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Abstract: In today's globalized world, English language competency is essential not only for academic purposes
but also for international interactions. However, many Higher Education English Language Learners (HE-ELLs)
experience English-speaking anxiety, which negatively affects their classroom performance and learning
outcomes. There is a relatively fragmented body of literature currently available regarding English-speaking
anxiety among HE-ELLs. Therefore, grounded in psychological theories of language anxiety, this study
comprehensively and methodically synthesizes 24 recent empirical studies to summarize the characteristics of
research on English-speaking anxiety among HE-ELLs and identify research trends. Following the Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines, relevant studies published in
the last five years were collected from Scopus, ProQuest Education, ERIC databases, and further augmented by
Google Scholar. In the final screening, 24 articles were included for analysis. The findings reveal that psychology-
related factors, language-related factors, performance-related factors, and socio-cultural factors are all associated
with English-speaking anxiety among HE-ELLs. These factors may impact learners' classroom performance,
language learning outcomes, and mental health. To relieve English-speaking anxiety, various teaching strategies
have been proposed, including the application of virtual reality technology, group cooperative learning, and
increasing opportunities for interaction with native speakers. The findings of this study provide a deeper
understanding of English-speaking anxiety among HE-ELLs in English learning in recent years. By thoroughly
analyzing the root causes of English-speaking anxiety and implementing effective strategies, it offers valuable
references for educators, researchers, and policymakers in overcoming anxiety in English-speaking
communication.

Keywords: Higher education English language learners, English-speaking anxiety, systematic review,
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INTRODUCTION

Along with the evolution in language acquisition theory, researchers tend to think that language learning
is a complicated procedure that combines both cognitive and emotional aspects. Since the 1980s,
researchers have consistently highlighted the influence of affective variables upon English learning and
especially how anxiety plays an important part in English-speaking development among Higher
Education English Language Learners (HE-ELLs). Several studies have demonstrated that speaking
anxiety may negatively affect the language learning or speaking performances (Alazeer & Ahmed, 2023;
Helvira et al., 2025). Anxiety, apprehension, and low self-confidence among HE-ELLs in using English
as a medium of spoken communication may evolve to long-term psychological distress, hindering them
from fully participating in communicative activity, finally affecting the improvement of speaking skill
(Liu & Shi, 2023; Wijaya, 2023). English-speaking communication needs a high level of interaction
from HE-ELLs, so English-speaking skill is considered as one of the skills which could make learners
more anxious in the learning processes (Rajitha & Alamelu, 2020; Paraguas, 2025). From a
psychological perspective, speaking anxiety is closely linked to constructs such as communication
apprehension, fear of negative evaluation, and self-efficacy (Horwitz et al., 1986). Understanding and
alleviating such anxiety is now the topic of concern among instructors and scholars. The recent literature
review about English learners' speaking anxiety has presented a summary of current tendencies and
studies conducted in that area, indicating its present state of evolution.

Numerous studies have been conducted repeatedly on English speaking anxiety with a purpose of
enhancing the impact of English language learning. Prominent among these are the recent efforts of
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Rajendran et al. (2025), Tania et al. (2025), and Choi (2025). Rajendran et al. (2025) conducted a
comprehensive narrative review on English-speaking anxiety. Their article analyzed the main causes
and coping strategies of speaking anxiety among HE-ELLs, expanding our knowledge about this sector
on a larger scale. However, they did not provide detailed information on the time range of literature
search and database source as well as inclusion/exclusion criteria, which somewhat restricted it from
reflecting current trends of empirical work. Tania et al. (2025) conducted an analysis of the literature
on English speaking anxiety from 2018 to 2024. Their study found that the factors that trigger speaking
anxiety among HE-ELLs mainly stem from the fear of negative evaluations, language deficiencies and
classroom dynamics. All these reasons lead to lack of motivation for speaking, presentation and
hesitation during the interaction with others. Also, they mentioned Al and multi-modal approaches to
learn as a way for reducing speaking anxiety. Their study extended the conversation about why people
are anxious and how to reduce it and offered good examples of how to build inclusive English
classrooms and stress-free classroom environments. However, their research mainly consists of
descriptive summaries focusing on the anxiety triggers in classroom settings. The comprehensive
comparison and evaluation among different research results remains relatively limited.

Choi (2025) carried out a literature review by analyzing eleven empirical studies about speaking anxiety
with the English Language. Choi explored how VR has had potentials as well as difficulties for
alleviating student's speaking anxiety from 2018 onwards. It was found that through situation-based
VR, learners can have higher motivation to learn languages while decreasing their speaking anxiety.
However, different designs and implementation environments greatly influence the VR intervention's
efficacy and measuring instruments. Future research needs to further adopt more rigorous experimental
designs and long-term follow-up evaluations. Moreover, his review mainly focuses on the specific
technical path of virtual reality, lacking a systematic integration and analysis of the overall causes,
impacts and diverse coping strategies of English-speaking anxiety.

According to the literature review, the current research still has a relatively scattered research
perspective and lacks an integrated research framework for understanding English-speaking anxiety
among HE-ELLs. Previous studies mostly focused on a single aspect, such as mainly paying attention
to the anxiety-triggering factors in classroom situations. Some studies focused more on macroscopic
descriptions or concentrated on specific intervention paths such as virtual reality, resulting in the
fragmented characteristics of the existing research findings. Moreover, research methods and
measurement tools used to investigate English-speaking anxiety among HE-ELLs vary considerably
and currently there is a lack of consistent methods to compare and integrate these research conclusions.

The aforementioned research limitations have restricted our comprehensive exploration of the causes,
impacts and coping strategies of HE-ELLs' English-speaking anxiety. It is necessary to conduct a
systematic review of the empirical studies in recent years to integrate them thoroughly and gain a deeper
understanding of the causes, impacts and coping strategies associated with English-speaking anxiety
among HE-ELLs.

Hence, this paper carried out an overview with focus on the English-speaking anxiety from the empirical
studies for the last five years and rigorously analyzed its causes, effects and solutions of English-
speaking anxiety. It systematically introduced the current research development on this topic. This
paper also comprehensively summarized the research methodology, synthesized core conclusions and
suggested a combined research model in order to better understand the phenomenon of English-
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speaking anxiety. The present literature review can provide some theoretical reference for further
studies and pedagogy.

For the purpose of this review, the term 'Higher Education English Language Learners' (HE-ELLSs) is
utilized universally to encompass university learners studying English as a Second Language (ESL) and
English as a Foreign Language (EFL), except where distinct context dictates otherwise. This
terminology is adopted to ensure consistency and avoid ambiguity across the reviewed literature.

This paper posed the following fundamental research question: based on the selected empirical studies,
what are the characteristics of research on English-speaking anxiety among HE-ELLs in terms of
causes, effects and coping strategies?

In addition, from a psychological perspective, this paper further asks: how can the identified causes,
effects, and coping strategies of English-speaking anxiety be understood within established
psychological frameworks, and what implications do they have for theory development and pedagogical
practice?

METHODOLOGY

Research Design

The present research adopted the systematic literature review method. Its main idea is that in response
to a particular research question, use a standardised approach for screening, integrating and evaluating
the literature and report findings based on the available evidence (Xiao & Watson, 2019). The present
research chose journal articles that were about speaking anxiety among HE-ELLs in both ESL and EFL
and analysed the selected literature according to the research question. This research adhered to the
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) statement (Moher et
al., 2009). PRISMA is a collection of evidence-based recommendations that guide authors in preparing
and reporting any type of SRs or MAs (Nash, 2025). Not only does it help authors to write better reports
but it can be used by review readers/editors as well for thorough evaluation of published SRs (Mishra
& Mishra, 2023). The completed PRISMA checklist is appended as supplementary material in
Appendix 1.

Based on this, the review process in this paper included identification, screening, eligibility assessment,
and final inclusion of relevant studies. All retrieved records were screened according to predefined
inclusion and exclusion criteria to ensure consistency and transparency throughout the review process.

Data Resources

To select high quality literature for inclusion in this review, this paper chose Scopus, ProQuest
Education/ERIC databases as the main source to search literature. We also used Google Scholar to
augment our core searches on curated databases. We adopted an exhaustive but impartial approach
toward performing systematic literature screening process. In line with recommendations by Bramer et
al. (2017) for comprehensive literature retrieval in systematic reviews, the selection of multiple
databases was adopted to ensure broad and complementary coverage of the research domain. Scopus
was included due to its extensive multidisciplinary indexing and strong coverage of internationally
renowned journals in applied linguistics, language education, and social sciences. ERIC and ProQuest
Education were selected because they specifically focus on educational research, including language
learning, classroom practice, and learner psychology, which are highly relevant to speaking anxiety
research. Google Scholar was employed to increase the capture of local peer-reviewed studies. The
combination of these databases was intended to maximize retrieval of relevant studies while minimizing
the risk of database-specific omission and publication bias.
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The search string used in this research was 'ESL speaking anxiety' or 'English-speaking anxiety' or ‘EFL
speaking anxiety’. These terms were combined using Boolean operators as follows: "English-speaking
anxiety" OR "ESL speaking anxiety” OR “EFL speaking anxiety” AND "causes" OR "coping
strategies". The literature search covered studies published between January 1, 2021, and December 31,
2025. To obtain and filter high-quality literature in this study, keywords matching the search terms in
the title or abstract were taken into consideration. Moreover, to guarantee the comprehensiveness of the
review and decrease the possibility of publishing bias, we searched additional literature in this research,
extended the search range with the latest 100 documents of the Google Scholar database and performed
additional citation retrieval via Scopus for the identification of highly cited documents.

To ensure academic validity, the indexing and peer-reviewed status of all papers published online in
2025 were manually verified via Scopus and official journal metadata registries prior to final inclusion.
Only studies with confirmed publication records and accessible full texts were retained in the review.
This procedure ensured the academic legitimacy and reliability of recently published literature.

Inclusion and Exclusion

To maximize the research findings, this study applied five inclusion criteria: (1) the research should be
an empirical study and it has been published for no more than five years according to the general design
of this review; (2) the research theme should focus on ESL or EFL speaking anxiety or English-speaking
anxiety and the research should be written in English language; (3) the participant of the study is learner-
centered and article-type paper is preferred; (4) open access or refereed publications are preferred; (5)
subject areas include social sciences, humanities and arts, psychology and education. Also, in order to
exclude those literature which are outside the scope of this study, four exclusion criteria were used: (1)
the topic is unrelated with learners' speaking anxiety; (2) language is non-English; (3) non-empirical
studies without empirical data; (4) duplicate literature or literature where the full text is not available.

Search Result Screening

The screening process was conducted by the researchers using predefined inclusion and exclusion
criteria. To ensure consistency in study selection, all records were screened following the same protocol
throughout the review process. To establish inter-rater reliability, researchers independently screened
20% (n = 43) of all retrieved records. Cohen's kappa was x = 0.70, indicating substantial agreement
(Landis & Koch, 1977), and all discrepancies were resolved through discussion.

During the first round of keyword search, we identified 48 articles in the Scopus database and 166
articles in the ProQuest Education/ERIC database. Next, we screened the searched results from
'Screened Results' part of each database one by one according to the defined inclusion criteria and finally
selected 10 and 25 pertinent documents from the Scopus database and the ProQuest Education + ERIC
database respectively. Furthermore, in addition to using database searching results, relevant papers were
also collected from Google Scholar and supplementary citation-based search via Scopus, and finally
selected 7 and 3 articles as other sources to be screened in later analysis process.

Then, we screened the title and abstract in order to find out if the literature meets the research standards
or not; finally 26 related articles were retained. Afterwards, we performed secondary screening to
exclude those articles out of research scope and finally selected 24 articles into our review. Figure 1
displayed the literature screening procedure of this systematic review.
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Figure 1: Flowchart of Screening Process
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Quality Appraisal

Methodological quality was evaluated using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT; Hong et al.,
2018). Each included study was assessed according to five design-specific criteria relevant to its
research design. Studies meeting four or more criteria were deemed to have satisfactory methodological

quality and were retained for synthesis.

Data Analysis
Six categories were used in this study to address the main research questions: researcher name, country,

participants, research method, measurement instruments and findings. Accordingly, the coding
technique of thematic analysis was used for grouping and summarizing findings, with a special
emphasis on causes of English-speaking anxiety, the effect of anxiety on learners, and coping strategies

for reducing anxiety.

RESULTS
The quality appraisal indicated that the majority of the included studies were of moderate to high

methodological quality. Most studies satisfied at least four MMAT criteria, particularly in terms of clear
research questions, appropriate data collection methods, and coherent interpretation of findings. This
suggests that the evidence base synthesized in this review is methodologically reliable.

Table 1 systematically reviewed the 24 empirical studies included in this research regarding English
anxiety. Based on the content of this table, this research elaborated on the conclusions of this review
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from several aspects: the basic characteristics of the studies, the causes of English-speaking anxiety, the
effects of English-speaking anxiety, and the coping strategies for English-speaking anxiety.
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Table 1: Summary of Reviewed Empirical Studies on English-speaking Anxiety

A“ﬂ;‘;ﬁs) & Country Participants Method Instrument Causes Effects Coping Strategies
< University . . ) . )
Ballidag & Aydin . Speaking anxiety | Oral performance pressure; | Reduced desire for | Al chatbots; peer
Turkey preparatory Experimental S . - . . .
(2025) learners scale Real-time interaction anxiety speaking interaction
. . . . Persistent anxiety in | Peer and mentor support;
Xiong et al. USA EA.L counseling Qualitative Interviews Identl‘Fy PIESSUTe;. Language academic and training | self-reflection and emotion
(2025) trainees proficiency insecurity . . .
settings regulation strategies
Alhasan et al. o . Fear of negative evaluations; . Peer encouragement and
(2024) Jordan Undergraduates | Qualitative Interviews Lack of self-confidence Avoidance supportive interactions
Saudi Cultural background
Almotiary (2022) | Arabia Adult ESL Qualitative Interviews dl.fferenc.es; Fear of .makl.ng Incregsed .Enghsh— Not examined
JUSA learners mistakes; Language identity | speaking anxiety
anxiety
Badrasawi et al. . Science & i Speaking anxiety | Lack of self-confidence; Low | High level of English- Reah.stlc.: St tgatlons for
Malaysia technology Quantitative . o . . practice; training modules
(2021) scale self-perception ability speaking anxiety .
undergraduates for instructors
. . . University i Anxiety & self- | Examination-oriented Performance . . .
Bai & Xian (2024) | China learners Quantitative regulation scales | pressure; task difficulty fluctuation Digital story-telling activity
Banani (2025) Iraq & College learners Mixed Spealgng a.nx1ety Insufﬁglent language skills; Increased anxiety Al-assisted learning
Yemen methods questionnaire fear of judgment methods
Anxiet scale: Classroom anxiety | Decreased in Positive learnin
Bensalem (2021) | Tunisia EFL learners Quantitative ety > | atmosphere; negative | communication . g
enjoyment scale . . 11 environment
emotional experience willingness
Ch’'ng et al . ESL I PSCAS Public speaking situational | Increased public .
(2025a) Malaysia undergraduates Quantitative (enhanced) stress; self-awareness speaking anxiety Not examined
Public speakin Increased anxiety
Ch’'ng et al . ESL I ublc sp & | Task difficulty; insufficient | levels in academic | Not examined
Malaysia Quantitative anxiety . .
(2025b) undergraduates . . language proficiency presentation
questionnaire . .
situations
Author (s) & year | Country Participants Method Instrument Causes Effects Coping Strategies
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Feelings of inferiority; fear of
making mistakes; lack of
spontaneity and insufficient

Creating a learner-friendly,

Fenyi et al. (2023) | Ghana Engllsh—major Quantitative Spealqng a.nx1ety prepara.tlon; fear of negative ngh speaking 1ess. formeTl classroom
tertiary learners questionnaire evaluations from teachers and | anxiety environment; peer
classmates; limited language assessment
knowledge and vocabulary;
self-criticism.
. Chinese  ESL | Quantitative FLCAS; Lack (.)f . c?nﬁdence [ Incr.eas?d .Speak.mg . . .
Gu (2025) China communication; Low speaking | anxiety; impaired | Virtual reality scenarios
learners (SEM) confidence scale . .
proficiency communication
. ESL university | Quasi- FLCAS; oral Negatlve. e\.laluatlon. anxiety; Reduced fluency and Speaklpg communication
Irulappan (2025) | India . communication fear; lack of strategies and structured
learners experimental tests accuracy ..
confidence training
. Gender-related emotional . .
Khalaf & Omara Egypt University Quantitative ELAS differences; Test item leferences " | Not examined
(2022) learners o anxiety measurement
deviations
Luo & Xiong . EFL university I Anxiety; Academic pressure; Emotional | Mixed learning .
(2025) China learners Quantitative motivation scales | factors motivation effects Not examined
. . Presentation pressure; high | Speaking anxiety
Meihua (2021) China Postgraduate Experimental Speaking anxiety academic expression | significantly Not examined
learners scale )
requirements decreased.
. Avoiding oral
Nadeem et al. . University ESL . Speaking anxiety Lack ~of .practlce, fack .Of activities; Decrease in | Al-assisted tools to conduct
Pakistan Experimental confidence; fear of making .
(2025) learners scale . . . classroom repeated oral practice
mistakes in public P
participation
Speaking anxiety . .
Namsaeng & . I ) Insufficient vocabulary; | Lower speaking
Thuratham (2025) Thailand Undergraduates | Quantitative ts;:;le, vocabulary Limited language resources performance. Not reported
Ozturk et al University Quantitative Skill-based . . Increased overall .
(2022) Turkey Learners (SEM) anxiety scales Skill-related anxiety anxiety Not examined
Pai ct al. (2024) Taiwan University Experimental Anx1¢?ty . Coursg task _pressure; High Incr.eased learners Game—based teaching
learners questionnaire speaking requirements anxiety strategies
Pysarchyk et al. Ukraine ESL university Qualitative Interviews Fear of making mistakes, \I){Vflclllunc er?ess t(l)ea;n :arj( sflea(;)l:'r sositive Sﬁg[;ggi
(2025) learners negative evaluations from g P ppOTt, p

in class; avoidance of

atmosphere
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classmates; psychological | impromptu

pressure in class expressions.
Quvanch et al. | Afghanista | EFL o Speaking anxiety Fear of mak%ng mistakes; fear Avmdpd English- | Self-regulation leammg
(2024) n undereraduates Quantitative scale of negative feedback; | speaking methods; emotional

£ insufficient proficiency communication management strategies
Sapuan et al. . University ESL o Speaking anxiety Insufficient - vocabulary an‘? Reduced learners' | Student self-practice; peer
Malaysia Quantitative . . grammar knowledge; .
(2025) learners questionnaire evaluation pressure speaking confidence | support
< . Listening & . . . S

Yagcioglu & Primary school . . . Task difficulty; high-tension | Increase listening and .
Caligkan (2024) Turkey learners Experimental speaking anxiety classroom activities speaking anxiety Game-based learning

scales
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CHARACTERISTICS OF THE RESEARCH ON ENGLISH-SPEAKING ANXIETY

As shown in Figure 2, it can be seen that there was a growing trend in the number of published studies
from year 2021 until 2025, especially a steep rise from 2024 to 2025. It indicates that as an affective
variable in second language acquisition, English-speaking anxiety is still attracting researchers'
attention (Horwitz et al., 1986; Maclntyre & Gregersen, 2012).

Figure 2: Distribution of Studies by Year

Number of Studies

2021 2022 2024
Year

Figure 3 showed that the empirical studies included in this study covered different countries such as
China, Iran, Saudi Arabia and Malaysia. These data indicate that the articles from Malaysia and China
are the most numerous, suggesting that these regions have a high level of concern regarding learners'
English-speaking proficiency and anxiety issues. This geographic concentration should be explicitly
acknowledged, as it makes the findings particularly relevant and applicable to the educational and
psychological context of Southeast Asia.

Figure 3: Distribution of Studies by Country
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In terms of education level, more than 90% of the research subjects were found to be learning at a higher
level of education as illustrated in Figure 4. During these studies, the number of lower-level learners
was quite small, being no more than 5%, which indicated that most studies in the last five years were
performed with HE-ELL learners. It highlights the necessity of paying attention to English-speaking
anxiety in higher education.
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Figure 4: Participants by Education Level
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In terms of research method, among the 24 selected articles, quantitative research accounted for more
than half, while mixed-method research was relatively scarce, with only one article. Additionally,
qualitative research and experimental research accounted for 4 and 6 articles respectively (Figure 5),
which highlights a limitation in capturing learners’ subjective experiences.

Figure 5: Distribution of Studies by Research Method

Number of Studies

Quantitative Qualitative Mixed Experimental

Research Method

CAUSES OF ENGLISH-SPEAKING ANXIETY

This study provides a summary of the causes for the English-speaking anxiety based on the analysis of
these 24 studies. These studies unanimously indicate that HE-ELLs generally experience English-
speaking anxiety. For instance, they are afraid of making mistakes, worried about being criticized, and
feel uncomfortable when communicating with native speakers. The causes of this anxiety involve
multiple dimensions, including the HE-ELLs’ psychological state, language proficiency, task and
performance-related factors, classroom and social-cultural factors.

The Psychological Factors of Learners

Several investigations claimed that fear of negative evaluation was one of the main factors causing
learners' anxiety during their English-speaking communication (Quvanch et al., 2024; Pysarchyk et al.,
2025; Irulappan, 2025; Sapuan et al., 2025). Learners often experience speaking anxiety due to the
possibility of receiving negative feedback from peers, which leads them to be reluctant to speak in class
(Fenyi et al., 2023; Alhasan et al., 2024; Banani, 2025).
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Based on the theory of social anxiety, the fear of negative evaluations is regarded as the core sensitivity
of individuals to others' evaluations in social interactions (Leary, 1983). When learners are highly
sensitive to others' negative evaluations, their social anxiety will intensify, which will inhibit HE-ELLs'
participation in classroom speaking activities. This psychological trait can be measured using the Fear
of Negative Evaluation Scale proposed by Watson & Friend (1969).

Another psychology-related factor close to the fear of negative assessment is the HE-ELLs’ fear of
making mistakes. Among them, the fear of making any grammatical, lexical or pronunciation mistakes
is the major cause for inducing learner's anxiety while communicating through speaking mode, as many
learners over-emphasize their utterances with a great deal of attention towards grammar correctness and
correct pronunciation, and this perfectionism leads to significant psychological stress (Pysarchyk et al.,
2025; Nadeem et al., 2025). So, the fear of making mistakes is one of the biggest barriers that prevent
learners from participating in class discussions and greatly affects learners’ confidence for speaking
(Fenyi et al., 2023).

Learners may also feel anxiety when presenting their ideas by using English language due to lack of
self-confidence (Badrasawi et al., 2021; Irulappan, 2025; Nadeem et al., 2025). Their discomfort with
their language proficiency may also make them feel uneasy about themselves while speaking English
(Xiong et al., 2025). Such a negative attitude may increase learners' psychological load and cause them
to experience speaking anxiety (Gu, 2025). Meanwhile, such mentality could result in a vicious circle,
while recurrent anxiety might also hinder their learning process and further undermine learners'
confidence (Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope, 1986).

Factors of Learners' Language Proficiency

The literature review reveals that poor language competence of the learners has been identified as one
of the causes of learner's apprehension when it comes to English-speaking communication, which is
reflected in the low level of English language competence of the learners, a lack of sufficient language
input or practice opportunities. For example, if the learner does not know enough words due to low
level of grammar knowledge and difficulties with pronunciation while speaking in the English language,
they tend to experience speaking anxiety (Ch'ng et al., 2025b; Sapuan et al., 2025; Gu, 2025). When
they are unable to rapidly find suitable words for them to express themselves more accurately, they will
be nervous from within and hesitate or even avoid speaking (Namsaeng & Thuratham, 2025; Fenyi et
al., 2023).

In addition, long-term lack of real speaking practice and rare exposure to the English native environment
will make it hard for learners to speak English fluently, which also restricts the improvement of their
language proficiency (Quvanch et al., 2024; Nadeem et al., 2025). Hence, lack of language proficiency
and insufficient practice are the major internal causes for learners' anxiety towards speaking
communication.

Task and Performance-Related Factors

Another aspect affecting learners' English-speaking anxiety is task and performance-related factors. It
has been found that if learners over-focus on their own performance and outcome of their public
speaking, they might become nervous in the formal situations such as speaking or presenting orally at
the class (Ballidag & Aydin, 2025; Bai & Xian, 2024). In interactive communication that requires
immediate responses, the pressure of real-time language processing can easily magnify learners'
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concerns about the accuracy of vocabulary retrieval and expression, thereby triggering communication
anxiety and avoidance behaviors (Namsaeng & Thuratham, 2025; Fenyi et al., 2023).

Furthermore, when the oral task itself is of a higher difficulty level, requires complex expressions to be
completed within a limited time, or involves content with strong academic nature, learners are more
likely to experience anxiety due to insufficient preparation or a mismatch between their abilities and
the task requirements (Quvanch et al., 2024; Sapuan et al., 2025). In an examination-oriented classroom
situation, speaking performance is directly associated with academic performance and therefore
intensifies the apprehensions of learners concerning the implications of failure, making them more
anxious in performing the tasks (Bai & Xian, 2024).

Hence, the kind of task, the context and the pressure collectively constitute a crucial factor which is
called situational aspect, influencing English-speaking anxiety. This finding can be explained by
Spielberger's (1983) state-trait anxiety theory. The state anxiety induced by the task situation will
significantly enhance in high-pressure oral tasks, thereby further inhibiting learners' language
performance.

Classroom and Social-Cultural Factors

The classroom environment and teaching method of teachers affect learners' English-speaking anxiety
significantly (Rajendran et al., 2025). If teachers use too rigorous teaching approaches, set up too tough
home assignments or give learners a lesson of correction and punishment directly in class, it will greatly
damage student's confidence (Pai et al., 2024; Yagcioglu & Caliskan, 2024; Pysarchyk et al., 2025).
The speaking examinations would exacerbate the anxiety of learners during the exam period and place
immense pressure on them, which may subsequently further magnify anxiety in speaking expression.
Bai and Xian (2024) clearly pointed out that HE-ELLs were extremely worried about making mistakes
in speaking examinations, leading to heightened fear and anxiety during speaking tests.

In one particular social and cultural setting, the difference between each student's level of speaking
anxiety in English is considerable. As an example, learners coming out of single-sex education systems,
such as in Saudi Arabia for girls, find it very difficult to be in a mixed classroom setting (Almotiary,
2022). The other factors include the pressure of language identity or career expectation that are also
considered to be the causes for learners' English-speaking anxiety. The learners with aspirations for
reaching target levels of English ability or those facing more challenging admission criteria are likely
to feel added pressure (Rajendran et al., 2025). So it can be seen that classroom environment along with
university's examination system and society's culture are all part of the external environment which
leads to student's anxiety while speaking English.

While there is agreement among scholars about the main determinants of English-speaking anxiety,
certain investigations looked into other learner-specific factors that may contribute to speaking anxiety.
For example, Sapuan et al. (2025) conducted a study with ESL learners in Malaysia; the results revealed
that no significant difference was observed between genders' anxiety level for most important factors
including speaking apprehension and fear of negative evaluation.

As one of the causes of learners' English-speaking apprehension stated in the preceding paragraph,
particularly their fear of evaluation and low self-confidence are very consistent with the traditional
theories like Krashen's Affective Filter Hypothesis and Foreign Language Anxiety theory. Foreign
language anxiety is regarded as a specific type of situational anxiety. The dimensions it encompasses,
such as communication anxiety, exam anxiety, and fear of negative evaluations, directly affect a
learner's language performance through emotional and cognitive mechanisms.
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Furthermore, these variables that influence the learner's English-speaking anxiety are not independent
of each other but intertwined together as an effective anxiety cycle mechanism. The Willingness to
Communicate model proposed by MacIntyre et al. (1998) further indicates that higher levels of anxiety
significantly reduce learners' willingness to engage in speaking communication, thereby limiting their
language output and actual performance. So, speaking anxiety does not only weaken the learning
enthusiasm of learners but also affects the improvement of learners' English ability.

THE EFFECTS OF ENGLISH-SPEAKING ANXIETY

The results of the studies revealed that English-speaking anxiety among HE-ELLs may be detrimental
to learners’ performance in class speaking, language acquisition and emotional health. In particular, a
number of studies found that high levels of speaking anxiety could decrease the HE-ELLs' willingness
to speak, leading them to avoid any speaking activities and impromptu expressions. For example, they
do not want to speak and express themselves in class when learning the English language (Pysarchyk
et al., 2025) and decrease their participation in speaking communication (Quvanch et al., 2024; Alhasan
et al., 2024) or exhibit a decline in communication willingness (Ballidag & Aydin, 2025; Bensalem,
2021).

Regarding the English-speaking skill, studies have repeatedly found that speaking anxiety negatively
affects HE-ELLs' English expressiveness with regard to both fluency and accuracy (Irulappan, 2025),
thereby weakening their language speaking skills (Gu, 2025). Among them, learners with high levels
of anxiety exhibit more prominent speaking ability issues in oral tasks than those with low anxiety
levels (Namsaeng & Thuratham, 2025). In addition, various degrees of anxiety will also impact on the
learner's language output (Bai & Xian, 2024). For instance, under some particular circumstances such
as in public speaking (Ch'ng et al., 2025a), academic presentations (Ch'ng et al., 2025b) and academic-
training environments (Xiong et al., 2025), the learners' level of speaking anxiety will dramatically rise,
which only compounds the difficulty they already have expressing themselves in English.

From the perspective of the impact on HE-ELLs' mental health, long-term anxiety may lead to a decline
in learners' self-esteem in learning languages, a reduction in their motivation to learn, and a cessation
of learning. Even this persistent anxiety may cause a sense of helplessness, leading to emotional
depression and even depression, thereby affecting the overall emotional health of learners(Shami et al.,
2025).

Multiple studies have shown that English-speaking anxiety is widespread among learners (Fenyi et al.,
2023; Banani, 2025; Pai et al., 2024; Yagcioglu & Caliskan, 2024). Emotionally and psychologically,
speaking anxiety is likely to lower learners' self-confidence when they express themselves (Sapuan et
al., 2025) and exacerbates their negative feelings in class (Almotiary, 2022; Ozturk et al., 2022;
Badrasawi et al., 2021), thus creating some mental boundaries that hinder them from expressing
themselves. Furthermore, there are also some research on gender difference on English-speaking
anxiety (Khalaf & Omara, 2022); the findings show that learners' English-speaking anxiety will be
moderated by gender.

But the evidence is mixed. Despite the fact that the majority of research has focused on the adverse
effect of English-speaking anxiety, there are still few studies that have examined its positive perspective
on English-speaking anxiety. As Luo & Xiong (2025) suggested, in some circumstances a certain degree
of anxiety could promote the learning willingness of the learners and would help improve their English
performance. According to Meihua (2021), the application of teaching activity like TED speech is
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proved to have a significant impact on reducing student's speaking anxiety level. It indicates that
speaking anxiety could be adjustable at least to some extent.

This phenomenon can be explained by the concepts of facilitative and debilitative anxiety in
psychology. Alpert & Haber (1960) hold that facilitative anxiety can effectively motivate learners to
learn a language, while debilitative anxiety will further hinder learners' learning process and reduce
learning outcomes. Thus, it indicates that English-speaking anxiety does not necessarily have a negative
impact on learners, but rather depends on the level of learners' anxiety and the specific learning
situation.

STRATEGIES AND TEACHING INTERVENTIONS FOR OVERCOMING ENGLISH-
SPEAKING ANXIETY

To reduce excessive English-speaking anxiety, some researchers have proposed specific methods to
alleviate this anxiety from various perspectives. For instance, HE-ELLs can engage in self-regulation
and pre-class preparation, teachers can create a supportive classroom environment, educational
institutions can improve course design and implement technological assistance and digital interventions.

According to the research, English language learners could deal with their fear of speaking by self-
regulation and strategy training. By systematic structure practice, HE-ELLs can slowly build up the
courage to speak out so as to decrease the level of speaking anxiety (Irulappan, 2025). Preparation for
class, self-study abilities and emotional control skills are all found effective at alleviating HE-ELLs'
anxiety about using the target language for communication purposes (Quvanch et al., 2024). In
academic and professional training contexts, integrating mentor support, self-reflection and emotion
regulation strategies can effectively enhance learners' adaptability and self-confidence (Xiong et al.,
2025). These strategies can enhance learners' sense of perceived control and reduce their threat
evaluation in uncertain language situations, thereby alleviating anxiety responses. This is in line with
the core concept of the Control-Value Theory.

Findings from this review suggest that researchers acknowledge and agree on the facilitative effect of
a facilitating class climate for HE-ELLs' reduction of their English-peaking anxiety, as evidenced by
studies indicating teachers' affective support or a conducive class climate is an important factor to
mitigate speaking anxiety. For example, if teachers give encouraging language and positive feedback
and try to create a safe classroom environment for learners to express themselves, then the learners'
anxiety towards making errors and their worries over being negatively evaluated will be considerably
reduced (Pysarchyk et al., 2025). Peer support and interactions in class has also shown to be effective
at reducing learners' anxiety of being negatively evaluated while increasing their tendency to
communicate (Alhasan et al., 2024; Sapuan et al., 2025). From a psychological perspective, this
supportive classroom environment reduces the core source of anxiety, namely "social evaluative threat",
thereby enabling learners to fundamentally alleviate their emotional stress and stop overly focusing on
negative evaluations. As a result, learners can engage in expression more actively and smoothly.

The findings of this literature review also indicate that optimization of the university English curriculum
system and methods can be done by incorporating game teaching methods into classrooms. It can be
helpful for reducing student's academic pressure, increasing participation, and alleviating their
communication anxiety in English (Pai et al., 2024; Yagcioglu & Caligkan, 2024). This is also in line
with the control-value theory, which holds that game teaching enhances the interest and value of
learning tasks, while increasing the learners' sense of control and participation, thereby reducing anxiety
levels. Furthermore, some studies suggest providing learners with more opportunities for speaking
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practice in real-life contexts, offering relevant training modules for teachers and optimizing language
policies and course programs at the higher education level to systematically support the emotional
development of learners (Badrasawi et al., 2021).

Because English-speaking anxiety is a long-term phenomenon, in recent years more and more
researchers are concerned with the positive effect of artificial intelligence on reducing learners' English-
speaking anxiety. Research has shown that learners can gradually build up their confidence and reduce
anxiety when giving public speeches by repeatedly practicing in a low-stress environment using Al-
assisted tools (Nadeem et al., 2025; Banani, 2025).

For example, Virtual reality (VR) provides a simulated immersive environment where learners can
practice their speaking skills in various real-life situations, effectively alleviating their nervousness and
anxiety about being judged (Ballidag and Aydin, 2025). Psychologically, this is mainly because VR, to
a certain extent, weakens the social evaluation context in real interpersonal interactions, thereby
reducing learners' perceived threat of negative evaluations. Furthermore, the task of creating digital
stories has been proven to effectively promote learners' autonomy and sense of control, thereby reducing
their English-speaking anxiety both cognitively and emotionally (Bai & Xian, 2024).

Overall, existing research indicates that English-speaking anxiety among HE-ELLs is somewhat
modifiable. By creating a supportive classroom environment, integrating digital technology, enhancing
HE-ELLs' self-regulation abilities and optimizing course and institutional design, anxiety can be
effectively alleviated at various levels. However, some studies still focus mainly on anxiety
measurement and lack in-depth exploration of intervention mechanisms. Future research should further
strengthen systematic verification of the effectiveness of strategy implementation and its long-term
impact.

DISCUSSION

English-speaking anxiety is a complex psychological process affected by personal psychological
conditions and the limitation of English language competence and situational pressure (Horwitz et al.,
1986; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1994).The current systematic review explores HE-ELLs’ English-
speaking anxiety, its contributing factors, and coping strategies reported over the last five years.

The review result shows that the fear of negative assessment, fear of making mistakes or lack of self-
confidence are essential factors in the prevalence of English-speaking anxiety for language learners
(Quvanch et al., 2024; Pysarchyk et al., 2025). This discovery is highly consistent with the foreign
language anxiety theory proposed by Horwitz et al. (1986) and also aligns closely with Krashen’s (1982)
conceptualization of the Affective Filter Hypothesis rather than acting as direct physiological proof of
the filter itself. Anxiety not only reduces the language processing efficiency of learners but also further
intensifies negative emotions by lowering self-efficacy, forming an anxiety — avoidance — ability
stagnation — higher anxiety cycle mechanism (Maclntyre & Gardner, 1994). This cyclic mechanism is
in line with the cognitive-behavioral model of anxiety, which states that negative cognition and
avoidance behavior interact with each other, continuously maintaining and intensifying the state of
anxiety (Clark, 1999).

Concurrently, insufficient language proficiency and the lack of opportunities to expose oneself in real
contexts have been proven to be significant internal triggers for learners' anxiety in English-speaking
communication (Irulappan, 2025; Fenyi et al., 2023). The difficulty of tasks, examination pressure and
public speaking situations constitute external triggering conditions (Almotiary, 2022). This indicates
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that English-speaking anxiety is not a single psychological variable but rather the result of the
interaction between individual traits and situational factors.

Strategically speaking, technology-assisted approaches are becoming an important way of reducing
anxiety in speaking English communication. Al technologies, Chatbots and virtual reality can create a
low-stress, repeatable language practice environment for learners (Nadeem et al., 2025; Banani, 2025;
Gu, 2025). This relaxed interaction mode alleviates the pressure of immediate social evaluation and
thus increases learners' language confidence.

Moreover, studies reveal that gamified teaching and the use of digital stories activity can promote
learners' engagement within a less stressful learning context (Pai et al., 2024; Yagcioglu & Caliskan,
2024; Bai & Xian, 2024). Such a tendency fits with the control-value theory by Pekrun (2006).
According to the theory, the stronger learners' feeling of control on the task and the more positive their
value attribution, the more likely they are to experience positive emotions while their level of worry
decreases accordingly.

However, current research indicates that technological assistance tools may not be the permanent
solution for reducing learners' English-speaking anxiety. Currently, it has been proven that Al
interaction can effectively alleviate the psychological stress of learners in the early stages of language
learning. However, the complex social interactions and immediate feedback encountered by English
learners in actual language communication cannot be fully presented in a digital environment.
Therefore, Al-assisted technologies may serve as a stepping stone that helps HE-ELLs gradually
develop confidence in English communication and prepare for real-life language communication. In
this sense, technological intervention not only expands the path for anxiety relief but also reflects a shift
in language teaching philosophy from emphasizing language accuracy to equally valuing learners'
emotional independence, safety and the development of genuine communication skills (Bensalem,
2021; Xiong et al., 2025).

Previous research has already drawn common understandings about the causes and measures to
overcome learners' speaking anxiety when speaking English, and has investigated the effects of gender
differences on English-speaking anxiety. Sapuan et al. (2025) found that there was no significant
difference in anxiety level between male and female learners. There is not enough systematic
investigation into individual difference variables that mostly remain within one context, which shows
that it is important to further improve cross-cultural and multi-sample comparison studies.

In terms of personality traits, although some studies have indirectly mentioned the relationship between
self-confidence and perfectionist tendencies (Pysarchyk et al., 2025), there is a lack of systematic model
construction based on the framework of personality psychology. The Big Five Inventory can be
integrated into future studies for examining the impact of personal factors on ESL learners' speaking
anxiety. Previous studies have shown that traits such as neuroticism and introversion—extroversion are
significantly associated with language anxiety (Dewaele & Furnham, 1999), highlighting the need for
a more systematic personality-based approach.

Further, most recent research consider HE-ELLs as a homogenous group (Khalaf & Omara, 2022;
Alhasan et al., 2024), while not taking into account each person's unique position on that continuum ,
thereby to some extent limiting the explanatory power of the research conclusions.

On the whole, we believe that future research should be grounded in classical anxiety theory
frameworks, while also accounting for learners' individual differences and cultural backgrounds. It
should also take into account individual differences among HE-ELLs and their cultural backgrounds.
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This will help researchers explore learners' English-speaking anxiety more comprehensively and
provide stronger empirical foundation for emotion-based language teaching practice.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This paper systematically reviews the empirical research literature about English-speaking anxiety in
the last five years and provides an overall analysis of the characteristics and main findings of the existing
studies from the three main aspects, including the cause of anxiety, effects of anxiety and coping
strategies for overcoming anxiety. English-speaking anxiety is a multidimensional affective response
by both individual psychological characteristics and situational demands. Its main impact is reflected
in the decline of HE-ELLs' willingness to communicate and their classroom participation. At the
intervention level, supportive teaching environments, self-regulation training and technology-assisted
tools have gradually become important approaches. While all these studies have come to the same
conclusion, more research needs to be done to clarify how individual factors affect second language
speaking anxiety among learners. This study offers a clear outline as well as an insight into the holistic
model of second language speaking anxiety and its pedagogical implications.

This study has important implications for both second language teaching practice and further research.
Future research should further investigate how gender, personality traits, and educational level influence
English-speaking anxiety among HE-ELLs. The second priority is that teachers need to focus on
learners' affect and create a positive learning atmosphere. By refining evaluation criteria and
encouraging peer interaction, teachers can minimize HE-ELLs' fear of speaking in English. In future
work, it would be desirable to integrate the Al tools, VR scenarios and interesting pedagogical
approaches in order to offer learners a variety of low-risk speaking practice contexts and increase HE-
ELLs' confidence in expressing opinions. By combining theory with practice, emotionally supportive
language pedagogy becomes more widely adopted.

These findings also carry important psychological implications. The anxiety cycle identified in this
review suggests that cognitive-behavioral and person-centered approaches may may be appropriate
psychological interventions to complement pedagogical strategies. Counselors and psychologists
working in educational settings can utilize these insights to design targeted interventions that help HE-
ELLs manage language-related anxiety, thereby promoting their overall mental health and well-being.

LIMITATIONS

There are several limitations in this study. Firstly, we only collected articles that had been published
from 2021 to 2025, thus it is limited for us to analyze whether anxiety shows a trend over time or not.
Secondly, most (90%) of the studies were conducted with the higher education population, thus limiting
generalizability of study findings to other populations. The ability of college learners to independently
learn a language is stronger. The sources, effects and coping strategies of their English-speaking anxiety
may be different from those of learners at other educational levels. Therefore, the conclusion of this
study is limited to higher education and may not be equally applicable to primary and secondary school
English learners.

Thirdly, the samples were geographically concentrated in Asia and the Middle East. While this
strengthens regional relevance, it limits the generalizability of the findings to Western contexts. Last
but not least, the design of research methods is imbalanced, since quantitative study dominates and there
are relatively fewer qualitative and mixed-method studies. These limitations impede our understanding
of the subjective emotion experience of learners. Therefore, future researchers can draw on a broader
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range of databases to collect articles related to learners' English-speaking anxiety at different
educational stages, thereby obtaining more comprehensive study results.
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Appendix 1: PRISMA (2020) Checklist

Section and

Location where

Topic el m item is reported
TITLE
Title ‘ 1 | Identify the report as a systematic review. Title
ABSTRACT
Abstract ‘ 2 | See the PRISMA 2020 for Abstracts checklist. Abstract
INTRODUCTION
Rationale Describe the rationale for the review in the context of existing knowledge. Introduction
Objectives 4 | Provide an explicit statement of the objective(s) or question(s) the review
addresses.
METHODS
Eligibility 5 | Specify the inclusion and exclusion criteria for the review and how studies were | Methodology
criteria grouped for the syntheses.
Information 6 | Specify all databases, registers, websites, organisations, reference lists and Methodology
sources other sources searched or consulted to identify studies. Specify the date when
each source was last searched or consulted.
Search strategy 7 | Present the full search strategies for all databases, registers and websites, Methodology
including any filters and limits used.
Selection 8 | Specity the methods used to decide whether a study met the inclusion criteria of | Methodology
process the review, including how many reviewers screened each record and each report
retrieved, whether they worked independently, and if applicable, details of
automation tools used in the process.
Data collection 9 | Specify the methods used to collect data from reports, including how many Methodology
process reviewers collected data from each report, whether they worked independently,
any processes for obtaining or confirming data from study investigators, and if
applicable, details of automation tools used in the process.
Data items 10a | List and define all outcomes for which data were sought. Specify whether all Methodology
results that were compatible with each outcome domain in each study were
sought (e.g. for all measures, time points, analyses), and if not, the methods
used to decide which results to collect.
10b | List and define all other variables for which data were sought (e.g. participant Methodology
and intervention characteristics, funding sources). Describe any assumptions
made about any missing or unclear information.
Study risk of 11 | Specify the methods used to assess risk of bias in the included studies, Methodology
bias assessment including details of the tool(s) used, how many reviewers assessed each study
and whether they worked independently, and if applicable, details of
automation tools used in the process.
Effect measures 12 | Specity for each outcome the effect measure(s) (e.g. risk ratio, mean difference) | Methodology
used in the synthesis or presentation of results.
Synthesis 13a | Describe the processes used to decide which studies were eligible for each Methodology
methods synthesis (e.g. tabulating the study intervention characteristics and comparing
against the planned groups for each synthesis (item #5)).
13b | Describe any methods required to prepare the data for presentation or synthesis, | Methodology
such as handling of missing summary statistics, or data conversions.
13¢c | Describe any methods used to tabulate or visually display results of individual Methodology
studies and syntheses.
13d | Describe any methods used to synthesize results and provide a rationale for the | Methodology
choice(s). If meta-analysis was performed, describe the model(s), method(s) to
identify the presence and extent of statistical heterogeneity, and software
package(s) used.
13¢ | Describe any methods used to explore possible causes of heterogeneity among Methodology
study results (e.g. subgroup analysis, meta-regression).
13f | Describe any sensitivity analyses conducted to assess robustness of the Methodology
synthesized results.
Reporting bias 14 | Describe any methods used to assess risk of bias due to missing results in a Methodology
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Section and

Education

Location where

Topic BTl item is reported
assessment synthesis (arising from reporting biases).
Certainty 15 | Describe any methods used to assess certainty (or confidence) in the body of Methodology
assessment evidence for an outcome.
RESULTS
Study selection 16a | Describe the results of the search and selection process, from the number of Results
records identified in the search to the number of studies included in the review,
ideally using a flow diagram.
16b | Cite studies that might appear to meet the inclusion criteria, but which were Results
excluded, and explain why they were excluded.
Study 17 | Cite each included study and present its characteristics. Results
characteristics
Risk of bias in 18 | Present assessments of risk of bias for each included study. Results
studies
Results of 19 | For all outcomes, present, for each study: (a) summary statistics for each group | Results
individual (where appropriate) and (b) an effect estimate and its precision (e.g.
studies confidence/credible interval), ideally using structured tables or plots.
Results of 20a | For each synthesis, briefly summarise the characteristics and risk of bias among | Results
syntheses contributing studies.
20b | Present results of all statistical syntheses conducted. If meta-analysis was done, | Results
present for each the summary estimate and its precision (e.g.
confidence/credible interval) and measures of statistical heterogeneity. If
comparing groups, describe the direction of the effect.
20c | Present results of all investigations of possible causes of heterogeneity among Results
study results.
20d | Present results of all sensitivity analyses conducted to assess the robustness of Results
the synthesized results.
Reporting biases 21 | Present assessments of risk of bias due to missing results (arising from Results
reporting biases) for each synthesis assessed.
Certainty of 22 | Present assessments of certainty (or confidence) in the body of evidence for Results
evidence each outcome assessed.
DISCUSSION
Discussion 23a | Provide a general interpretation of the results in the context of other evidence. Discussion
23b | Discuss any limitations of the evidence included in the review. Discussion
23c | Discuss any limitations of the review processes used. Limitation
23d | Discuss implications of the results for practice, policy, and future research. Discussion
OTHER INFORMATION
Registration and 24a | Provide registration information for the review, including register name and References
protocol registration number, or state that the review was not registered.
24b | Indicate where the review protocol can be accessed, or state that a protocol was | Methodology
not prepared.
24c¢ | Describe and explain any amendments to information provided at registration or
in the protocol.
Support 25 | Describe sources of financial or non-financial support for the review, and the Acknowledgment
role of the funders or sponsors in the review.
Competing 26 | Declare any competing interests of review authors. Contflict of
interests Interest
Availability of 27 | Report which of the following are publicly available and where they can be
data, code and found: template data collection forms; data extracted from included studies;
other materials data used for all analyses; analytic code; any other materials used in the review.
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