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   The Relationship between Test Anxiety, Perceived English Ability,
and the Speaking Test Scores
 ***

Janpha Thadphoothon

Abstract

This action research, conducted at Dhurakijpundit University, a private university on the outskirts of Bangkok, has revealed a negative relationship between students’ test anxiety and their perceived English ability. The students who perceive themselves as having high English ability are those who have reported themselves as having lower levels of anxiety. However, the study found no significant relationship between test anxiety and test scores. Instead, it showed that the students’ speaking test scores and their perceived English ability are significantly correlated. The results suggest that most students can reasonably evaluate their own English ability and can manage their test anxiety, provided they be adequately informed about the demands of the test: the test structure and format, criteria, the rationale behind the test as well as the teaching and testing framework. This paper will briefly look at these results, but will focus on the implications this study has for language teaching and testing.

Introduction

This part states the background of this study and discusses briefly what anxiety is as well as its effects on English language learning. Test anxiety here refers to simply “ anxiety about taking the test. (Reber, 1995)” 

This study was conducted during the second semester of the academic year 2000 at the Language Institute of Durakijpundit University, a private university on the outskirts of Bangkok. The subjects of the study were 43 undergraduates enrolled in one of the foundation English courses, most of which were female. The speaking test this study was referring to was just one part of the evaluation, and accounted for 15 per cent of the total grading. At that time, I was the testing center manager of the Language Institute promoting a new system of speaking test. As part of its responsibility, the testing center has carried out a few small-scale studies, mainly to report some problems of test implementation to the administration of the Language Institute. For example, before this study, the testing center had surveyed the students’ attitudes towards a newly introduced system of the speaking test.

Originally, this study only aimed at finding the relationship between the speaking test scores and test anxiety. Test anxiety was chosen for two main reasons. Firstly, as a teacher of English, I have talked to many students about testing in general, especially the speaking test. They told me they were nervous when they had to utter words in English during the test. When practicing with friends, they said they could do it, but when they had to confront the teachers, they forgot what they were supposed to do. Test anxiety seemed to play a significant role in their oral performance. Secondly, related to the former reason, I wanted to find some empirical data to validate an old wisdom --- worrying too much is unhealthy --- when anxiety is too high, it negatively affects test scores.  

The very idea of including the third factor into the study came from a high school mathematics teacher. During that time, I was helping her school to evaluate their immersion program where English is the language of instruction. We worked together comparing the English ability of the immersion program with the regular program. As we have expected, the English ability of the immersion program students was found to be significantly higher than that of the regular program students. Another area that school was looking into was whether their mathematical ability was different. Unlike English, they found no significant difference between the two groups. When she heard about my plan of studying the relationship between test anxiety levels and speaking test scores, she recommended that I include self-concept as another variable, convincing me by arguing that she found a very strong relationship between the students’ self-concept of their mathematics ability and their mathematical achievement in her 1996 Master’s thesis. The term self-concept struck me as interesting as I also had found, in my Master’s thesis, a significant relationship between employees’ perceived organizational support and their organizational commitment. Later I developed a new measure called perceived English ability based on her measure of self-concept of mathematical ability, and included it in my study. I expected to find significant relationship between the three variables. 

Anxiety

Anxiety is a normal human feeling that is part of life. What is anxiety? The following is my discursive review of anxiety.

Collins Cobuild English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (2001) defines anxiety as simple as “ a feeling of nervousness or worry.”  Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (1997) offers three connotations: “ (1) the feeling of being worried about something that may happen or may have happened, so that you think about it all the time, (2) something that makes you worry, and (3) a feeling of wanting to do something very much but being worried that you will not succeed.” 

Arthur S. Reber has written in his dictionary of psychology that anxiety, generally, is a “ vague, unpleasant emotional state with qualities of apprehension, dread, distress and uneasiness” (p. 45).   According to Reber (Ibid.), anxiety has its place in many contexts. 

· In learning theory, anxiety refers to “ a secondary (or conditioned) drive which functions to motivate avoidance responding.”

· In Freudian theory, anxiety “ acts as a signal that psychic danger would result were an unconscious wish to be realized or act upon.”

· In existential theory, it is referred to as “ the emotional accompaniment of the immediate awareness of the meaninglessness, incompleteness and chaotic nature of the world in which we live.”

Similarly, the Oxford Companion to the Mind (1987) has explained that the term anxiety has many meanings:

· In a broader sense, refers to “ a term for the drive aroused by a danger signal, i.e. a conditioned stimulus associated in previous experience with pain, physical or psychological.”

· Is emotionally felt “ whenever responses made to a danger signal appear to be ineffective. Because it is frustrated, the behavior associated with anxiety tends to become vacillating and disorganized; also, destructive impulses occur.”

· In the existentialist context, has been equated with “ the dread of being alone or of being nothing; without the reassurance given through a relationship with another person, the sense of self is threatened.”

· In the early Freudian context, anxiety refers to “ a vicarious manifestation or transformation of sexual tension (libido) not discharged through normal sexual activity. Later, it is referred to as “ reflecting motives which, although excluded from consciousness by repression, threaten the dissolution of the ego.”

On reflection, anxiety is with us and is crucial for our existence as a human being. Some people believe it is part of our evolution. F. M. Bergounioux, a paleontologist, writes that original man first feeling was perhaps the “ existential anxiety, which may even have taken him to the limits of despair (cited in Fromm, 1973, p. 229).”

Many believe human beings have the capacity for foresight and imagination. Man can react “ not only to present dangers and threats or to memories of dangers and threats but to the dangers and threats he can imagine as possibly happening in the future (Fromm, 1973, p. 196).”  Similarly, Llinas (2001) has asserted that the capacity to predict is the “ ultimate function of the brain (p. 21).” He elaborates that prediction is “ a forecast of what is likely to occur” (Ibid.), and … prediction is at the heart of this brain protective mechanism…. almost continually operative at the conscious and reflex levels… pervasive throughout most , if not all, levels of brain function” (p. 22).     However, our capability to predict the future also brings about our many uncomfortable feelings e.g. worries, anxiety, agony. Instinctively, we want to get rid of this uncomfortable feeling. Fromm writes: “ one of the most effective ways of getting rid of anxiety is to become aggressive (p. 198).”  Indeed, anxiety makes us feel uncomfortable. 

Eugene E. Levitt, in his 1968 book The Psychology of Anxiety, seems to believe that anxiety is an important psychological construct, and, broadly, there are two kinds of anxiety: the acute one and the chronic one. He elaborates that “ ‘acute’ means ‘of high intensity and relatively short duration; ‘chronic’ means ‘of relatively low intensity and indefinite duration’ (p. 34). However, he is of the opinion that the distinction of the two terms “ do not appear to be suitable for describing anxiety” (p. 36). Reflecting his logical positivist perspective, for Levitt, the better operational terms to be referred to are: (1) ‘situational anxiety’ --- “ a transitory state which is ephemeral, occurs in response to a stimulus, and is characterized by a variety of associated physiological reactions (p. 35), and (2) ‘anxiety-proness’ --- “ a relatively unfluctuating condition of the individual which exerts a constant influence on his [sic] behavior (Ibid.).” 

Although Levitt tries to avoid the term ‘trait’ to label people, some psychologists who believe in trait theories, e.g. based on the assumption that “ one’s personality is a compendium of traits or characteristic ways of behaving, thinking, feeling, reading… “ (Reber, 1995, p. 556), tend to do so. For example, recently, the five-factor model (FFM) of personality has gained popularity among organizational researchers, albeit several researchers think there are more factors than that. The five factors, according to McCrae and Costa (1985) consist of:

1. Extraversion

2. Agreeableness

3. Conscientiousness

4. Neuroticism

5. Openness to Experience

Source:  http://www.personalityresearch.org/bigfive.html [8/19/2002]

Perhaps the domain most related to test anxiety is neuroticism. A person who is high on this factor is often too anxious about things. He or she is emotionally unstable. Therefore, he or she may be prone to higher levels of anxiety, especially when facing distressing circumstances e.g. speaking test. Such person is likely to get annoyed easily, worry about things, and be easily disturbed. He or she has frequent mood swings, and gets upset easily, panics easily. It should be noted here that personality theories have consistently been questions regarding their theoretical and methodological assumptions, and their findings have been ambiguous (Endler, 1980). This study acknowledges that both personalities and situations have roles in determining our behavior, cognition, and feelings.     

Though anxiety is a normal part of conscious living, excessive anxiety is often unhealthy. There are a number of people with anxiety disorders. In fact, based on the report by the Anxiety Disorders Association of America (ADAA), it is estimated that 19 million adult Americans suffer from anxiety disorders. 

Source: http://www.adaa.org/AnxietyDisorderInfor/OverviewAnxDis.cfm [October 3, 2002]. 

As Thailand is facing many social problems due to rapid social, economical, and cultural changes, mental health problems are on the rise (Phattharayuttawat, Ngamthipwattana and Sukhatungkha, 1999).    

Indeed, anxiety is a construct difficult to define. Most agree, however, that it has different levels. Its meanings vary according to its context. Test anxiety is an issue that many students face at one time or another. Like them or not, students have to encounter many testing situations. Most students experience test anxiety during the exam period.  An old wisdom holds that worries kill: when test anxiety is too high, it can affect test scores. Research on anxiety and testing performance has reported many results. 

Dolly Jesusita Young has summarized some research findings in her 1985 doctoral dissertation as follows:

· Based on the work of Tucker and Genesee (1976) and Gardner (1976), “anxiety is negatively related to one language skill and not another (cited in Young, 1985).

· Steinberg (1982) reports that: “ anxiety is not significantly related to overall language performance but possibly related to the quality of that performance (Ibid.).”

· According to Kleinmann, 1977), it is “ positively related to performance (Ibid.).”

· Anxiety relates to “ language teaching method or approach” (Chastain, 1975; Gardner et al., 1976, 1977, cited in Young, 1985). 

English Language Anxiety

Anxiety may significantly affect foreign language learning. For example, Pappamihiel (2002) argues that students with high levels of anxiety may opt to avoidance strategy by interacting less with others e.g. peers or teachers. Teachers and administrators, suggests Pappamihiel (Ibid), need to take into account more affective variables e.g. activities that cause less anxiety.

Dolly Jesusita Young (1985) opines that, in addition to cognitive factors, more and more professionals in foreign language teaching and learning have begun to consider the affective psychological factors. She writes that attitudes towards language learning have changed: “ … special efforts are made to create a low anxiety atmosphere in the foreign language class.” One study asserts that Asher’s Total Physical Response method may work mainly due to the fact that “ physical activity releases tension and lowers anxiety” (Underwood 1984, p. 21, cited in Young, 1985, p. 4). Apart from TPR, according to Young (1995), other methods that take into account learners’ feelings are:

· Gattegno’s Silent Way --- albeit its ardent emphasis on accuracy may make students’ anxiety high

· Curran’s Community Language Learning --- students’ anxiety is low, for they have support and can say whatever they want 

· Lazanov’s Suggestopedia --- students relax as they listen to classical music

· Terrell’s Natural Approach --- students are not forced to speak unless they feel ready, and the focus is on meanings.

Perceived English Ability

How accurately do we perceive ourselves? Our self-perception has been validated by our interaction with the world. Pondering upon our perception, we are dealing with something we do not fully understand. One tenet that comes to our mind quite handily is the notion that there are filters. Our perception of everything, it seems, cannot be direct.

Lian (2000) has put forth the idea that everything is perception, and our perceptions are not direct. Indeed, our perception depends on many factors. Arthur S. Reber (1995) has written in his Dictionary of Psychology that perception involves many factors, and some of which are:

Attention --- In order to perceive an event, it must be focused upon or noticed. Moreover, attention itself is selective, so that attending to one stimulus tends to inhibit or suppress the processing of others.

Constancy --- The perceptual world tends to remain the same despite rather drastic alterations in sensory input. A book seen from an angle is still perceived as rectangular although the retina image is distinctively trapezoidal.

Motivation --- What is perceived is affected by one motivational state; hungry people see food objects in ambiguous stimuli that sated people do not.

Organization --- Perception is not a simple juxtaposition of sensory elements, it is fundamentally organized into coherent wholes.

Set --- The cognitive and/or emotional stance that is taken toward a stimulus array strongly affects what will be perceived.

Learning --- There are two issues here. One concerns the question of how much of perception is innate and how much acquired from experience. The other concerns the question of how learning can function to modify perception.

Distortion and Hallucination --- Strong emotional feelings can distort perceptions rather dramatically and hallucinations can be produced by a variety of causes including drugs, lack of sleep, sensory deprivation, emotional stress, psychosis, etc. These ‘misperceptions’ are intriguing problems because the essential perception seems to come from ‘inside the head’ rather than from the environment.

Illusion --- There are many circumstances in which what is perceived cannot be easily predicted from an analysis of the physical-stimulus array.

It is obvious that many factors influence how we perceive things, including ourselves. One theory, reflecting its neo-behaviorist perspective, asserts that our attitudes or feelings are products of our actions. Hence, what we do determines our feelings. The underlying principle of the self-perception theory is quite simple. As we judge other people’s feelings from what they say and how they behave, we also perceive our feelings from our behavior. 

Another derivative concept related to self-perception is perceived self-efficacy, which has been defined, according to Bandura (1986), as “ people’s judgments of their capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to attain designated types of performances. It is concerned not with the skills one has but with judgments of what one can do with whatever skills one possesses”  (p. 391). Similarly, in the ELT context, learners’ global self-esteem or feeling of worth and efficacy is based on two factors: 1) their self-perception of competence in a variety of areas and 2) a personal assessment of the importance of these areas (Scarcella & Oxford, 1999).

Perceived English ability is a broad construct. In this study, this latent variable has been is assumed to be unidimensional. English ability here refers to an overall ability.  

Measures and Method

Measures

1. Perceived English Ability (PEA), a 27-item scale, has been adapted from the scale Perceived Mathematics Ability developed by Thassanavijitwong (1996). The scale ranges from 1 (Not True) to 3 (True). The internal consistency reliability (Cronbach’s () was .88. Some of the statements are:

· I think learning English is fun.

· I can speak English.

· I feel proud of my English ability.

· My English test scores are usually high.

2. Test Anxiety (TA). The scale, modified from the State Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI) developed by Speilberger (1983), consists of 20 items, ranging from 1 (almost never) to 4 (almost always). The internal consistency was .87

· I feel calm.

· I am tense

· I feel relaxed.

· I feel nervous.

· I am worried.

Method of Data Collection

The part describes how this research is carried out.  Based on Van Lier’s perception of parameters in research design (Van Lier, 1988, cited in Nunan, 1992), this study conceptually situates itself, among the four semantic spaces: controlling, measuring, asking/doing, and watching, more or less in the ‘watching space’ as illustrated by the figure below. 


	                       Controlling


	                     

                    Measuring

	                    Asking/Doing 


	                     Watching



Parameters in research design (Van Lier, 1988, cited in Nunan, 1992, p. 7)

In this watching space, according to Nunan (Ibid), there is a low degree of intervention, and a low degree of control.  

The subjects were 43 undergraduates enrolled in a foundation English course at Dhurakijpundit University at the second semester of the academic year 2000. The majority of them were female. The required course, Foundation English-4 was a required course for every undergraduate. All volunteers spoke Thai at home. 

Approximately 30 minutes before the speaking test, the students, while waiting in the designated area, were asked on a voluntary basis to participate in a study. The researcher explained to the students that such participation would include the completion of two questionnaires: Test Anxiety and English Self-concept. All of the subjects consent to disclose their speaking scores for the purpose of this study.

The obtained data were analyzed by means of arithmetic mean, standard deviation, and Pearson product moment correlation, using SPSS for Windows.

The Speaking Test and Its Administration

Each testing session took about 10-12 minutes, involving two teachers and two students. For each session, the two teachers, the interlocutor and the assessor, assessed two students. When the first teacher took the role of the interlocutor, the other took the role of the assessor. While the interlocutor was talking to the two students, the assessor was observing. Firstly, the students, pretending that they did not know each other if they did, were asked to talk to each other. The task was to get the information from each other. Next, each student talked about the given topics such as sports, movies, TV programs, and so on. After that, each student was asked to describe something. The final scores were the scores averaged from the two teachers. To ensure fairness, both assessors were not their own English teachers. The students were assessed based on three categories: (1) grammar & vocabulary, (2) pronunciation, and (3) discourse management. The speaking test was accounted for 15 per cent of the total course evaluation.

Results 

The study has revealed that there is a strong relationship between the students’ self-perception and their levels of test anxiety. The students who perceive themselves as having higher English ability are those who perceive themselves as having lower test anxiety, whereas those who perceive themselves as having lower English ability are those with a higher level of test anxiety. The table below shows the negative correlation of  -.35 ---- between the students’ levels of test anxiety and their perceived levels of English ability. The correlation of .29 between their perceived ability and their actual ability is positively significant. However, there is not sufficient data to support the salient relationship between the students’ levels of test anxiety and their actual test performance.  The Relationship between Test Scores, Test Anxiety, and Perceived English Ability

	
	Scores of the Speaking Test

(SCO)
	Test Anxiety (TAN)
	Perceived English Ability

(PEA)

	SCO
	1.00
	
	

	TAN
	-.027
	1.00
	

	PEA
	.296*
	-.351**
	1.00


** Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (1-tailed).

The line graph below may better illustrate the findings. 
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Suggestions

The results suggest that students can reasonably evaluate their own English ability. They should be encouraged to reflect on such ability on a regular basis. When they are aware of their ability, based on the reliable feedback, they will realize their needs. This means adequate support system has to be put in place, and should be accessible to every student. If students do not feel confident about their own ability, for whatever reasons, they should be able to access that support system e.g. teachers’ advice, online tutoring, remedial classes, additional classes for advanced students, self-learning corners, peer support, self-study books in the library, etc. Even if they think their English is already adequate and they can pass the test, they should be encouraged to try harder to excel themselves. The teachers should help the students in ways that make them realize that everybody can learn another language, and human beings are not complete products; they need continuing improvement. Though self-assessment is not the best measure of oral ability, for there are many factors involved (Underhill, 1987), it is useful for introspective purposes --- e.g. students reflect back on their foreign language experience and rate themselves against the criteria. It should be noted here that the mentioned support system is not merely ways of making the students pass the test e.g. test coaching & practicing, but ways of making them achieve the goal or set objectives specified by the curriculum.

The students as the test takers should be adequately informed about the demands of the test: the test structure and format, criteria, the rationale behind the test and the teaching framework. Unless they know what they will have to do, they may find it difficult to regulate their efforts. Practically, they should have access to samples of the test. It will be even better if they have a chance to practice samples of the test.  This, however, does not mean they have to know everything about the test. Extra efforts need to be made in order to keep many of the extraneous variables to a minimum whenever possible. Testing, whatever level it is, affects the test takers’ life in many ways, covertly and overtly. It is, therefore, imperative that the test, the administration, and the assessors be as fair as possible. The procedure and the outcome should be transparent. Moreover, the teachers as the assessors should have sound knowledge and skills on language testing and evaluation.

It is significant to note here that, coincidently, the Language Institute has recently implemented a new policy regarding teaching and students' anxiety management. According to the Director of the Institute, “ As a new policy, students in all classes will be informed as to what exactly, the exam papers will contain.  They will get to see the components and the marks given to each component.  They will see the instructions and the example of all the test tasks. In addition, a word-crunch program is run on all exam papers to produce a list of all the words to be found in the exam papers.”  In addition, the Director would like to follow up the effects of this policy. Once the number of failures is known, questionnaires will be sent to those who succeed and those who fail eliciting their reaction. I am collaboratively working with the institute on this issue.

The above quote is the recent interview of the Director of the Language Institute received from the email on October 6, 2002.  

The results also imply that, for many students, their anxiety may primarily be resulted from their self-perception or how they perceive themselves. This implies that their anxiety is best understood as a product of their past, triggered by the task. This does not mean it has no real significance. Mild anxiety is a healthy thing, but it is better not to be too anxious about the test. Based on the notion of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986), if the students believe in their ability and have a positive expectation of their test results, their anxiety is likely to be in control, provided that such expectations are realistic. However, perception changing, like attitude changing, is a myriad of considerably complex issues.

Lastly, it is wise to acknowledge the fact that there are a number of students who are prone to high anxiety, especially when they have to confront a test. It is recognized among general practitioners that some people, due to nature or nurture or both, have symptoms of anxiety disorders. It may be too easy to believe that their poor test performance is due solely to their inadequate preparation (i.e. they do not study hard enough). Other personal and environmental factors needed to be considered as well. A certain number of students, though marginal, may need professional help and may require special testing conditions deemed necessary by the specialists. In some cases, the existing specialists (e.g. clinical psychologists at the counseling center and the English teachers) need to cooperate and work together so solve the problems. For example, as a preliminary investigation, a reliable measure to detect patients with mental health problems such as the Thai version of Goldberg’s General Health Questionnaire-28 (GHQ-28) developed by Nilchakovit, Sookying, and Sillapakij (Nilchakovit, Sookying, and Sillapakij, 1997, cited in Jirapramukpitak and Wongsarnsri, 2000) should be available at the counseling center.
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