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The present longitudinal survey study explored changes in and effects of foreign language classroom anxiety (FLCA) and listening anxiety (FLLA) on Chinese undergraduate students’ English proficiency over a semester in the COVID-19 context. A set of 182 matching questionnaires was collected from first-year undergraduate English as a foreign language learners at two time points of a 16-week semester. Analyses of the data revealed the following major findings: (1) the participants experienced high levels of FLCA and FLLA both at the beginning and end of the semester, neither of which changed significantly during the semester, (2) FLCA and FLLA were highly positively related to each other, (3) FLCA and FLLA significantly predicted students’ self-rated proficiency in listening and speaking English, and (4) confidence in using English, efforts and motivation to learn English and interaction with instructors and peers mediated FLCA and FLLA to exert effects on students’ self-perceived proficiency in listening and speaking English. These findings indicate that the learning environment is critical in influencing the levels of and changes in FLCA and listening anxiety and that these two types of foreign language anxiety are serious issues in the pandemic foreign language learning context.
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INTRODUCTION

Foreign language anxiety is a negative side of emotion specifically related to second/foreign language learning (MacIntyre and Gardner, 1994) and has received considerable attention from researchers in the field (MacIntyre, 2017). As a specific type of foreign language anxiety, foreign language classroom anxiety (FLCA) has been widely researched and proved to be predominantly negatively associated with second/foreign language learning processes or outcomes (e.g., Horwitz et al., 1986; Young, 1986; Aida, 1994; Gregersen and Horwitz, 2002; Botes et al., 2020; Gregersen, 2020; Liu, 2006; Liu and Jackson, 2008). These studies have also revealed that speaking is the most anxiety-provoking activity in second/foreign language learning. By contrast, also as specific types of foreign language anxiety, language skill-related anxieties like listening anxiety, reading anxiety and writing anxiety have been much less investigated in spite of their existence in second/foreign language learning (Phillips, 1992; Cheng et al., 1999; Elkhafaifi, 2005; Jee, 2016). Of the four language skills, listening is viewed as the most frequently used language skill (Scarcella and Oxford, 1992), but “is probably the least explicit of the four language skills, thus, making it the more difficult skill to learn” (Vandergrift, 2004, p. 1). Consequently, foreign language listening is rather challenging and anxiety-provoking to second/foreign language learners (Elkhafaifi, 2005; Liu, 2016). Nevertheless, though foreign language listening anxiety (FLLA) has received more researchers’ attention and been found to be negatively associated with learners’ listening performance (e.g., Elkhafaifi, 2005; Golchi, 2012; Zhang, 2013; Liu, 2016), it still remains under-researched.

As reviewed below, Chinese learners of English at different educational levels often experience anxiety to varying degrees, which is largely because they have limited use of English in daily life (Liu, 2006, 2016; Lu and Liu, 2015; Liu and Xiangming, 2019). They may experience greater anxiety in online learning classrooms when they have even less use of English due to limited interaction and low motivation (Chen, 2010; O’Doherty et al., 2018). Since the outbreak of the pandemic COVID-19 in late 2019, schools in many countries at all levels, including China, are closed and shift to online teaching and learning. Facing this unexpectedly new context, students may encounter numerous challenges and experience various feelings they have seldom had before (Bryson and Andres, 2020). It is thus necessary to examine anxiety in Chinese English as a foreign language learners in this COVID-19 context.

Meanwhile, although the current literature shows that foreign language anxiety, including FLCA and FLLA, is dynamic and multifaceted, studies on changes in different types of anxiety are still inadequate (Liu and Xiangming, 2019; Gregersen, 2020). Even fewer studies are available on the interaction of FLCA and FLLA though they have been shown to be independent constructs of foreign language anxiety (Horwitz et al., 1986; Elkhafaifi, 2005; Bekleyen, 2009).

For these reasons, the present longitudinal survey study aims to examine changes in FLCA and FLLA and their effects on Chinese undergraduates’ speaking and listening proficiency in English in online English language class over a 16-week semester in the COVID-19 context.



LITERATURE REVIEW


Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety

Initially treated as a psychological construct, anxiety refers to “the subjective feeling of tension, apprehension, nervousness, and worry associated with an arousal of the autonomic nervous system” and generally has three types: Trait anxiety, state anxiety and situation-specific anxiety (Spielberger, 1983, p. 1). As a type of situation-specific anxiety, foreign language anxiety concerns “the feeling of tension and apprehension specifically associated with second language contexts, including speaking, listening, and learning” (MacIntyre and Gardner, 1994, p. 284). Due to the lack of uniform measures, early studies (e.g., Chastain, 1975; Kleinmann, 1977) revealed inconsistent findings about the role of anxiety in second/foreign language learning. To solve this problem, Horwitz et al. (1986) proposed the FLCA theory, according to which FLCA is “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). To measure this situation-specific type of foreign language anxiety, Horwitz et al. (1986) developed a 33-item Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale covering three dimensions: Communication apprehension, fear of negative evaluation, and test anxiety. Soon, the scale has been widely used by researchers worldwide to explore the relationship between FLCA and second/foreign language learning outcomes measured by language achievement/performance tests, course grades, and/or self-ratings (e.g., Young, 1986; Aida, 1994; Cheng et al., 1999; Matsuda and Gobel, 2004; Liu and Jackson, 2008; Liu and Huang, 2011; Liu and Cheng, 2014; Piniel and Csizér, 2015; Boudreau et al., 2018; Liu, 2018; Liu and Xiangming, 2019; Xiangming et al., 2020; Shirvan and Taherian, 2021). In addition to the consistently negative correlation between FLCA and second/foreign language learning outcomes, these studies have discovered that students are most anxious about speaking the target language in classrooms. Furthermore, these studies, together with those using other measures such as interviews and diaries (e.g., Bailey, 1983; Liu, 2006; Bekleyen, 2009; Jee, 2016), have shown that FLCA levels differ not only in different second/foreign language contexts but also in the same second/foreign language contexts over time, because it continuously interacts with various variables such as familiarity with peers, use of the target language, motivation, enjoyment and self-confidence. For example, using the idiodynamic method, Gregersen et al. (2014) studied three high- and three low-anxiety learners of Spanish as a foreign language via videotaped presentations, self-ratings of anxiety levels and interviews. The results showed many fluctuations in the participants’ anxiety levels during their presentations. Kruk (2018) investigated the changes in the levels of FLCA of 52 Polish senior high school leaners of English over one school semester. Analyses of the collected questionnaires, interviews and lesson plans revealed that FLCA changed not only over the whole semester but also during a single class and from one language lesson to another. Liu and Cheng (2014) examined the relationship between foreign language anxiety and motivation of first-year university students. They found that anxiety levels were significantly lower when students had a higher degree of motivation, which was especially evident among advanced-level students.

Clearly, FLCA, with a focus on speaking, has been much researched: It is existent in many second/foreign language learners and largely negatively affects their learning of the language, and it is changeable during the learning process because of various reasons and interacts with other variables such as motivation and strategy use to affect learning outcomes. Seemingly, learners may also experience other types of anxiety during the learning process like listening anxiety, reading anxiety and writing anxiety, which, nevertheless, have been much less investigated (Phillips, 1992; Cheng et al., 1999; Elkhafaifi, 2005; Jee, 2016). Even fewer studies can be found on the interaction of FLCA and other types of anxiety.



Foreign Language Listening Anxiety

As more research has been conducted within the FLCA theory, researchers are more aware of the need to examine other types of foreign language anxiety, especially language skills-related anxiety such as listening anxiety, speaking anxiety, writing anxiety and reading anxiety. Consequently, efforts have been made to investigate these types of anxieties (e.g., Sellers, 2000; Gregersen and Horwitz, 2002; Cheng, 2004; Elkhafaifi, 2005; Horwitz et al., 2010; Pae, 2013; Lu and Liu, 2015), which have been shown to be distinct and independent from FLCA and consistently negatively related to the specific language skills and second/foreign language learning outcomes.

Though speaking is widely acknowledged to be the most anxiety-provoking activity in second/foreign language learning (Horwitz et al., 1986; Liu and Jackson, 2008), listening is also a very stressful task for second/foreign language learners (Arnold, 2000). Also as a type of situation-specific anxiety, FLLA refers to the tendency that foreign language listeners become anxious in listening-related tasks (Zhang, 2013; Liu, 2016). Studies have evidenced that FLLA is distinguishable from general foreign language anxiety but positively correlated with it (Kim, 2002; Elkhafaifi, 2005; Bekleyen, 2009; Wang, 2010; Golchi, 2012; Serraj and Noordin, 2013). Studies have also revealed a significantly negative association of FLLA with foreign language listening performance (Elkhafaifi, 2005; Kim, 2002; Mills et al., 2006; Golchi, 2012; Serraj and Noordin, 2013; Zhang, 2013; Liu, 2016; Wang and Cha, 2019). For example, Elkhafaifi (2005) examined the effects of general foreign language learning anxiety and FLLA of 233 postsecondary students of Arabic as a foreign language on their final grades and listening comprehension scores. The results showed that both types of anxiety negatively affected students’ listening comprehension and final grades.

Meanwhile, the current literature shows that FFLA interacts with various variables such as language proficiency, strategy use, self-efficacy and motivation to collaboratively affect listening learning outcomes, as does FLCA (e.g., Kim, 2002; Mills et al., 2006; Golchi, 2012; Liu, 2016; Xu and Huang, 2018; Wang and Cha, 2019). For example, learners with high self-efficacy in their listening capabilities become less anxious while listening to a foreign language (Kim, 2002; Mills et al., 2006). Liu (2016) investigated the relationship between FLLA and strategy use and their predicting effects on test performance of Chinese university students at different English proficiency levels. The results showed that FLLA and strategy use were closely correlated but FLLA was not a powerful predictor for listening test performance when strategy use was considered. Wang and Cha (2019) examined the FLLA of 78 English majors of different English proficiency levels and its effect on their listening performance. They found that English proficiency mediated the effect of FLLA on students’ listening performance. Listening anxiety was a negative predictor while self-belief was a positive predictor for less proficient listeners’ listening performance. Yet these two factors had no predicting power for the high-proficient group’s listening performance.

On the one hand, research on FLLA is relatively inadequate in spite of increasing attention to the issue. On the other hand, little research can be found on changes in FLLA over time though FLLA should be dynamic as well, just like FLCA. Thus, longitudinal studies are needed to examine the dynamic nature of FLLA in various language learning contexts. In addition, since speaking and listening are often intertwined in language learning, FLCA and FLLA may mutually affect each other, as implied in the reviewed literature (Bailey, 1983; Kim, 2002). This, yet, remains to be researched.



Research on Foreign Language Anxiety in Online Learning Environments

In spite of the plethora of studies on anxiety in various second/foreign language learning contexts, few such studies have been done in online learning environments (Hurd, 2007; Hurd and Xiao, 2010). Online learning is the form of education that takes place over the Internet, where students engage with instructors and other students at their convenient time and place (Singh and Thurman, 2019). Development in information and communications technology eliminates the barriers of time, space, and pace, creating greater flexibility in learning and teaching activities (Aparicio et al., 2017). Nevertheless, some researchers are skeptical about online teaching and learning in that students may experience isolation and struggle to stay motivated, to have adequate face-to-face interaction and get timely responses and feedback (Chen, 2010; O’Doherty et al., 2018). All these may hurt their sense of belonging and confidence in learning (Lei and Gupta, 2010; De Paepe et al., 2018; Janse van Rensburg, 2018). All these are especially important for second/foreign learners, which requires repeated exposure to and practice of the target language in various forms to learn it well.

In terms of foreign language anxiety in online learning environments, studies have revealed different findings (Hurd, 2007; Coryell and Clark, 2009; Hurd and Xiao, 2010; Côté and Gaffney, 2018), which might be due to different learning tasks used in the research. For example, Hurd and Xiao (2010) found that Chinese university students of distance learning were slightly anxious when learning English and felt more anxious when using vocabulary and speaking English. Similarly, the twelve interviewees in Coryell and Clark (2009) remained anxious in the online setting because they focused too much on correctness and precision of their language performance. Côté and Gaffney (2018) explored the effect of typed synchronous computer-mediated communication on foreign language anxiety and output quantity of 61 beginner French learners. They found that compared with traditional classrooms, the participants felt significantly less anxious and produced more conversation turns and words in the online learning context.

Meanwhile, Hurd (2007) investigated changes in anxiety in 500 students enrolled in an online lower-intermediate French course over a 4-month period. The results showed that more than half students’ anxiety levels remained unchanged and some learners tended to be more anxious after 4 months of study. The study also discovered that the participants’ anxiety mainly arose from speaking, such as being called to speak or being fearful of not being understood. Other sources of anxiety included lack of instant feedback, difficulty in assessing personal progress in comparison with other students, isolation, lack of opportunities for speaking practice, lack of confidence when working on their own, and lack of task instructions. Kaisar and Chowdhury (2020) explored whether technology-based virtual classroom could free foreign language learners from anxiety. Analyses of the data collected from a self-developed questionnaire and interviews demonstrated that most students felt more comfortable in face-to-face classrooms than in virtual classrooms. The participants reported that virtual study could not give them opportunities for interactive activities, which made the language class boring and unfruitful. In addition, they attributed their anxiety to such factors as fear of being disconnected, fear of being isolated, lack of interaction with teachers and peers, and network problems.



Context

To respond to CONVID-19 since its outbreak, the Ministry of Education in China launched an emergency policy initiative entitled “Disrupted Classes, Undisrupted Learning,” to close schools but continue the process of teaching and learning by providing flexible online education via major online platforms like Zoom and Tencent to over 200 million students (Wang et al., 2020). All teaching and learning were conducted online for the first semester of the year 2020 and half online and half in classrooms for the second semester of the year. Thus, how students feel about English speaking and listening in online foreign language classrooms and how this affects their proficiency in speaking and listening English in this special period deserve research, which is the focus of the present research. Targeting Chinese first-year undergraduate students, the present research aims to answer the following research questions:


(1)How do students’ foreign language classroom anxiety and listening anxiety change over the semester?

(2)How are students’ foreign language classroom anxiety and listening anxiety correlated with each other?

(3)How do students’ foreign language classroom anxiety and listening anxiety affect their proficiency in speaking English?

(4)How do students’ listening anxiety and foreign language classroom anxiety affect their proficiency in listening English?





THE PRESENT STUDY

This study was conducted in a public university in Beijing, where an English language course was mandatory for all first- and second-year undergraduate students, aiming to enhance their listening, speaking, reading and writing skills. As newcomers of the university, more than half first-year students took the English Listening and Speaking course. Coupled with the fact that they were new to the online teaching and learning environment due to COVID-19 in the university and thus might experience greater anxiety than their peers in senior years of study, they became the target population of the present research.


Participants

Altogether 182 (137 male and 45 female) first-year undergraduate students registered in the English Listening and Speaking course participated in the present study. With an average age of 18.15 (SD = 0.70) and an age range of 17–21, the respondents majored in various areas such as electric engineering, computer science, artificial intelligence, information technology, internet security and information communication.



Instruments

The respondents answered a battery of questionnaires: The background information questionnaire, the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale, the Foreign Language Listening Anxiety Scale, and self-rated English proficiency and learning of English, as detailed below.


Background Information Questionnaire

The Background Information Questionnaire sought to collect such information about the respondents as name, gender, discipline, age, and average use of English per day. Meanwhile, the informants were asked to self-rate their learning of English on the scale of 1 to 10: Ease of searching for materials in English, ease of communicating with others in English, ease of looking for help with English learning, interest in learning English, motivation to learn English, efforts to learn English, confidence in using English, interaction with peers, and interaction with the course instructor. As reported in Table 1, the students rated their learning of English at a similar level in all aspects in both phases.


TABLE 1. General information about the participants (N = 182).
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Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale

With a reliability score of 0.947 in phase 1 and 0.949 in phase 2, this 33-item Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) was adapted from that developed by Horwitz et al. (1986), primarily aiming to measure students’ anxiety levels in English language classrooms, as done in similar studies (e.g., Hurd and Xiao, 2010; Liu and Xiangming, 2019; Xiangming et al., 2020). To better suit the present situation, expressions ‘foreign languages’ were changed to be ‘English.’



Foreign Language Listening Anxiety Scale

Achieving a reliability score of 0.896 in phase 1 and 0.905 in phase 2, the 20-item Foreign Language Listening Anxiety Scale (FLLAS) used in the present study was adopted from that used in Zhang (2013), aiming to measure respondents’ English listening anxiety.

All the FLCAS and FLLAS items were placed on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from ‘Strongly Disagree’ to ‘Strongly Agree’ with values 1–5 assigned to each of the descriptors respectively.



Self-Rated English Proficiency

The respondents were asked to self-rate their proficiency in English listening and speaking on the scale of 1 (lowest) to 10 (highest), as done in Young (1986) and Liu (2018).



Procedure

After the design was approved by the Research Committee of the department and the university, the data were collected at two time points over a 13-week period in a 16-week semester. The battery of questionnaires and a consent form were distributed online to around eight natural intact classes of first-year undergraduate students enrolled in the English Listening and Speaking course in week 2 (phase 1), which yielded 261 valid questionnaires. The same questionnaires were distributed to the same students again in week 15 (phase 2), which resulted in 193 questionnaires. Then, the two sets of questionnaires were compared and those with no matching in either phase were deleted, leaving 182 sets of complete matching data in both phases for further analyses.



Data Analyses

All the data were analyzed via SPSS 20. The FLCAS and FLLAS were first subjected to rotated (varimax) principal factor analysis in both phases to determine their underlying components. Correlation analyses (Pearson two-tailed) were run to examine the correlations between them. Paired samples t-tests were then conducted on FLCAS and FLLAS scales to examine changes in FLCA and listening anxiety in two phases respectively. Finally, multiple regression analyses were run to investigate the effects of FLCA, FLLA and self-rated learning of English on students’ self-rated proficiency in English listening and speaking in both phases respectively.



RESULTS

Prior to any statistical analysis, the adapted FLCAS and FLLAS were subjected to rotated (varimax) principal components analysis in both phases, as done in many existing studies (e.g., Liu and Huang, 2011; Zhang, 2013; Liu and Xiangming, 2019; Wang and Cha, 2019) which sometimes reveal different components in different situations.

The analysis of FLCAS yielded seven factors in phase 1 and six factors in phase 2, with all eigenvalues exceeding 1 (see Appendix Table A1). Based on these results and those of the reviewed literature, coupled with a careful examination of each FLCAS item, the present study adopted a 6-factor solution on the FLCAS, which was then applied to the analyses of the FLCAS in both phases (Appendix Table A2). These six factors were: 12-item FLCAS1 reflective of anxiety about speaking English, nine-item FLCAS2 indicative of worry about the English class, four-item FLCAS3 suggestive of worry about classroom performance, three-item FLCAS4 concerned about anxiety about not understanding the teacher, three-item FLCAS5 reflective of worry about tests, and two-item FLCAS6 indicating worry about mistakes. With reference to Zhang (2013), the analysis of FLLAS resulted in four factors in both phases (see Appendix Table A1): nine-item FLLAS1 reflective of anxiety about listening to English, six-item FLLAS2 suggestive of attitudes toward English listening, three-item FLLAS3 concerned with English listening decoding skills, and two-item FLLAS4 related to English culture in learning listening English.

As shown in Appendices Table A2, A3, the FLCAS items were highly related to the factors they belonged to, so were the FLLAS items. These FLCAS and FLLAS scales were then used for further analyses in the present study. When computing the scores, items reflective of little/no anxiety about or confidence in speaking or listening to English were reverse-coded. Consequently, the higher the FLCAS/FLLAS score, the more anxious a respondent was about speaking/listening to English.


Changes in Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety and Listening Anxiety

As shown in Table 2, the students scored 3.08 to 3.25 in phase 1 and 3.08 to 3.23 in phase 2 on FLCAS scales, higher than the scale midpoint 3, indicating that more than half of the participants were anxious about speaking English (FLCAS1), worried about the English class (FLCAS2) and classroom performance (FLCAS3), anxious about not understanding the teacher (FLCAS4), and worried about tests (FLCAS5) and mistakes (FLCAS6) in both phases. Similarly, they scored 2.89–3.29 in phase 1 and 2.97–3.23 in phase 2 on FLLAS scales, around the scale midpoint 3, meaning that around half of the participants were anxious about listening to English (FLLAS1), held negative attitudes toward English listening and were not satisfied with their English listening proficiency (FLLAS2), were poor in decoding English listening (FLLAS3) and worried about learning English culture in order to learn English listening well (FLLAS4) in both phases.


TABLE 2. Means, standard deviations, and paired samples t-test results of FLCAS and FLLAS scales in both phases (N = 182).

[image: Table 2]As seen from Table 2, the students tended to score lower or similar on FLCAS and FLLAS scales in phase 2. Nevertheless, no statistically significant differences occurred in any of the scales, as evidenced by paired samples t test results reported in Table 2.

Meanwhile, Table 2 shows that the informants self-rated their English listening proficiency as 4.11 in both phases and English speaking proficiency as 3.95 in phase 1 and 4.21 in phase 2, quite low on the scale of 1 to 10. And no significant increase or decrease in the students’ self-rated proficiency in English listening or speaking occurred in phase 2.



Correlations Between FLCAS and FLLAS Scales

As reported in Table 3, FLCAS and FLLAS scales were significantly positively related to one another in both phases (r = 0.244 ∼0.819 in phase and 0.248 ∼0.826 in phase 2, p ≤ 0.002). Alternatively, the higher the FLCAS score, the higher the FLLAS score. For example, the more anxious a respondent was about speaking English (FLCAS1), the more anxious he/she was about listening to English (FLLAS1) (r = 0.695 in phase 1 and 0.715 in phase 2).


TABLE 3. Correlations between FLCAS and FLLAS scales in both phases (N = 182).

[image: Table 3]


Effects of FLCA and FLLA on Self-Rated Proficiency in Speaking English

In order to explore the effects of FLCA and FLLA on English speaking proficiency, multiple stepwise regression analyses were conducted three times in both phases respectively, with self-rated English speaking proficiency as the dependent variable, FLCAS scales as independent variables the first time, FLCAS and FLLAS scales as independent variables the second time, and FLCAS and FLLAS scales and self-rated learning of English as independent variables the third time. The results are summarized in Tables 4, 5.


TABLE 4. Multiple regression coefficients and significance of predictors for speaking English proficiency (phase 1).

[image: Table 4]
TABLE 5. Multiple regression coefficients and significance of predictors for speaking English proficiency (phase 2).

[image: Table 5]As shown in Table 4 (phase 1), when FLCAS scales were used as independent variables, FLCAS (overall FLCA) and FLCAS4 (anxiety about not understanding the teacher) were powerful predictors for self-rated English speaking proficiency, with FLCAS being a negative (β = –0.806, t = –11.43, p = 0.000) and FLCAS4 a positive (β = 0.307, t = 4.36, p = 0.000) predictor. When FLCAS and FLLAS scales were used as independent variables, FLCAS, FLCAS4, FLLAS (overall FLLA) and FLLAS4 (worry about English culture related to listening English) were powerful predictors for self-rated English speaking proficiency. FLCAS (β = –0.557, t = –6.11, p = 0.000) and FLLAS (β = –0.388, t = –4.23, p = 0.000) were negative predictors while FLCAS4 (β = 0.341, t = 4.81, p = 0.000) and FLLAS4 (β = 0.132, t = 2.36, p = 0.019) were positive predictors. When FLCAS and FLLAS scales and self-rated learning of English were used as independent variables, confidence in using English (β = 0.452, t = 7.23, p = 0.000), FLLAS (β = –0.312, t = –4.24, p = 0.000), efforts to learn English (β = 0.137, t = 2.83, p = 0.005), FLLAS4 (β = 0.122, t = 2.59, p = 0.01), FLCAS4 (β = 0.164, t = 2.88, p = 0.004), and FLCAS1 (anxiety about speaking English) (β = –0.152, t = –2.20, p = 0.029) proved to be powerful predictors for self-rated English speaking proficiency.

As reported in Table 5, when FLCAS scales were used as independent variables, FLCAS (β = –0.503, t = –7.80, p = 0.000) was a powerful negative predictor for self-rated English speaking proficiency. When FLCAS and FLLAS scales were used as independent variables, FLCAS (β = –0.465, t = –4.20, p = 0.000), FLLAS2 (attitudes toward English listening) (β = –0.391, t = –3.95, p = 0.000), and FLLAS (β = 0.274, t = 2.12, p = 0.035) were powerful predictors for self-rated English speaking proficiency. FLCAS and FLLAS2 were negative predictors while FLLAS was a positive one. When FLCAS and FLLAS scales and self-rated learning of English were used as independent variables, interaction with the course instructor (β = 0.361, t = 5.68, p = 0.000), FLCAS (β = –0.248, t = –3.13, p = 0.002), and FLLAS2 (β = –0.184, t = –2.29, p = 0.023) proved to be powerful predictors for self-rated English speaking proficiency.



Effects of FLCA and FLLA on Self-Rated Proficiency in Listening English

In order to explore the effects of FLCA and FLLA on English listening proficiency, multiple stepwise regression analyses were conducted three times in both phases respectively, with self-rated English listening proficiency as the dependent variable, FLLAS scales as independent variables the first time, FLLAS and FLCAS scales as independent variables the second time, and FLLAS and FLCAS scales and self-rated learning of English as independent variables the third time. The results are summarized in Tables 6, 7.


TABLE 6. Multiple regression coefficients and significance of predictors for listening English proficiency (phase 1).
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TABLE 7. Multiple regression coefficients and significance of predictors for listening English proficiency (phase 2).

[image: Table 7]As shown in Table 6, when FLLAS scales were used as independent variables, FLLAS (β = –1.103, t = –7.02, p = 0.000), FLLAS4 (β = 0.236, t = 3.93, p = 0.000), and FLLAS1 (anxiety about listening to English) were (β = 0.508, t = 3.38, p = 0.001) powerful predictors for self-rated English listening proficiency, with FLLAS being a negative and the latter two positive predictors. When FLLAS and FLCAS scales were used as independent variables, FLLAS, FLLAS4, FLLAS1, and FLCAS3 (worry about classroom performance) were powerful predictors for self-rated English listening proficiency. FLLAS (β = –0.922, t = –5.53, p = 0.000) and FLCAS3 (β = –0.220, t = –2.91, p = 0.004) were negative predictors while FLLAS4 (β = 0.214, t = 3.59, p = 0.000) and FLLAS1 (β = 0.500, t = 3.37, p = 0.001) were positive predictors. When FLLAS and FLCAS scales and self-rated learning of English were used as independent variables, confidence in using English (β = 0.464, t = 7.78, p = 0.000), FLLAS3 (English listening decoding skills) (β = –0.164, t = –2.92, p = 0.004), and FLLAS2 (β = –0.145, t = –2.38, p = 0.018) proved to be powerful predictors for self-rated English listening proficiency.

As reported in Table 7, when FLLAS scales were used as independent variables, FLLAS2 (β = –0.483, t = –6.61, p = 0.000) and FLLAS3 (β = –0.137, t = –2.004, p = 0.047) were powerful negative predictors for self-rated English listening proficiency. When FLLAS and FLCAS scales were used as independent variables, FLLAS2 (β = –0.441, t = –5.95, p = 0.000) and FLCAS3 (β = –0.212, t = –2.85, p = 0.005) were powerful negative predictors for self-rated English listening proficiency. When FLLAS and FLCAS scales and self-rated learning of English were used as independent variables, FLLAS2 (β = –0.259, t = –3.46, p = 0.001), motivation to learn English (β = 0.275, t = 4.36, p = 0.000), interaction with peers (β = 0.190, t = 3.12, p = 0.002), and FLCAS3 (β = –0.192, t = –2.81, p = 0.006) were powerful predictors for self-rated English listening proficiency. FLLAS2 and FLCAS3 were negative while motivation to learn English and interaction with peers were positive predictors.



DISCUSSION

The present study revealed that both the FLCAS and the FLLAS had underlying components, were highly reliable and significantly positively correlated with each other.


Changes in Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety and Listening Anxiety

Statistical analyses showed that the students experienced a quite high level of FLCA, higher than did their peers in traditional classrooms in Liu’s studies (Liu, 2006, 2016; Liu and Jackson, 2008; Liu and Xiangming, 2019). Their anxiety was also greater than that experienced by distance learners in Hurd and Xiao (2010), which might be because the participants in the present study were new to the university and the learning environment while those in the latter were not. In addition, the participants in the present study suffered from high FLLA, also higher than did their peers in traditional classrooms in Liu (2016). These findings might be because the participants, as newcomers to the university, were not accustomed to the new environment at the beginning of the semester and still did not adapt themselves to the pandemic online learning context during the semester, where they could not turn to their peers and teachers as easily as in traditional classrooms, as reported in Hurd (2007) and Kaisar and Chowdhury (2020). However, as discussed in Gong et al. (2020a,b, 2021) and Scull et al. (2020), interaction between students and instructors as well as with others is crucial in successfully learning a second/foreign language. This is especially important for online teaching in facilitating and supporting the learning process (Bryson and Andres, 2020). As reported in Coman et al. (2020), lack of interaction was a big problem faced by Romanian university students when teaching became online due to COVID-19. In order to help students learn online better due to the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers in Scull et al. (2020) made efforts to ensure that materials were accessible and responsive to students’ needs, strengthen students’ participation through building relationships and connecting with them, and engage students socially and intellectually. Naturally, these efforts led to good results.

Due to the lack of interaction, the participants might not feel confident and comfortable when learning and using English, as discussed in Chen (2010) and O’Doherty et al. (2018). Another possible reason was that because of the precautions against COVID-19, students could not access libraries as much as they could, nor could they communicate with peers or teachers as much as possible or as easily as they did in normal school learning situations, as reported by the participants in the present study. They even could not easily search for resources on Internet due to various reasons such as cost, instability of the Internet, and so on. All these might have (greatly) hindered them from knowing one another and building a sense of belonging and community. Thus, they were not familiar with their peers, not easy to communicate with others in English or look for help with their English learning, not confident in using English, not interested in learning or motivated to learn English, as discussed in the current literature (Lei and Gupta, 2010; De Paepe et al., 2018; Janse van Rensburg, 2018). They did not make much effort to learn English either, had not much interaction with their peers and instructors, and self-rated their proficiency in listening and speaking English rather low, as reported in Tables 1, 2, both at the beginning and end of the semester. As a result, in both phases, they were apprehensive of speaking and listening to English in class, worried about the English class and classroom performance, were afraid of mistakes and English tests, were not satisfied with their English listening proficiency and tried to translate word by word when listening to English, and were upset by the culture they had to learn to understand spoken English.

All these reasons also largely explained why the participants’ levels of FLCA and listening anxiety generally remained unchanged over the 16-week semester, similar to Hurd’s (2007) study of online learners of French but different from those of learners in traditional classrooms (Gregersen et al., 2014; Kruk, 2018; Liu and Xiangming, 2019; Xiangming et al., 2020). Although this result might partially be due to the fact that relatively a small number of students answered the questionnaires, it indicated that the learning environment was crucial to the levels of and changes in FLCA and FLLA, also evidenced in Gong et al. (2020a,b, 2021) studies in the study-abroad context and those in online or traditional classrooms previously reviewed. Namely, a learning environment facilitates learning if it provides adequate resources and opportunities for students to learn and practice the target language and develop themselves (e.g., building self-confidence, and developing communication skills, etc.) in various ways. However, if learners cannot have more access to and practice of the target language, have little chance of getting familiarized with their peers and course instructors, and have difficulty in getting help for their learning of the target language, they are likely to experience the same level of FLCA and listening anxiety during a long period in the same context.



Effects of FLCA and FLLA on Self-Rated Proficiency in Speaking and Listening English

In both phases, whether working alone or working with FLLAS scales, FLCAS (overall foreign language anxiety) remained a powerful negative predictor for self-rated speaking English proficiency. FLCAS4 (worry about not understanding the teacher) was a powerful positive predictor in phase 1. When different variables worked together, FLLAS (overall FLLA) remained a powerful negative predictor in all cases in both phases, FLLAS4 (worry about English culture related to listening English) a negative predictor in phase 1 and FLLAS2 (attitudes toward English listening) a negative predictor in phase 2. These findings clearly indicated that FLCA (overall FLCA and anxiety about speaking English) and FLLA greatly affected students’ self-perceived proficiency in speaking English, as found in Liu (2018) and Liu and Xiangming (2019). In particular, incomprehensible input (i.e., not understanding the teacher or the culture related to speaking English) and attitudes toward English listening had special impacts on students’ self-perceived proficiency in speaking English, as discussed in Bailey (1983), Horwitz et al. (1986), and Liu (2006). In addition, confidence in using English, efforts to learn English and interaction with the course instructor mediated FLCAS and FLLAS scales to exert effects on students’ self-perceived proficiency in speaking English, as reported by learners in Bailey (1983), Liu (2006), Bekleyen (2009), and Jee (2016).

Whether working alone or working with other variables, FLLAS (overall FLLA) and/or its subscales significantly predicted students’ self-rated listening English proficiency in all cases in both phases. FLCAS3 (worry about classroom performance) powerfully negatively predicted the latter in both phases. These findings suggest that FLLA (FLLA, negative attitudes toward English learning and poor English listening skills) and worry about classroom performance (FLCAS3) are powerful predictors for students’ self-rated listening English proficiency, as found in Elkhafaifi (2005) and Liu (2016). When different variables worked together, FLLAS1 (worry about English listening) became a positive predictor, indicating that anxiety might facilitate second/foreign language learning to a certain degree, as found in Bailey (1983) and Liu (2006). Moreover, confidence in using English, motivation to learn English and interaction with peers mediated FLCAS and FLLAS scales to exert effects on students’ self-perceived proficiency in listening English, as discussed in Elkhafaifi (2005) and Botes et al. (2020).

Clearly, FLCA and FLLA affected students’ self-perceived proficiency in listening and speaking English respectively. Moreover, FLLA seemed to have a greater effect on self-rated proficiency in speaking English than did FLCA on self-rated proficiency in listening English.



CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The present study investigated changes in and effects of FLCA and listening anxiety on Chinese undergraduate students’ English proficiency over a semester in the COVID-19 context. Analyses of a set of 182 matching questionnaires revealed the following major findings: (1) the respondents reported a similarly high level of FLCA and FLLA both at the beginning and end of the semester, (2) FLCAS and FLLAS scales were highly positively related to one another, (3) FLCA and FLLA significantly predicted the respondents’ self-rated proficiency in listening and speaking English. FLLA seemed to have a greater effect on self-rated proficiency in speaking English than did FLCA on self-rated proficiency in listening English, and (4) confidence in using English, efforts and motivation to learn English and interaction with the English instructor and peers mediated FLCAS and FLLAS scales to affect the participants’ self-rated proficiency in listening and speaking English.

Although the relatively small number of respondents might weaken the generalizability of the findings in the present study, these findings clearly show that the learning environment is critical in influencing the levels of and changes in FLCA and FLLA and that FLCA and FLLA are serious issues in the COVID-19 foreign language learning context. As reported in many current studies (Bailey, 1983; Horwitz et al., 1986; Elkhafaifi, 2005; Liu, 2006, 2018; Liu and Xiangming, 2019), as students have more access to and practice of the target language, become more familiar with their peers, the course instructor and the classroom and school learning environment, they often become more confident and less anxious when using the target language in class. However, due to the fast and widespread of COVID-19, the participants in the present study had limited access to and practice of speaking and listening to English, were distant from their peers and course instructors, and could not resort to many resources from the Internet and school libraries, during the whole semester. Thus, they suffered from quite high levels of FLCA and FLLA both at the beginning and end of the semester, which did not show any significant change. Consequently, how to help reduce students’ FLCA and FLLA levels in the pandemic language learning context is a significant issue. On the part of language instructors, it is useful for them to give a clear description of the course, including requirements, expectations, content, tasks, assessment in relation to the COVID-19 context at the beginning of a semester (Kruk, 2018). This could help relieve students’ worry about the course and the unpredictable new context to a certain degree. During the semester, it is important for instructors to encourage students to speak English to one another and listen to English as much as possible both in and outside the online/traditional classroom. Course instructors had better try all means to build a friendly and supportive classroom atmosphere to help students feel at ease when using English in class, as discussed in the current literature (e.g., Horwitz et al., 1986; Phillips, 1992; Golchi, 2012; Liu, 2018; Liu and Xiangming, 2019). For example, in the listening English class, teachers can first understand students’ listening proficiency level, provide them with comprehensible input to let them experience small success and to boost their confidence, and then offer materials with increasing difficulties (Elkhafaifi, 2005). In addition, as suggested by Oxford (2008), listening instructions can focus on specific listening strategies (e.g., listening to key words, paying attention to word stress) to improve students’ listening skills and on specific positive feedback to increase students’ positive learning experiences and to cultivate their positive attitudes toward foreign language listening class.

Meanwhile, as found in MacIntyre et al. (2020) large-scale survey study, language teachers are also new to and under great stress in this unexpected CONVID-19 pandemic. Thus, it is better for them to spend more time planning and preparing their lessons and reflect their teaching practices and adjust them timely to cater to the new teaching and learning experience imposed by COVID-19, as did Bryson and Andres (2020). To facilitate teaching and help students, it is necessary for teachers to provide both synchronous and asynchronous learning opportunities (Bryson and Andres, 2020; Scull et al., 2020). It is also helpful for them to provide emotional, technical and instructional support for students, actively interact with students and seek support for teaching and learning (Bryson and Andres, 2020; MacIntyre et al., 2020). All these can be easily realized by building relationships and connections via Wechat, email, and blogs as well as classroom interactions.

In addition to actively interacting with their peers and course instructors and engaging themselves in all classroom activities, students themselves should make use of all resources they can find to increase their exposure to and use of English, such as BBC and VOA news, Ted talks and TV episodes (Zhang, 2013; Liu and Xiangming, 2019; Wang and Cha, 2019). Autonomous learning and active responses to the unexpected pandemic are always beneficial. This is best demonstrated by adult New Zealanders learning Chinese as a second language in China in Gong et al. (2020a, 2021), who made strategic efforts to seek opportunities and resources for practicing spoken Chinese outside the classroom. All these efforts can not only help reduce their FLCA and FLLA levels but also improve their proficiency in overall English as well as speaking and listening English. Then, a beneficial circle may form: Lower FLCA and FLLA lead to higher proficiency in speaking and listening English, and vice versa.

The present study enriched the current literature on foreign language anxiety by examining changes in and effects of FLCA and FLLA at different time points in the COVID-19 context. Even so, it can be bettered in several ways. First, the participants in the present study were homogeneous and the sample size was relatively small, which might make the findings less generalizable. Future studies can recruit more participants from diverse populations and thus present a fuller profile of anxiety in pandemic online learning contexts. Second, a deeper understanding of foreign language anxiety in online and traditional learning classrooms can be achieved if future studies can simultaneously cover both situations with triangulated data. The results may lend further support to the finding in Côté and Gaffney (2018) that online learners felt significantly less anxious than those in traditional classrooms. The results may also help identify sources for anxiety in pandemic online learning contexts.
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Appendix


TABLE A1. Eigenvalues and explained variances of FLCAS and FLLAS factors.
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TABLE A2. Loadings of principal components of FLCAS (phases 1/2) [Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) = 0.942 in phase 1 and 0.921 in phase 2 (p ≤ 0.001)].
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TABLE A3. Loadings of principal components of FLLAS (phases 1/2) [KMO = 0.915 in phase 1 and 0.895 in phase 2 (p ≤ 0.001)].
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(1) I never feel quite sure of myself when | am speaking English
inmy class,

(2) 1 don't worry about making mistakes in the English class.
(3) 1 tremble when | know that I'm going to be called on in the
English class.

(4) It frightens me when | don't understand what the teacher is
saying in English.

(5) It wouldn't bother me at allto take more foreign language
classes.

(6) During my English class, | find myself thinking about things
that have nothing to do with the course.

(7) I keep thinking that the other students are better at English
than | am.

(8) 1 am usually at ease during English tests in my class.

(9) I start to panic when | have to speak without preparation in
the English class.

(10) I worry about the consequences of failing my English class.
(11) I don't understand why some people get so upset over
English classes.

(12) In the English class, | can get so nervous | forget things |
know.

(13) It embarrasses me to volunteer answers in my English
class.

(14) 1 would not be nervous speaking English with native
speakers.

(15) | get upset when | don’t understand what the teacher is
correcting.

(16) Even if | am well prepared for the English class, | feel
anxious about it.

(17) 1 often feel like not going to my English class.

(18) I feel confident when | speak English in class.

(19) 1 am afraid that my English teacher is ready to correct every
mistake | make.

(20) | can feel my heart pounding when I'm going to be called
on in the English class.

(21) The more | study for an English test, the more confused |
get.

(22) 1 don't feel pressure to prepare very well for the English
class.

(23) 1 always feel that the other students speak English better
than | do.

(24) I feel very seif-conscious about speaking English in front of
other students.

(25) The English class moves so quickly | worry about getting
left behind.

(26) I feel more tense and nervous in my English class than in
my other classes.

(27)1 get nervous and confused when | am speaking English in
class.

(28) When I'm on my way to the English class, | feel very sure
and relaxed.

(29) 1 get nervous when | don't understand every word the
English teacher says.

(30) I feel overwhelmed by the number of rules | have to learn to
speak English.

(31) 1 am afraid that the other students will laugh at me when |
speak English.

(32) 1 would probably feel comfortable around native speakers
of English.

(33)1 get nervous when the English teacher asks questions
which | haven't prepared in advance.

Loadings of items included in corresponding factors are in bold.
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0.040/0.414

0.125/-0.127

0.300/0.197

Factor 6

0.175/-0.103

0.066/-0.108
0.020/-0.037

-0.035/-0.086

0.031/0.034

0.792/0.726

0.268/0.217

0.002/0.065
-0.123/0.000
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VIF 9.33 1.36 8.54
Cohen’s 2 0.067 0.032 0.30
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Confidence in FLLAS3 FLLAS2
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Listening: All B 0.464 -0.164 -0.145
variables as " ", "
independent t 7.78 —2.92 -2.38
variables P 0.000 0.004 0.018
VIF 1.63 1.46 1.70
Cohen’s 0.15 0.033 0.012

“p <0.01; "p < 0.05.
Effect size of Cohen’s 2: small = 2 < 0.02; medium = f2 = 0.15; large = 2 > 0.35

(Cohen, 1988).
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English peers
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indepen- p 0.001 0.000 0.002 0.006
dent VIF 1.823 1.288 1.199 1.515
variables  Cohen’s 2 0.101 0.078 0.033 0.024

“p <0.01; *p < 0.05.
Effect size of Cohen’s f2: small = 2 < 0.02; medium = f2 = 0.15; large = > 0.35
(Cohen, 1988).
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FLI._AS as independent ¢ —8.41™ 4.81* —4.23* 2.36"
variables
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Confidence in FLLAS Efforts to learn English FLLAS4 FLCAS4 FLCAS1
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*p <0.01; "p < 0.05.

Effect size of Cohen’s f2: small = 2 < 0.02; medium = = 0.15; large = > 0.35 (Cohen, 1988).
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variables
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Speaking: All variables as B 0.361 -0.248 -0.184
independent variables t 5.68** 313" _2.20*
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Cohen’s 2 0.074 0.114  0.018

*p <0.01; "p < 0.05.
Effect size of Cohen’s 2: small = 2 < 0.02; medium = 12 = 0.15; large = 2 > 0.35
(Cohen, 1988).
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Phase 1 Phase 2 Paired samples
t-test results

Mean SD Mean SD t P
FLCAS1 3.25 0.72 3.18 0.75 1.248 0.213
FLCAS2 3.08 0.65 3.08 0.74 0.518 0.60
FLCAS3 3.18 0.89 3.11 0.92 1.08 0.281
FLCAS4 3.13 0.898 3.08 0.93 1.521 0.130
FLCAS5 3.22 0.85 3.23 0.88 0.094 0.925
FLCAS6 3.24 0.77 3.23 0.92 0.301 0.764
FLCAS 3.18 0.65 3.14 0.71 1.001 0.318
FLLASH 2.98 0.76 3.01 0.82 0.227 0.821
FLLAS2 3.14 0.62 3.06 0.59 1.63 0.105
FLLAS3 3.29 0.87 3.23 0.94 1.124 0.262
FLLAS4 2.89 0.67 2.97 0.72 —1.306 0.193
FLLAS 3.06 0.60 3.05 0.65 0.676 0.500
Listening 411 2.21 411 2.18 0.045 0.964
Speaking 3.95 2.16 4.21 2.22 —0.755 0.451

FLCAS1, anxiety about speaking English; FLCAS2, worry about the English
class; FLCASS, worry about classroom performance; FLCAS4, anxiety about not
understanding the teacher; FLCASS, worry about tests;, FLCAS6, worry about
mistakes; FLCAS, Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale; FLLAS1, anxiety
about listening to English; FLLAS2, attitudes toward English listening; FLLASS,
English listening decoding skills; FLLAS4, worry about English culture related to
listening English; FLLAS, Foreign Language Listening Anxiety Scale; Listening,
self-rated listening proficiency; Speaking, self-rated speaking proficiency.
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The first number refers to the coefficient in phase 1 and second refers to the coefficient in phase 2.

*p < 0.002; coefficient of determination: small =r < 0.1; medium =r = 0.3, large =r > 0.5 (Cohen, 1988).
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Self-rated learning of English

Phase 1

Phase 2

Paired samples

t-test results

Mean SD Mean SD t p
Average use of English per day 0.895 0.69 1.02 1.57 —1.232 0.220
Ease of searching for materials in English 5.05 2.26 4.99 2.46 —-0.176 0.860
Ease of communicating with others in English 4.30 223 4.52 2.38 —1.014 0.312
Ease of looking for help with English learning 5.02 2.31 5.12 2.39 —1.105 0.271
Interest in learning English 5.56 2.29 5.74 2.53 —0.954 0.341
Motivation to learn English 5.50 225 5.68 2.45 —0.022 0.982
Efforts to learn English 4.48 2.02 4.35 2.21 0.717 0.474
Confidence in using English 4.30 2.34 4.70 2.38 —1.447 0.150
Interaction with peers 3.96 223 4.36 2.54 —1.561 0.120
Interaction with the English teacher 3.51 217 3.91 2.32 —0.990 0.324
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(37) 1 get upset when I'm not sure whether | understand what I'm hearing in
English.

(38) When | listen to English, | often understand the words but still can't qite
understand what the speaker is saying.

(39) When I'm listening to English, I get so confused | can't remember what I've
heard.

(40) | feel intimidated whenever | have a listening passage in English to listen to.

(41)1am nervous when | am listening to a passage in English when 'm not
familiar with the topic.

(42) 1 get upset whenever | hear unknown grammar while listening to English.
(43) When listening to English | get nervous and confused when | don't
understand every word.

(44) It bothers me to encounter words | can't pronounce while listening to
English.

(45) 1 usually end up translating word by word when I'm listening to English.
(46) By the time you get past the strange sounds in English, it's hard to
remember what you're listening to.

(47) 1 am worried about all the new sounds you have to learn to understand
spoken English.

(48) I enjoy listening to English

(49) | feel confident when | am listening to English.

(50) Once you get used to i, listening to English is not so difficult

(51) The hardest part of learning English is learning to understand spoken
English.

(52) 1 would be happy just to lear to read English rather than having to learn to
understand spoken English.

(53)1 don't mind listening to English by myself but | feel very uncomfortable
when | have to listen to English in a group.

(54) 1 am satisfied with the level of listening comprehension in English that | have
achieved so far.

(65) English culture and ideas seem very foreign to me.

(56) You have to know so much about English history and culture in order to
understand spoken English.

Loadings of items included in corresponding factors are in bold.
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