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Abstract. This study delves into the causes and impacts of foreign language learning anxiety among
Chinese university students, a topic of significant relevance in the context of China's increasingly
globalized educational landscape. Recognizing the crucial role of language proficiency in both
academic and professional arenas, this research aims to unravel the multifaceted nature of anxiety
experienced by students in learning foreign languages, particularly focusing on the Chinese higher
education environment. The research identifies several key factors contributing to language learning
anxiety. High-stakes testing culture, traditional pedagogical approaches focusing on rote
memorization, and societal emphasis on academic perfection emerge as primary contributors. These
elements, coupled with limited opportunities for practical language application, create an
environment where anxiety can thrive. The study also notes the influence of personal factors such
as students' self-perceptions and previous language learning experiences on their anxiety levels. In
terms of impact, the study finds that language learning anxiety significantly hampers students'
academic performance, particularly in language proficiency and participation in language classes.
Moreover, it extends beyond academic ramifications, affecting students' motivation, attitude towards
language learning, and overall psychological well-being. The anxiety experienced in the classroom
can lead to broader issues of social withdrawal and diminished self-confidence, with potential long-
term implications for students' professional development and global competency. The study's
findings underscore the need for educational reforms and the introduction of teaching methods that
emphasize interactive learning and communication skills, aimed at reducing anxiety and enhancing
language proficiency. The research also highlights the importance of psychological support for
students, suggesting that addressing emotional and psychological factors is as crucial as improving
pedagogical strategies in foreign language education. In conclusion, this study provides a
comprehensive understanding of the causes and impacts of foreign language learning anxiety
among Chinese university students. It offers insights for educators, policymakers, and mental health
professionals, suggesting a holistic approach to language education that addresses both the
academic and emotional needs of students, thereby enhancing the overall quality of language
learning experiences in China.

Keywords: Foreign Language Learning Anxiety; Chinese College Students; Language Anxiety;
Second Language Acquisition; Language Learning Motivation.

1. Introduction

In today's globalisation, foreign language ability has become one of the most important standards for
measuring the comprehensive quality of an individual. Especially in China, with the rapid economic
development and increasing international exchanges, foreign language education plays a crucial role
in the higher education system. For Chinese university students, foreign language learning is not only
an integral part of the education system, but also an important skill for their future career development
and international communication. However, with the popularity and importance of foreign language
learning, the problem of anxiety in the learning process is gradually revealed, which has become a
non-negligible factor affecting the effectiveness of students' foreign language learning.
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Anxiety, as a common psychological phenomenon, is widespread especially in the academic field.
Foreign language learning anxiety specifically refers to the nervousness, worry and fear that students
feel in the process of learning a foreign language. This kind of anxiety not only affects students'
learning efficiency, but also may affect their interest and motivation in foreign language learning,
thus restricting students' foreign language proficiency to a certain extent [1]. Although foreign
language learning anxiety has been widely studied internationally, the characteristics and causes of
foreign language learning anxiety among Chinese college students are still worthy of in-depth
investigation in view of the differences in cultural backgrounds, educational systems and learning
environments [2].

The purpose of this study is to explore the phenomenon of anxiety experienced by Chinese university
students in the process of foreign language learning, to analyse its causes, and to assess the impact of
such anxiety on students' learning outcomes and psychological well-being [3]. Through an in-depth
understanding of college students' anxiety in foreign language learning, this study will not only
provide educators with a basis for improving teaching methods, but also help students better recognise
and manage their anxiety, thus improving the efficiency and quality of foreign language learning.

2. Related Work

In the database, a total of 173 articles on Chinese college students' foreign language learning anxiety
were retrieved from CNKI (China Knowledge Infrastructure), and a line graph (Fig. 1) was made by
statistically analysing the selected articles from 2001 to 2023, which shows that the top three related
articles in recent years are 19 articles in 2009, 16 articles in 2014, and 15 articles in 2011 [4]. Through
the statistical analysis of the selected literature from 2001-2023, a line graph (Figure 1) can be made,
which shows that in recent years, the top three in terms of the number of relevant publications are 19
articles in 2009, 16 articles in 2014, and 15 articles in 2011. From 2001 to 2008, the number of articles
was relatively on the rise, reaching a peak of 19 articles in 2009, and then showing a clear downward
trend. Although the number of articles went up four times in the next 15 years (in 2010, 2012, 2015
and 2019 respectively), the number of articles in general became a decreasing trend, and reached the
lowest point in the last 15 years in 2019 (only 2 articles). This trend graph reflects a slightly less
motivated situation for future research on foreign language learning anxiety among Chinese college
students [5].
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Figure 1. Trends in issuance of communications, 2001-2023
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The concept of foreign language learning anxiety has been a subject of academic interest for several
decades, marked notably by the development of the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale
(FLCAS) by Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope in 1986. This scale laid the foundation for distinguishing
foreign language anxiety from general learning anxieties, identifying it as a unique form of distress
experienced by learners specifically in the context of acquiring a new language [6]. Subsequent
studies have expanded on this definition, emphasizing the multifaceted nature of this anxiety, which
includes fear of negative evaluation, communication apprehension, and test anxiety, particularly in
language learning environments.

Globally, research has shown that foreign language anxiety is influenced by a variety of factors,
including but not limited to, the learners’ personality traits, their previous language learning
experiences, and the teaching methodologies employed [7]. Studies have consistently found a
negative correlation between anxiety and language learning performance, suggesting that higher
levels of anxiety impede the ability to acquire and use a foreign language effectively. This relationship
has been observed across different cultural and educational contexts, thereby highlighting the
universality of the phenomenon [8].

Focusing on the Chinese context, the research takes a distinctive turn, considering the unique
educational and cultural landscape. In China, where the importance of mastering a foreign language
(especially English) is heavily emphasized in the educational system, students often face immense
pressure to succeed, which can exacerbate feelings of anxiety [9]. Research specific to Chinese
university students has indicated that sources of anxiety are often linked to high-stakes language
exams, fear of making errors in speaking, and the perceived difficulty of mastering pronunciation and
grammar. Additionally, the traditional emphasis on rote learning and teacher-centered classrooms in
China may also contribute to heightened anxiety levels, as these methods often do not cater to the
development of communicative competence in a foreign language.

Moreover, studies within the Chinese context have also explored the impact of such anxiety on
students’ academic performance and overall language proficiency. There is a growing body of
evidence suggesting that high levels of anxiety correlate with lower academic achievement in
language courses, reduced participation in class, and a general reluctance to communicate in the
foreign language [10]. This has significant implications for language pedagogy in China, pointing to
the need for teaching approaches that not only impart language skills but also address the emotional
and psychological needs of students.

In response to these challenges, recent research has begun to explore various strategies to mitigate
language learning anxiety. These include innovative teaching methodologies that focus on student
engagement and interactive learning, the use of technology in language learning, and the
incorporation of psychological support and counseling services within the educational framework
[11]. Such approaches aim to create a more supportive learning environment that can reduce anxiety
and enhance the overall effectiveness of foreign language education.

In summary, the exploration of foreign language learning anxiety among Chinese university students
is a multifaceted issue that encompasses psychological, pedagogical, and cultural dimensions [12].
The existing literature provides a solid foundation for understanding the nature and implications of
this anxiety, as well as potential strategies for its alleviation, paving the way for more effective and
holistic language education practices in China.

3. Causes of Foreign Language Learning Anxiety in Chinese University Students

The origins of foreign language learning anxiety in Chinese university students are complex and
multifaceted, deeply rooted in both educational and cultural contexts. One of the primary sources of
this anxiety is the high-stakes testing environment prevalent in Chinese education [13]. The
significance placed on standardized language tests, such as the English proficiency exams required
for graduation or higher education admission, creates immense pressure. Students often perceive
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these exams as critical determinants of their academic and future career success, which can lead to
heightened anxiety levels.

Another significant cause stems from the traditional teaching methods employed in many Chinese
educational institutions. These methods, often characterized by rote memorization and teacher-
centered instruction, do not adequately prepare students for the practical aspects of language use, such
as speaking and listening [14]. This gap between the students’ learning experiences and the practical
demands of language use can result in a lack of confidence and increased anxiety, particularly in
situations requiring oral communication.

Furthermore, the Chinese education system's emphasis on perfection and error avoidance plays a
critical role in exacerbating students’ anxiety. In a culture where mistakes in academic settings are
often stigmatized, students may develop a fear of making errors while speaking a foreign language,
leading to a reluctance to participate in classroom discussions or to speak the language outside of a
classroom setting [15].

The role of the learners' self-perceptions and beliefs about language learning also significantly
contributes to anxiety. Students with lower self-efficacy regarding their language abilities often
experience higher levels of anxiety. This lack of confidence can be attributed to various factors,
including previous negative experiences in language learning, comparison with more proficient peers,
or internalized beliefs about the difficulty of learning a foreign language.

Moreover, the rapid globalization and the increasing importance of English as a global lingua franca
put additional pressure on Chinese students [16]. As English proficiency becomes a crucial skill for
global communication and career opportunities, students who perceive their language skills as
inadequate may experience increased anxiety, feeling unprepared to compete in a globalized world.

Lastly, the limited exposure to authentic language use outside the classroom further compounds the
problem. Many Chinese students have limited opportunities to interact with native speakers or to
engage in real-life language use. This lack of practical exposure can leave students feeling ill-
equipped to handle real-world language situations, thereby increasing their anxiety when faced with
such scenarios.

In conclusion, the causes of foreign language learning anxiety among Chinese university students are
deeply embedded in the educational and cultural fabric of Chinese society. These include high-stakes
testing, traditional teaching methods, cultural attitudes towards error-making, self-perceptions of
language ability, the pressures of globalization, and limited real-world language exposure.
Addressing these underlying causes is crucial for alleviating anxiety and enhancing the effectiveness
of foreign language education in China.

4. Impacts of Foreign Language Learning Anxiety on Chinese University Students

The impact of foreign language learning anxiety on Chinese university students is profound and
multifaceted, affecting both their academic performance and overall psychological well-being. One
of the most immediate effects is on students' academic achievement in language courses. Anxiety can
hinder cognitive processing, limiting the ability to absorb and retain new information [17]. This often
results in lower scores on language tests and assessments, further reinforcing feelings of inadequacy
and failure in language learning. Additionally, anxious students might avoid participating in language
classes, especially in activities that require speaking or interaction, which are crucial for language
acquisition.

Beyond academic performance, foreign language anxiety can significantly influence students'
attitudes towards language learning. High levels of anxiety can lead to a decrease in motivation and
interest in learning the language [18]. This aversion not only impedes progress but can also result in
a negative attitude towards the language and culture being studied. For some students, this might
translate into a reluctance to pursue opportunities that involve using the language, such as study
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abroad programs or internships in multinational companies, potentially limiting their future career
prospects.

Furthermore, the social aspect of language learning is also impacted. Anxiety can cause students to
withdraw from group activities or discussions, limiting their opportunities for interactive learning and
practice [19]. This social withdrawal can lead to isolation and hinder the development of
communicative competence, a key goal of language education. In severe cases, this can escalate into
a broader social anxiety, affecting students' ability to engage in social interactions both inside and
outside the classroom.

Psychologically, the constant stress and worry associated with foreign language learning anxiety can
have long-term effects on students’ mental health. It can lead to issues such as decreased self-esteem,
increased general anxiety, and in extreme cases, depression [20]. The chronic stress of dealing with
language learning anxiety can also manifest in physical symptoms, such as headaches, fatigue, or
sleep disturbances, which further affect students' overall well-being and academic performance.

Moreover, the ripple effects of this anxiety can extend to students' professional development. In a
globalized world where language proficiency is often linked to professional success, anxiety can
impede students' ability to develop the necessary language skills required in many fields. This
limitation can affect their confidence in pursuing careers that demand language proficiency, thus
impacting their career choices and opportunities.

In conclusion, the impacts of foreign language learning anxiety among Chinese university students
are extensive, influencing their academic performance, attitude towards language learning, social
interactions, psychological health, and professional development [21]. Understanding and addressing
these impacts is crucial for educators and policymakers to foster a more supportive learning
environment, ultimately enhancing the quality and effectiveness of foreign language education in
China.

5. Conclusion

This study has illuminated the multifaceted nature of foreign language learning anxiety among
Chinese university students, highlighting its deep-rooted causes and far-reaching impacts. The
research underscores that the anxiety experienced by these students is not merely a product of
individual psychological factors, but also a result of broader educational and cultural influences [22].
The high-stakes testing environment, traditional teaching methodologies, cultural attitudes towards
mistakes, and the growing demands of globalization collectively contribute to a heightened sense of
anxiety among these learners. These factors, compounded by limited practical exposure to language
use, create a challenging landscape for Chinese students striving to master a foreign language.

The implications of this anxiety extend well beyond the confines of academic performance. While it
is evident that anxiety can negatively impact students' grades and participation in language classes,
its effects permeate into aspects of motivation, attitude, social interaction, and overall mental health.
This study reveals that foreign language learning anxiety can lead to a vicious cycle, where fear and
avoidance further impede language acquisition, leading to missed opportunities and diminished self-
esteem. In the broader context, these challenges can restrict students' ability to engage fully in a
globalized world, potentially impacting their career prospects and professional development.

However, this research also opens avenues for positive intervention. Understanding the roots and
repercussions of this anxiety is the first step towards addressing it. There is a clear need for
educational reforms that encompass more student-centered and communicative teaching methods,
which can help alleviate anxiety by fostering a more engaging and less intimidating learning
environment. Additionally, integrating psychological support within the educational framework can
provide students with the necessary tools to manage their anxiety effectively.

In conclusion, the study of foreign language learning anxiety among Chinese university students is a
call to action for educators, policymakers, and mental health professionals. It highlights the need for
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a holistic approach to language education, one that not only imparts linguistic skills but also addresses
the emotional and psychological wellbeing of students. By tackling the causes of anxiety and
mitigating its impacts, there is an opportunity to enhance the overall quality of foreign language
education in China, empowering students to embrace language learning with confidence and
enthusiasm.

6. Discussion

This study's exploration into the causes and effects of foreign language learning anxiety among
Chinese university students reveals a complex interplay of cultural, educational, and psychological
factors. One of the key findings is the significant role that the educational environment plays in
fostering anxiety. The high-stakes nature of language testing in China, where test outcomes can have
substantial implications for a student's academic and career trajectory, creates a pressure-cooker
atmosphere. This pressure is compounded by traditional teaching methods, which often prioritize rote
memorization over interactive and communicative language use, leaving students ill-prepared for
real-world language applications. These educational practices, while deeply rooted in the Chinese
academic system, appear to be in direct conflict with the needs of effective language learning, which
requires a more dynamic and engaging approach.

The study also sheds light on the cultural dimensions of this anxiety. In Chinese society, where there
is often a strong emphasis on academic excellence and a high cultural stigma associated with making
mistakes, students may feel an intense fear of failure and embarrassment. This fear can significantly
impede language learning, which inherently involves trial and error and the risk of making mistakes.
The reluctance to speak or participate in language classes for fear of making errors can severely limit
language practice opportunities, which are crucial for language acquisition.

Additionally, the findings underscore the psychological impact of language learning anxiety. Students
grappling with high levels of anxiety not only face academic challenges but also deal with broader
psychological issues such as diminished self-esteem, reduced motivation, and in some cases, the
development of a negative disposition towards the foreign language and culture. These psychological
barriers can create a self-perpetuating cycle of anxiety, where the fear of language learning leads to
avoidance, which in turn results in decreased proficiency and heightened anxiety.

However, the study also points towards potential pathways for mitigating this anxiety. A shift towards
more student-centered and communicative teaching approaches could alleviate some of the anxiety
associated with language learning. These methods, by encouraging active participation and reducing
the fear of making mistakes, can create a more positive and less stressful learning environment.
Additionally, the incorporation of psychological counseling and support within the educational
framework could provide students with strategies to manage their anxiety, fostering a healthier
approach to language learning.

In conclusion, the discussion highlights the need for a multi-faceted approach to address foreign
language learning anxiety among Chinese university students. This approach should involve
educational reforms, a shift in cultural attitudes towards learning and mistakes, and the provision of
psychological support. By addressing the root causes of anxiety and creating a more supportive
learning environment, it is possible to enhance both the effectiveness and the experience of foreign
language learning for Chinese university students.

This investigation into the causes and impacts of foreign language learning anxiety among Chinese
university students lays a foundation for further study, pointing to several avenues for future research.
One critical area for exploration is the development of more nuanced understanding of how individual
differences among students, such as personality traits, learning styles, and personal background,
interact with anxiety. Future studies could employ qualitative methodologies, such as in-depth
interviews or case studies, to gain a deeper insight into the personal experiences and perceptions of
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students struggling with language learning anxiety. This approach could help in tailoring more
personalized and effective pedagogical strategies.

Another promising area for future research is the examination of the long-term effects of language
learning anxiety. While this study has highlighted the immediate impacts on academic performance
and psychological well-being, there is a need to understand how these effects persist or change over
time. Longitudinal studies tracking students’ progress and anxiety levels throughout their university
education and into their early career stages could provide valuable insights into the lasting
implications of early language learning experiences.

The role of technology in language learning and its potential to alleviate anxiety also presents a fertile
ground for future research. With the increasing integration of digital tools and online platforms in
education, studies could explore how these technologies influence language learning anxiety.
Research could focus on online learning environments, language learning apps, and virtual reality
tools to determine if and how they create less anxiety-inducing learning experiences for students.

Furthermore, there is a need for research that evaluates the effectiveness of different intervention
strategies aimed at reducing language learning anxiety. Experimental studies testing various
pedagogical approaches, psychological interventions, and support systems could provide empirical
evidence on what works best in minimizing anxiety among Chinese university students. Such research
could guide educators and policymakers in implementing practices that create more conducive
learning environments for language acquisition.

Lastly, expanding the scope of research to include comparative studies between different regions
within China or between China and other countries could provide a broader perspective on the issue.
Such comparative research could reveal cultural, educational, and systemic factors influencing
language learning anxiety and offer a more global understanding of this phenomenon.
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