of some learners while learning a second/foreign language. Several researchers have investigated FLA and taken different positions on it. Some of them highlighted the negative association between FLA, academic achievement, and foreign language proficiency (Botes et al., 2020; Jugo, 2020). For example, Jugo (2020) underlined in his study investigating Filipino learners that students' FLA levels correlated negatively with their proficiency, highlighting that the more anxious learners had lower English language proficiency. Other researchers (e.g., Horwitz et al., 1986; MacIntyre, 1995; Park and French, 2013) explained that the relationship between language anxiety and different variables is not simple and can be a cause or an effect of poor achievement, depending on the situation. To clarify, when investigating the effects of gender on FLA, Park and French (2013) underlined that females had higher levels of FLA; however, anxiety had a facilitative nature, leading to students with higher levels of anxiety receiving higher grades. According to the researchers, this facilitative effect is attributed to the teachers and their handling of learners' anxiety in the classroom, which ultimately leads to positive outcomes.



FLA, learner-related variables, and the four skills

Several learner-related variables affect FLA, including learners' attitudes, self-perceived competence, self-evaluation, identity, foreign language performance, age, and proficiency levels. Cognitive differences—such as those outlined in the Theory of Multiple Intelligences—may also influence how students experience language learning and affective responses, such as anxiety (Abushihab, 2024).

In particular, learners' attitudes, self-perceptions, self-evaluation, self-esteem, and positive orientation are viewed as important variables influencing FLA. Studies show that the more positive these factors are, the lower the learners' anxiety levels tend to be (Huang, 2014; Jin and Dewaele, 2018; Jugo, 2020; Liu and Chen, 2013; Luo, 2018; Ran et al., 2022). These findings suggest that FLA is shaped by multiple psychological factors that instructors must consider in their teaching. For example, Ran et al. (2022) emphasized a strong link between foreign language achievement, self-evaluation, and FLA, noting that students who rated their English listening, writing, and reading skills more highly tended to experience lower levels of anxiety. More recently, Alzobidy et al. (2024) emphasized the role of multimedia in supporting cognitive engagement and reducing the mental load of EFL learners, suggesting that well-designed multimodal instruction may also contribute to lowering anxiety in skill-based tasks.

Beyond psychological traits, many studies (e.g., Ay, 2010; Javaid et al., 2023; Machida, 2015; Merç, 2011; Ran et al., 2022; Young, 1990; Zhang, 2019) have examined how specific language skills—listening, speaking, reading, and writing—affect levels of FLA. For instance, Ay (2010) explored anxiety in relation to these four skills across different proficiency levels and found that a balanced focus on both receptive and productive skills can help reduce learners' anxiety.

Furthermore, recent research (e.g., Alla et al., 2020; Russell, 2020; Shi and Zhang, 2023) has investigated FLA in online learning environments, especially relevant due to the shift caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Alla et al. (2020) found both positive and negative effects of distance learning on FLA: while communication apprehension and fear of negative evaluation increased, test anxiety and fear of making mistakes decreased. These findings highlight the importance of understanding students' psychological and cognitive traits and addressing FLA in both face-to-face and online contexts.



Alleviating FLA in the classroom

Due to the various effects of FLA on the learners and learning environment, many studies focused on teachers' roles and strategies to alleviate FLA. For example, many studies (e.g., Algazo, 2023, 2024; Al-Shahwan, 2024; Bruen and Kelly, 2017) have highlighted that the exclusive use of a second language (L2) in the classroom can have a negative impact on L2 learners. These studies also noted that teachers who allow limited use of the first language (L1) in their L2 classes can increase student motivation and create a more relaxed learning atmosphere. Other studies (e.g., Chan and Lo, 2022; Cheng, 2018; Gacs et al., 2020; Halimi et al., 2019; Jin et al., 2017, 2020, 2021; Koch and Terrell, 1991; Lo, 2022; Toyama and Yamazaki, 2022) have also suggested increasing instructors' awareness of FLA, providing instructors' support, employing motivational strategies, incorporating board games, utilizing contracted speaking, fostering students' enjoyment, and utilizing specific feedback methods to alleviate FLA in L2 classes and enhance their academic performance. For example, Halimi et al. (2019) underlined different motivational strategies that teachers can use in class to reduce anxiety, such as providing positive feedback, being familiar with students' learning preferences, avoiding competitions between students, and focusing on pair and group work. Also, Jin et al. (2020) highlighted the role of contracted speaking, that is, students sign a contract to commit to speaking in FL class, which led to the reduction of FLA levels in a short period of time (p. 1).

While focusing on the learners and their struggle with FLA in the classroom, remarkably, few studies (e.g., Gannoun and Deris, 2022; Kobul and Saraçoglu, 2020; Liu and Wu, 2021; Machida, 2015; Merç, 2011) focused on teachers suffering from FLA. For instance, Liu and Wu (2021) shed light on the general anxiety of college teachers in China, stemming from their teaching load, grant applications, and research publications. They also discussed teachers' FLA, which stemmed from teachers' confidence in their English competence and apprehension of speaking English. Teachers' FLA is an important point that merits further exploration and should complement the work conducted on FLA, the classroom, and EFL learners.



The affective filter hypothesis

The Affective Filter Hypothesis was proposed to explain why some learners are unable to acquire language successfully, despite being exposed to considerable amounts of comprehensible input (Lightbown and Spada, 2013). The hypothesis states that having understandable input is not a sufficient prerequisite for learning a target language and that many affective elements will influence the learning outcome during the L2 acquisition process. These affective elements act as filters and mental blocks (Krashen, 1985), controlling understandable input entry to the Language Acquisition Device (LAD).

Based on the hypothesis, the language input cannot be converted into intake before the affective filter (Lai and Wei, 2019). Many affective factors may influence language acquisition (Lai and Wei, 2019); (1) Motivation, in which language learners have clear goals that determine the learning outcomes. (2) Characters in which language learning is somehow linked to the learner's self-confidence (i.e., more self-confidence means more language learning progress). (3) Emotion: This refers to the level of anxiety that can hinder input and language learning.

The third affective filter, emotions, is the one that this study will focus on, as students' and teachers' anxiety levels affect their learning and teaching experiences. Such an effect plays a crucial role in the relationship between learners and teachers, as well as the foreign language, a relationship that crystallizes in the ESL classroom. As mentioned in the literature review, FLA can negatively affect students' foreign language proficiency (Jugo, 2020), foreign language achievement, and self-evaluation (Ran et al., 2022). Furthermore, teachers' general anxiety was influenced by their teaching load, grant applications, and research publications, and some teachers faced FLA due to their low confidence in their English competence (Liu and Wu, 2021).

In this study, the Affective Filter Hypothesis is employed to understand and analyze students' FLA levels, how their teachers perceive them, and how teachers can support learners when they notice signs of FLA. The hypothesis is also utilized to explore teachers' FLA, its impact on their teaching experience, and strategies for overcoming FLA in the classroom. Such a lens is utilized to investigate teachers' confidence and anxiety levels while teaching to understand how FLA affects instructors, specifically those who speak English as an Additional Language in the Egyptian EFL classroom in higher education. Despite the initial focus on students and their FLA, it was essential to dive into teachers' FLA, which was expressed and commented on by some of the teacher participants. With the English language being a requirement for various jobs, a tool to enter certain circles and spaces, and due to various misconceptions about native and non-native teachers and their teaching and spoken abilities, which are reinforced by global ideologies of native-speakerism and neoliberal market pressures in English language teaching (Clymer et al., 2020), it is essential to explore FLA in the Egyptian context to explore where it originates, how to alleviate it, and how to utilize it for the best of both learners and teachers.

The previous overview of the literature provides a general idea of the extensive literature conducted on FLA over the past few decades. The current study will delve deeper to explore FLA and its effects on learners and teachers, as well as teachers' awareness of this phenomenon, and provide suggestions to support learners.




Methodology

This study employs a mixed-methods approach, combining both quantitative and qualitative research to provide a comprehensive understanding of how EFL teachers perceive and experience FLA. By integrating statistical analysis with personal insights, this approach allows us to see not just the broader patterns but also the authentic voices and experiences behind the numbers.


Setting and participants

The study was conducted at multiple universities in Egypt, including both governmental and private institutions. The focus was on preparatory English programs and English departments at various universities. English is a mandatory subject across the various schools and departments of these universities, and the commitment to integrating English into these universities' curricula provides an ideal environment for studying the role of FLA among both students and teachers in the Egyptian context. Some of the programs that participated in the study were the Intensive English Program (IEP) at the American University in Cairo (AUC), the School of Continuing Education (SCE), which is affiliated with the AUC, English Language Institute (ELI) at the Arab Academy for Science and Technology, and various English department at Future University of Egypt and the Faculty of Arts at Aswan and Mansura Universities.

For the participants, two data collection methods were employed in this study: an online questionnaire and voluntary semi-structured interviews. Questionnaire participants consisted of 49 EFL Instructors who worked at eight universities and various language academies in different governorates in Egypt, including Cairo, Alexandria, Mansoura, and Aswan, among others, and who taught in different departments and faculties. The participants spoke different languages: 43 spoke Arabic as their first language, five spoke English as their first language, and one spoke Hungarian as their L1. The participants' ages ranged from 23 to 55, and their teaching experience varied, spanning from novice instructors with 1 year of experience to those with up to 15 years of experience.

Regarding the interviews, the participants were primarily from a private university and its affiliated adult education center in Cairo. The sample consisted of five instructors, and participation in the interviews was voluntary. Instructors who were interested in participating were asked to indicate this in the questionnaire and provide their email address. The interviews were conducted one-on-one and were semi-structured, with a duration of between 30 and 45 min each. The semi-structured format was chosen to avoid confining the researcher to a predetermined set of questions and to allow for the exploration of any new and interesting points that might arise during the interview. Details about the teacher participants are included in Table 1.

TABLE 1  Demographic information of interviewees.


	No.
	Pseudonym
	First language
	Sex
	Course taught
	Student population





	1
	Andrew
	English
	Male
	Intensive English Program: study skills
	Undergraduates (preparatory year)



	2
	Nadine
	Arabic
	Female
	Intensive English Program: study skills
	Undergraduates (preparatory year)



	3
	Sally
	Arabic
	Female
	General English
	Adults (continuing education)



	4
	Randa
	Arabic
	Female
	Intensive English Program: study skills
	Undergraduates (preparatory year)



	5
	Sahar
	Arabic
	Female
	Conversation
	Adults (continuing education)






This study employed a convenience sampling method to recruit participants, as it was the most suitable approach given the study's constraints and the characteristics of the research setting. Although convenience sampling carries a risk of bias, steps were taken to minimize its impact by maximizing participant numbers and implementing predefined selection criteria to enhance diversity and representativeness. Specifically, participants were required to meet the following conditions:

1. They had to be English teachers at an Egyptian university at the time of data collection.

2. For the interview phase, participants needed at least 1 year of teaching experience and prior participation in the online questionnaire.

The experience requirement for interviewees was essential for the qualitative phase of the study, as it aimed to elicit in-depth descriptions of participants' perceptions and practices regarding FLA.



Data collection

The data collection procedures continued for 4 weeks. As mentioned earlier, two instruments were used to gather the data from the teacher participants: an online questionnaire and individual semi-structured interviews. Prior to collecting data, an ethics approval was sought from the Research Ethics Board (REB) at the American University in Cairo. The ethics detailed participants' rights and details of the study. The participants were informed that they can withdraw from the study at any point and that their identity will be anonymous.


Teachers' questionnaire

The questionnaire was the first tool used to collect data from the participants. An online questionnaire was designed by the first author, inviting all potential participants in the study to complete it. Forty-nine instructors completed the questionnaire. The questionnaire was designed to understand how instructors perceive FLA and how they deal with it when it arises in their classes. It also explored the types of activities that instructors use, whether they think they cause anxiety or not, and which of them increases or decreases anxiety levels. It also investigated the effect of different skills and sub-skills on FLA levels, instructors' awareness of their potential influence on FLA, and the effects of different feedback strategies they use on FLA levels.



Interviews

Five instructors were interviewed after completing the teachers' questionnaire, and the data yielded from the questionnaire were elaborated on during the interviews. The teachers interviewed expressed their interest in participating in the interview phase, and they were recruited. The interviews were one-on-one semi-structured, and each interview lasted 30–45 min.

The instructors were asked to reflect on some of their answers in the questionnaire, and the researcher followed up with additional questions to gain an in-depth understanding of the instructors' perceptions of FLA and related variables. Instructors were asked to provide detailed answers to various questions related to their awareness and understanding of FLA and the effects they believe they have on it. They were also asked about the various variables that could affect FLA levels, such as sex, feedback strategies, and different classroom activities. The researcher referred to the teachers' answers in the questionnaire and asked them to elaborate on those answers and give their reasons for each. In addition, instructors were asked to provide examples to clarify their responses.




Questionnaire and interview design and validation

The first author designed the first draft of the questionnaire items and interview questions after carefully reviewing the relevant literature. To ensure they were valid and effective, experts in the field reviewed the initial drafts, assessing each question for clarity, relevance, and alignment with the study's goals.

Following this, a pilot study was conducted to assess the effectiveness of the questionnaire items and their reliability. The first draft was given to a sample of potential participants who were excluded from the main study. The goal was to spot any confusing or unclear questions that might make it difficult for participants to respond accurately. To help refine the questionnaire, participants were encouraged to share open-ended feedback on the clarity of the questions, their wording, and the response options.

Similarly, for the interview questions, a mock interview was conducted with an instructor who was excluded from the main study. The instructor worked at a language center, teaching English as a foreign language. The interview protocol was followed with her, and feedback from the mock interview helped assess the flow, clarity, and relevance of the questions to the study's objectives, as well as the time required for the interview. The researcher conducted a 45-min interview with the teacher, asking all the questions that had been designed by the researcher. After the interview, the researcher invited the teacher to underline any items that they felt were redundant and/or unclear. Based on the insights gathered from the pilot study, necessary revisions were made. Any unclear, redundant, or potentially misleading questions were refined or removed. After these adjustments, the final version of the questionnaire and interview questions was ready for data collection.



Data analysis

A quantitative method was used to analyze teachers' questionnaires. The data was organized in an Excel sheet and statistically analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS). Descriptive analysis (Dornyei, 2007) was employed to calculate the mean and standard deviation, summarizing teachers' views on the most anxiety-provoking skills, sub-skills, and activities. This approach allowed for a clear understanding of trends in the data by organizing and summarizing the responses into interpretable patterns.

The main themes in the questionnaire were: the types of activities teachers use and whether they think they cause anxiety or not, the effect of different skills and sub-skills on FLA levels, teachers' awareness of their potential influence on FLA, and the effects of different feedback strategies teachers use on FLA levels. Descriptive analysis offered an overview of the central tendencies and variability in responses, facilitating the identification of key areas of concern related to FLA.

Regarding the qualitative phase, the teachers' interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and thematically coded through a three-phase process: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding (Lichtman, 2013; Merriam and Tisdell, 2016).

In the first phase, open coding, the data were fragmented into smaller units, such as individual words, phrases, and key concepts. This stage involved a meticulous examination of interview transcripts to capture recurring ideas. For instance, multiple instructors frequently referenced terms like “student hesitation,” “fear of making mistakes,” and “pressure to perform,” indicating prevalent themes of anxiety tied to oral communication.

During the second phase, axial coding, these initial codes were systematically categorized into broader themes based on their relationships. Emerging themes included teachers‘ awareness of FLA, the role of feedback in anxiety levels, activity-based anxiety triggers, and teachers' own experiences with anxiety.

In the final phase, selective coding, the most important themes were carefully chosen and refined to highlight key insights. At this stage, the data were pieced together to tell a clear and meaningful story about how FLA affects the classroom. In the following section, a detailed, theme-based representation of the study's results will be presented, highlighting the significant findings from the data collection methods.




Results

The study's results, collected from the online questionnaire and interviews, highlighted teachers' perceptions of their influence on the issue of FLA and identified practical activities to address it in the EFL classroom.


Awareness of FLA in the EFL classroom

The results of the study have shown that teachers manifested an awareness and understanding, at least to some extent, of FLA, and they provided several definitions indicating that FLA is related to the different skills and the foreign language learning environment, and that even some teachers suffer from this issue. Even though the term itself was new to some of the teachers, they could guess what it means, or what they think it means, and how it manifests in their students. Prior to asking teachers about the specific skills that induced anxiety, they were asked about how frequently they noticed FLA in their classroom. Figure 1 illustrates the frequency and percentage of their answers.
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FIGURE 1
 Frequency of teachers noticing anxiety.


The results have shown that over 40% of the participants often notice FLA in their classroom, and < 31% sometimes notice this issue. More than 24% said they always notice FLA in class, while < 5% rarely notice it. This shows that most of the questionnaire participants noticed students' anxiety in their EFL classes.

When asked about teachers' awareness of FLA in the classroom, most of the interview teacher participants explained that not all teachers are aware of this issue for different reasons, such as the difficulty of detecting FLA for teachers in general and novice teachers in particular. In addition, they mentioned that even when teachers notice FLA, they do not necessarily relate it to the foreign language but to different reasons, such as students' character, sex, or cultural reasons. One of the interesting points that Randa mentioned was, “I think they are aware, but not necessarily give it much attention or give students who suffer from it extra attention.” She explained that this, in some cases, can be due to the large number of students or to the fact that the teachers might believe that this is not their responsibility but the counseling center's responsibility.



Teachers' perception of FLA and four skills

Most of the teacher participants in the questionnaire mentioned that FLA is associated with anxiety about speaking in a foreign language. Some of the participants in the interviews expressed similar ideas as well. Three teachers, Sally, Andrew, and Nadine, mentioned that speaking is the most anxiety-provoking.

At the same time, the other two participants, Sahar and Randa, explained that FLA is not related to a specific skill but depends on the learners themselves. Andrew, for example, indicated that he related FLA to speaking, because he had personal experience with FLA while studying Arabic as an L2 and specifically while speaking with native speakers. Figure 2 presents the results teachers provided in the questionnaire in response to the relation between anxiety and different language skills, and the skill they believe is the most anxiety-provoking.


[image: Bar chart showing percentages for language skills. Reading is 2 percent, writing is 6.1 percent, listening is 6.1 percent, and speaking is 85.7 percent.]
FIGURE 2
 Teacher responses on the most anxiety-provoking skills.


Over 85% of the questionnaire teacher participants and three of the teacher interviewees, Sally, Andrew, and Nadine, viewed speaking as the most anxiety-provoking of the four skills. Less than 15% of the teacher participants viewed other skills, such as reading, writing, and listening, to be the most anxiety-provoking.

The analysis of the questionnaire also showed that teachers viewed some of the sub-skills to be more anxiety-provoking for students than others; Over 71% of the participants indicated that summarizing is the most anxiety-provoking reading sub-skill, and over 69% believed that expressing ideas is the most anxiety-provoking writing sub-skill. Presenting was the most anxiety-provoking speaking sub-skill, with a percentage of over 59%, and over 61% indicated that recognizing connected speech is the most anxiety-provoking listening sub-skill. Figure 3 presents the responses provided by the teacher participants with respect to the most anxiety-provoking sub-skills.
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FIGURE 3
 Teachers responses on the most anxiety-provoking sub-skills.


Expressing ideas was the most anxiety-provoking writing sub-skill, but Nadine and Sally highlighted that planning, brainstorming, and outlining are more anxiety-provoking. They mentioned that some students did not learn how to do this before joining college. For example, Nadine said, “When you are faced with this blank piece of paper and you have absolutely nothing written on it, […] this is stressful.” Both instructors highlighted that teaching students writing techniques and giving them the tools alleviates this type of anxiety.

Presenting was the most anxiety-provoking speaking sub-skill, but all the interview participants referred to this as anxiety about public speaking and not FLA. Recognizing connected speech was the most anxiety-provoking listening sub-skill, and one of the teachers, Sally, mentioned that this is because students tend to get stuck on the words they do not know, because they believe they need to understand every single word.



Facilitative and debilitating anxiety

During the interviews, three teachers, Sally, Andrew, and Sahar, viewed anxiety as having both positive and negative effects, while the other two, Nadine and Randa, mainly viewed anxiety as having negative effects on students in the EFL classrooms. Participants highlighted that FLA could positively affect students, motivating them and pushing them to work harder. Sally, for example, shared an example of one of her students who had FLA; however, it positively affected her, as she chose to learn the language to help her children. Sally added:

For her, being anxious and feeling uneasy is one of the reasons that pushed her to learn English in particular. She wanted to help her child, and she wanted her child not to depend on private tutors. She wanted to be part of her child's improvement.

Her language anxiety was coupled with intrinsic motivation, and as a result, she was motivated and performed better in class. Anxiety becomes negative, however, when it impedes students' development and participation in class. Randa and Nadine viewed anxiety to mainly have negative effects on students in this specific context, and Nadine explained that anxiety “affects them [students] in a very negative way, and it might also impede their development at that point if it is a very severe case.” The examples and quotes shared by the instructors underline how FLA can have different effects on learners, highlighting the need for instructors to understand how FLA affects their students and how to handle its negative effects on the learners.



Teachers' effects on FLA levels

During the interviews, the participants were asked about the possible effect of teachers on FLA anxiety levels, and they mentioned that teachers could affect students' anxiety levels based on their attitude, rapport, and feedback strategies. They indicated that teachers could alleviate anxiety by providing students with a friendly and supportive learning environment where mistakes are tolerated and considered part of learning a foreign language. Teacher participants highlighted that being aggressive and unfriendly with students would increase FLA levels in the classroom. Andrew, for example, mentioned that he frequently uses the term “teachable moment” with his students when they make mistakes to highlight that mistakes are a way of learning and that students should not be ashamed or embarrassed of making mistakes. Nadine also referred to this point and added, “I think by showing them that we are not there to judge them, we can alleviate some of this anxiety.” Randa and Sally mentioned that feedback is one of the things that can raise students' anxiety levels if the teacher uses a sarcastic tone or if s/he over-corrects the students. Randa mentioned that teachers “should let few mistakes pass and just focus on the main things.” Awareness of how teachers can affect learners' anxiety levels is essential in creating an anxiety-free learning environment through being compassionate with the learners, acknowledging that mistakes are part of the learning process, and offering selective constructive feedback.



Teachers suffering from FLA

During the interviews, teachers were asked about the possibility of EFL teachers suffering from anxiety, and some of them were surprised at this question, as they believed that it is not possible for FL teachers to suffer from anxiety. Nadine claimed that FL teachers could not possibly suffer from anxiety, as “it would be very hard for someone who struggles with learning a language to become a language teacher unless they are very special.” Randa also expressed a similar opinion, but when she was asked again about having met a teacher who suffers from FLA, she mentioned one of her colleagues in the United States who refused to speak in English with foreigners even though she was an experienced English teacher. Andrew mentioned a related point, and he explained that it is not necessarily related to facing FLA issues inside the classroom but when speaking with natives or with a teacher with a higher proficiency level.

The other two participants, Sahar and Sally, explained that teachers could have FLA issues if they have a student who does not speak their L1. They feel obliged to speak English during the whole class period without possibly resorting to using the L1 to overcome some difficulties in the L2 classroom. Sahar, for example, mentioned that this could be anxiety-provoking, as the teacher might have to “stick to the L2 all the time without translating anything, and sometimes she [the teacher] cannot find the proper words.” Moreover, Sally indicated that teachers might face this issue while taking standardized tests but not in the classroom, as FLA would disappear once they start teaching.



Useful activities to deal with FLA

The interviewed teachers mentioned that among the different activities utilized in the classroom, group activities are the least anxiety-provoking, followed by pair and individual activities. The results are illustrated in the following Figure 4.


[image: Pie chart showing the distribution of participation types. Group participation is 63% (blue), pair participation is 21% (orange), and individual participation is 16% (green).]
FIGURE 4
 Teacher responses on the least anxiety-provoking activities.


In the questionnaire, teachers were asked to choose the activities that they believed helped alleviate anxiety, and they mentioned using group discussions, role-plays, group and pair work, and crosswords. The activities that were most dominant and frequent were group discussions and role-plays. A text analysis software was used to count the frequency of the activities listed by the participants, and the results are presented in Figure 5.


[image: Area chart showing the frequency of five group activities: Group Discussions at 30, Role Plays at 25, Group Work at 6, Pair Work at 4, and Crosswords at 4.]
FIGURE 5
 Useful activity in reducing FLA.


In the interviews, the participants expressed similar opinions, explaining how group discussions, competitions, and other group activities are relaxing to students. They indicated that individual activities could be anxiety-provoking, as students might feel on the spot, and that is why the teachers suggested giving the students the chance to prepare their answers with their classmates to “lower the affective filter,” as Randa pointed out. Another teacher participant, Sahar, said: “[…] it is less threatening to speak to your peers, especially where it is a group work where one task is involved, and they have to complete something together.” Looking at the activities from another perspective, Andrew claimed that group work causes higher levels of anxiety, as it could be overwhelming for some students. He added that individual activities are more relaxing as students work independently and at their own pace.

The teachers also indicated that, at some point, anxiety could stem not from the activity itself but from how the teacher approaches it. For example, Sally indicated that sometimes, if the teacher is rigorous and serious, this can lead to a “demotivating atmosphere,” which raises students' anxiety and lowers their interest in participating in class.

Furthermore, Randa highlighted the role peers play in this issue and that sometimes if the students are not friends, this can lead to higher levels of anxiety. She also suggested administering a questionnaire on activity preference on the very first day of class so that she is aware of the activities they are more comfortable with. It is important to note that she mentioned that giving them the questionnaire was not a complete success, and she noted that “very few of them are honest with themselves, and they say I prefer to work by myself.” Such findings underline the need for teachers to experiment and use various activities while observing their effects on the learners and implementing any modifications needed to accommodate their needs.

FLA in the Egyptian classroom proved to be an intricate topic that affects both the learners and teachers. The results of the study underlined how teachers and learners are prone to FLA and how anxiety stems from different sources. For example, for teachers, it can stem from speaking to someone who speaks English as their first language. As for students, it can originate from the teachers' attitudes, types of activities used, or specific skills being practiced. Teachers' awareness of FLA was evident, and such awareness assisted the teachers in understanding the types of activities and feedback that can affect their learners' FLA levels. Such awareness is essential in supporting the learners and providing them with a welcoming and inclusive learning environment.




Discussion

Teachers in this study identified FLA as a significant factor impacting students' engagement and language learning. The results revealed that over 40% of teachers often notice FLA in their classrooms, with most of them associating this anxiety primarily with speaking skills. This aligns with previous studies that have shown that speaking is the most stressful aspect of learning a new language. Students, in particular, often worry about making mistakes, being judged, or struggling to find the right words quickly in real-time communication (Horwitz et al., 1986; MacIntyre, 1995; Park and French, 2013). The Affective Filter Hypothesis (Krashen, 1985) explains this phenomenon, suggesting that heightened anxiety acts as a psychological barrier that hinders language input from becoming comprehensible intake, thereby limiting fluency and participation.

In the Egyptian context, where English is regarded as essential for career success and social status (Latif, 2018), FLA can be particularly evident. Many students feel pressured to perform well, which increases their anxiety. Teachers in this study also observed that certain speaking tasks—such as summarizing, presenting, and engaging in spontaneous conversations—tend to heighten students' anxiety. This observation aligns with findings in existing literature (e.g., Javaid et al., 2023; Shi and Zhang, 2023).

To address this issue, teachers can ease pressure by incorporating group discussions and structured speaking tasks that allow for preparation. Small changes—such as offering encouragement, pairing students up, and prioritizing communication over perfection—can make a big difference in reducing FLA and building students' confidence in using English.

The teachers' awareness of FLA and their ability to recognize its manifestations in students are crucial for creating a supportive learning environment. Such an environment, according to the teacher participants, can assist in reducing FLA levels, which conforms with Young's (1990) results on the need to provide a relaxing and positive learning environment. As this study shows, while most teachers are aware of FLA, not all are fully familiar with its nuances or its specific triggers. For instance, some teachers attributed students' anxiety to factors unrelated to language learning, such as personal characteristics or cultural reasons. This suggests that there is still a need for greater teacher training and awareness regarding the specific nature of FLA and its impact on language learning.

The study's findings also highlight teachers' dual role in reducing or increasing FLA in the classroom. Teachers' attitudes, feedback strategies, and the classroom environment they create significantly influence students' anxiety levels. Conversely, the study also found that teachers who are overly critical or fail to acknowledge students' anxiety can unintentionally increase FLA. This confirms that teachers can both alleviate and increase FLA in their EFL classes. These findings underscore the need for professional development programs to better equip teachers with strategies to recognize and address FLA.

Furthermore, a key finding of the study is the identification of specific language skills and sub-skills that are particularly anxiety-provoking for students. Speaking was identified as the most anxiety-inducing skill, with over 85% of teacher participants highlighting it as such. This finding is consistent with the existing literature, which considers speaking as the most challenging aspect of language learning, often due to the immediate nature of oral communication and the fear of public speaking (Park and French, 2013). However, the study also sheds light on other sub-skills, such as summarizing, expressing ideas in writing, and recognizing connected speech, which were identified as particularly anxiety-provoking by both students and teachers. These findings suggest that FLA is not limited to speaking but can permeate other aspects of language learning, depending on the context and the individual learner. Therefore, by providing students with clear strategies and tools for tackling these tasks, teachers can reduce the cognitive load and anxiety associated with them, thereby lowering the affective filter and facilitating more effective language learning.

This study explored FLA among teachers, particularly those who speak English as Second or Additional language. FLA among L2 teachers is relatively underexplored in the literature, yet it has significant implications for both teaching effectiveness and teacher wellbeing. The study found that while some teachers were initially surprised by the idea of teachers experiencing FLA, others acknowledged that it could occur, particularly when teachers feel pressured to exclusively use the L2 in the classroom or when interacting with native speakers. This finding aligns with Liu and Wu's (2021) research, which notes that non-native language teachers may experience anxiety due to perceived language inadequacies, especially when required to use the target language exclusively. This anxiety can, in turn, affect their teaching practices, potentially leading to a more rigid or less confident teaching style, which could increase FLA among students. One way to support teachers is to cater to their wellbeing through positive psychology, which refers to “the study of the conditions and processes that contribute to the flourishing or optimal functioning of people, groups, and institutions” (Gable and Haidt, 2005, p. 103), and by fostering resilience and self-efficacy-key factors in reducing the negative impact of anxiety in language learning and teaching contexts (Rayyan et al., 2023). Utilizing positive psychology should not only assist in enhancing teachers' mood, focus, and optimism, and reducing their stress level but also it has professional benefits “like stronger teacher-student relationships and improved student confidence, engagement, and self-regulation” (Lo and Punzalan, 2025, p. 14). Assisting teachers in this manner assists in creating a more positive teaching and learning environments.

The study also explored the effectiveness of different classroom activities in alleviating FLA, with a particular focus on group vs. individual activities. The findings revealed that group activities, such as discussions and role plays, were generally perceived as less anxiety-provoking than individual tasks, which aligns with Koch and Terrell (1991). These findings on group activities alleviating FLA align with Toyama and Yamazaki's (2022) work on collectivist cultures/regions having higher levels of FLA, which clarifies and underscores teachers' preference for group activities to reduce FLA levels, as Egypt has a collectivist culture. This is also consistent with the Affective Filter Hypothesis, which suggests that collaborative activities can help lower the affective filter by providing a sense of shared responsibility and reducing the pressure on individual students (Krashen, 1985). However, the study also noted that the effectiveness of these activities in reducing anxiety depends on how the teacher implements them. For instance, a strict teacher may create a demotivating environment in the classroom, which could increase anxiety even during group activities. Moreover, the study found that peer dynamics play a crucial role in the success of group activities, with anxiety levels potentially rising if students are not comfortable with their group members.

In addition, considering the challenges faced by postgraduate and transitioning students, it is recommended that universities provide targeted English for Academic Purposes (EAP) support. Workshops, writing clinics, and language support services tailored to academic communication can greatly benefit students navigating unfamiliar academic environments and expectations.

Interestingly, one participant, Andrew, suggested that individual activities could be less anxiety-provoking for some students as they allow learners to work at their own pace without the pressure of group dynamics. This points to the importance of recognizing individual differences in FLA and suggests that a one-size-fits-all approach may not be effective in alleviating anxiety. Teachers should consider offering a variety of activities and allowing students to choose the ones they are most comfortable with, thereby accommodating different learning styles and anxiety levels. These insights contribute to our understanding of FLA in EFL classrooms and pave the way for future research to explore intervention strategies that can more effectively address anxiety among students and teachers.



Conclusion

This study investigated teachers' awareness of the FLA phenomenon in Egyptian EFL classes in higher education. It also explored the effects of different activities on FLA levels and how teachers perceive the most and least anxiety-provoking skills, i.e., listening, reading, writing, and speaking. Teachers from various backgrounds, with differing levels of teaching experience, and who taught different courses were included in this study. Both quantitative and qualitative instruments, including teacher interviews and a questionnaire, were used to address the research questions.

The findings highlighted the importance of teachers' awareness of FLA in EFL classrooms to effectively address it and assist learners who struggle with this issue. Teachers demonstrated an awareness of FLA, at least to some extent, and recognized its effects on both the learning and teaching environments. The study also underscored the impact of different activities on FLA and the importance of teachers being aware of these activities and students‘ preferences.

Awareness of these factors can help teachers design lesson plans that include a variety of relaxing activities and games that are not anxiety-provoking for students. Also, with assessments representing an anxiety-provoking experience for many students, designing assessments that are engaging, collaborative, or gamified can transform potentially anxiety-inducing tasks into opportunities for positive effect and intrinsic motivation. The results also included various suggestions from teachers, supported by previous research, on how to handle FLA better, such as providing students with a friendly and motivating learning environment and using a variety of activities. In addition, the study emphasized the teacher's role in alleviating FLA and the various steps they can take to manage it. Moreover, teachers should use a variety of activities and adapt them to suit students' different learning styles. Discussing FLA with students could also be beneficial.

Focusing on teachers' wellbeing and using positive psychology is one of the suggestions to improve the teaching and learning environments in the classroom, offering teachers techniques on how to care for themselves to be able to care for their students and cater to their needs. Schools and universities can offer professional development sessions and workshops based on positive psychology to assist teachers in their journey toward a more positive teaching experience.

The present study included only interviews with teachers, and future research is suggested to include data from student interviews to provide a broader perspective on FLA. Future studies could also include a more diverse sample from different classes/courses in various universities, possibly comparing FLA levels at private and public universities in Egypt. Moreover, further comparisons could be made between teachers from different backgrounds and/or countries and students from different cultural and educational backgrounds to explore how they perceive FLA and its related variables.

Finally, this study has a few limitations; however, they do not significantly impact its validity. First, the sample size of 49 EFL instructors and five interviewees may limit generalizability. Nevertheless, since participants come from different universities and backgrounds, their perspectives still provide valuable insights into FLA in Egyptian EFL classrooms. Second, self-reported data may introduce bias, but the study mitigates this by triangulating questionnaire responses with in-depth interviews, enhancing reliability. Finally, the use of convenience sampling may reduce representativeness. However, the diverse backgrounds of participants and the study's exploratory nature help address this concern, paving the way for future research with larger, randomized samples.
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