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ABSTRACT

Despite the increase in the number of Malaysian graduates entering the workforce, they have often been
criticized of lacking proper presentation skills and having poor command of the English Language. Public
speaking anxiety is believed to be the root of the issues faced by Malaysian graduates. While there is a growing
body of literature researching on treatments and instructor techniques, little is known of self-regulatory strategies
that Malaysian graduates could employ in actual situations. The recent information provided by the Minister of
Higher Education, Datuk Seri Dr. Noraini Ahmad states about 25% of new graduates will face challenges to be
employed within 6 months. Therefore, this paper examines the correlation between English Language
proficiency and Public Speaking Anxiety, while investigating self-regulatory strategies used by Malaysian
university students in a private university to alleviate the anxiety. Data had been collected for a year by
recruiting 65 university students to complete Public Speaking Class Anxiety Scale questionnaire and have group
interview. The findings not only reveal 60% of the participants experience low levels of public speaking anxiety
but also the reasons behind those with a high level of Public Speaking Anxiety. On another note, the findings
also cite affective as the type of the strategies that Malaysian university students used the most. While more
studies are needed, revising the current public speaking course structure, and refining educational pedagogies are
essential for lowering the psychological barrier of speaking.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Malaysian government has made English
Language a compulsory subject in its national
educational curriculum since the introduction of the
Integrated English Language Syllabus for Primary
Schools (KBSR) in 1982. Therefore, English is
taught in Malaysia from elementary school (7-12
years old), secondary school (13-17 years old), to
post-secondary and tertiary education (18 years old
and above). Students must attend at least 11 years of
formal English courses in schools, excluding
preschool. [1]

Despite the English Language's institutionalised
status as a second language, students have a weak
command of the language. When recent graduates are
interviewed by potential employers, they are unable

to tie together correct words or convey their thoughts
clearly. [2] In recent years, this issue has become
increasingly important in the context of graduate
unemployment, where poor presentation skills [3]
and a lack of English proficiency [4] are contributing
reasons in not being hired. Furthermore, Malaysia's
jobless rate increased by 5% in April, affecting over
60,000 Malaysians and marking the highest
percentage of unemployment since 1990. [5]

In response to the factors for not hiring, Rahman
et al. [3] and Rusreena et al. [4] pointed the factors to
anxiety. In fact, anxiety is confirmed as one of the
most common issues in speaking classes [6-8] and
speaking has always been cited as “most anxiety-
producing experience” [9: p.539]. This statement
aligned with of Ozturk and Gurbuz [10] conforming
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that speaking is the most anxiety-provoking skill.
Despite study efforts [9, 11-19] to investigate
authentic  self-regulatory mechanisms to reduce
public speaking anxiety among university students,
most Malaysian graduates still find it challenging to
speak English fluently during job interviews. [20]
The reasons for such inequity are because there is a
limited understanding of university students’
autonomies in reducing the fear other than relying on
treatments/instructors. Therefore, the objectives of
this study were to (1) measure public speaking
anxiety levels amongst university students, (2)
correlate their English Language proficiency levels
with the anxiety scores, and (3) explore self-
regulatory strategies that university students use to
help reduce their anxiety.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

For more than fifty years, many researchers have
attempted to explore the issue of students’ language
learning anxiety using the Foreign Language
Classroom Anxiety Scale [21-23] with academic
achievement. Through the utilisation of FLCAS,
numerous studies found that second language
learning anxiety negatively correlated with academic
achievement reflected in the forms of test scores,
course grades, and other assessments. [24-26] On the
other hand, a large body of research also seeks to
understand the causes of second language learning
anxiety in the Malaysian context. [27-30] Yet, all the
aforementioned  studies emphasised teachers’
roles/responsibilities to alleviate students’ second
language learning anxiety. Little is known about how
students can self-regulate their learning anxiety,
especially speaking anxiety. [14]

Apart from the research on second language
learning anxiety related to causes and academic
achievement, fewer studies had also highlighted the
impact of speaking anxiety on language proficiency.
Early research produced conflicting results in
investigating the relationship between these two
variables. Only one study [31] found a link between
anxiety and language proficiency, with the premise
that the issue of competition among classmates, as
well as classroom teachers’ expectations of higher-
level students, played a role while other literature
[32-34] reported that speaking anxiety did not have
any facilitating or debilitating effects on language
proficiency. As a result, the alternative hypothesis
hypothesizes that there is a significant relationship
between English SPM results and PSCAS scores.

Besides, there is only a study in Malaysia [32],
that examines the relationship between anxiety and
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language proficiency. Also, the relationship between
different levels of public speaking anxiety (PSA) and
self-requlatory strategies employed by university
students has not been explored. To date, Guo et al.
[13] conducted a study on students’ use of self-
regulatory strategies for language learning anxiety.
However, in Malaysia, this perspective has yet to be
explored. This study attempts to close the gap (i.e. to
shed light on a list of self-regulatory strategies that
can be adopted explicitly by university students with
different levels of public speaking anxiety).

3. METHODOLOGY

Using an explanatory sequential mixed-methods
approach, this study was conducted in a private
university in Peninsular Malaysia. Participants were
65 university students who took a public speaking
course in June 2020. These students were enrolled in
various degree programs (i.e. education, business,
engineering, science, communication, computer
science). Participants were selected according to the
criteria: (1) The participant passed for SPM English,
(2) The participant learnt the English Language as a
second language, (3) The participant presented at
least three times in the Public Speaking class, (4)
English Language was used as the medium of
instruction in Public Speaking class. Ethical
clearance was sought from the university and
permissions were obtained from the Deans, Heads of
Department, and lecturers. Before carrying out the
research, consent was also obtained from the
participants. The data collection took a year from
June 2020.

Given the first research objective was to measure
public speaking anxiety levels among the university
students, the study adopted the Public Speaking Class
Anxiety Scale developed by Yaikhong and Usaha.
[35] 17 statements were presented along a five-point
Likert scale which covered 4 components: fear of
negative evaluation, comfort in speaking English, test
anxiety, and communication apprehension. Aside
from age, year of study, and course of study,
students’ SPM English results were also sought
through the Demographic Information Questionnaire
as reflective of their English Language proficiency
levels to investigate the relationship between their
English SPM results and PSCAS scores. On the other
hand, 5 questions were asked during interviews (i.e.
the language speaking backgrounds, the strategies
they used to alleviate anxiety before, during, and after
having a presentation, the reasons for adopting such
strategies) to achieve the third research objective.
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The data collected from the responses in the
guestionnaires were analysed using Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 20.0.
To achieve the first research objective, descriptive
statistics in the form of sum scores were used to
determine the levels of public speaking anxiety of the
participants. According to Yaikhong and Usaha,
scores greater than 68 were classified as high anxiety,
scores between 68 and 51 as medium anxiety, and
scores less than 51 as mild anxiety. [35] Then,
Spearman’s correlation was used to identify the
relationship between students’ English SPM results
(ordinal data) and their PSCAS scores (continuous
data) after ensuring there is a monotonic relationship
between the two variables. Lastly, for the third
research objective, coding was done using NVivo.
Initials codes and themes were identified based on the
interview questions and research objectives. Some
themes were adopted from Guo et al.’s study (2018),
which investigated students’ use of self-regulatory
strategies for language learning anxiety. The codes
were highlighted using NVivo and were grouped as a
cluster with specific themes. The themes that were
identified are cognitive, management, social,
affective, and avoidance strategies.

4. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS

A total of 65 respondents participated in the
survey, where the Public Speaking Class Anxiety
Scale (PSCAS) was distributed to them. 38
experienced low levels of public speaking anxiety, 13
had moderate levels of public speaking anxiety, and
14 had high levels of public speaking anxiety.

Table 1. Participants’ level of public speaking
anxiety
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a significant, moderate, and negative correlation
between their English SPM results and test anxiety (rs
= -.536, p = .000), stating that the lower their English
language proficiency, the higher their test anxiety
level. Likewise, there is a significant, moderate, and
negative correlation between their English SPM
results and communication apprehension (rs = -.495,
p = .000), indicating that the lower their English
language proficiency, the more apprehensive they
are. However, their English SPM results is found to
have a significant, moderate, and positive correlation
with comfort in speaking English (rs = .548, p =
.000), showing that the higher their English
proficiency level, the more comfortable they speak
English.

Table 2. Spearman’s Correlation Test for SPM
English Results and Each Component in the PSCAS

Variables 1 2 3 4

SPM English
Results

Fear of -
Negative 522**
Evaluation

Comfort in .548 -.263"
Speaking

English

Test Anxiety - 731 -.285"

536"

Communication - 707" -.336™ .816™

Apprehension 495"

Level of Number of

public participants Max

speaking

anxiety

Low 38 17-51 42.68 | 6.91

Moderate 13 52-67 53.54 | 0.78

High 14 68-85 68.14 | 0.36

The English results obtained in the SPM

examination were then correlated with each

dimension (i.e. fear of negative evaluation, comfort in
speaking English, test anxiety, communication
apprehension) in the PSCAS. There is a significant,
moderate, and negative correlation between their
English SPM results and fear of negative evaluation
(rs = -.522, p = .000). This indicates that the lower
their English language proficiency, the more the fear
of being negatively evaluated by others. Also, there is

**p <.01 (2-tailed); * p < .05; N=65

Results obtained from Spearman’s correlation test
indicated that fear of negative evaluation, test
anxiety, and communication apprehension are
reasons behind university students with a high level
of public speaking anxiety (M = 68.14) . The
interview data obtained from the university students
with a high level of public speaking anxiety further
revealed that they would only speak the English
Language if other languages were not allowed. This
then also pointed to the factor of ‘comfort’ in
speaking English, where students with a high level of
public speaking anxiety took these steps ¢ “take deep
breaths”, “listen to music” or “meditate” to “reduce
[their] tension” to self-regulate this situation.

Other than the correlational test, 237 codes were
identified after conducting thematic analysis and they
were grouped into 5 main themes based on the self-
regulatory strategies — affective, social, management,
avoidance, and cognitive strategies. Generally,
affective strategy recorded 93 codes (e.g., “take deep
breaths”, “listen to music”) — was of the popular use
— followed by management (e.g., “practice more”,
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“go over the main points”), cognitive (e.g., “visualize
me to remain calm”, “brainwash myself to do well”),
social (e.g., “practice speech with friends”, “look at
friends or classmates [during presentation]”), and
avoidance strategies (e.g., “ignored what was in
front”, “not look at audience”) which reported 55, 42,

27, and 20 codes, respectively.

Such a finding pertained to the importance of
affective strategies in reducing public speaking
anxiety, echoing Kondo and Yang’s claim [15] that
affective filters should be well managed before
setting oneself to a speaking task. At the same time, it
supports Behnke and Sawyer’s Theory of Habituation
and Sensitization [26], which encouraged speakers to
anticipate more before meeting anxiety-cues. By
doing so, the students acknowledge the existence of
speaking anxiety before reducing it. [17]

As for management strategy, some of the
interviewees planned their speech, controlled their
speech pace, and reflected their own mistakes
because “[they were] too nervous”, they “sometimes
[were] blind to [their] own mistakes or flaws”. This
lent support to the claim made by Guo et al. [13] that
students actively engage in monitoring their learning
(i.e. reduce their public speaking anxiety). It also
substantiated the idea of a goal-directed attentional
system. Cognitive strategies such as positive self-talk,
visualization, regulating one’s perception of
performance make the participants feel “calmed” and
“motivate [themselves]” to present better. These
strategies of positive thinking support Kondo and
Yang’s study [15] that these strategies are intended to
divert attention from the stressful situation to positive
and pleasant cues and bring relief to the anxious
students.

Apart from Avoidance Approach, the participants
utilised the least frequently the social strategy, which
relies on peer support. This finding echoed Guo et
al.’s findings. [13] Not only did many worried
participants lack the courage to use this method [4],
but they also showed little initiative to share with
their classmates and rarely engaged in collaborative
learning with other students. [13] Only 6 participants
in the current study would rehearse the speech with
their peers, make eye and verbal contact with others
to seek social support, and receive peer feedback
after the presentation, indicating that in highly
competitive educational societies, students may have
developed a keen sense of competitiveness rather
than collaboration, causing them to hide their
weaknesses rather than openly share them with others
to seek help or feedback.
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Avoidance strategies such as leave the
presentation venue before and after the presentation,
and avoid eye contact with the audience, were the
least-use strategy. This situation indicated that they
tended to tackle anxiety-provoking events rather than
avoiding them, implying that they are active agents in
managing and lowering their public speaking anxiety.
However, looking at a different perspective, although
the findings echoed much of the previous literature
[13,15], the aforementioned avoidance strategies
found to be different from the statements in surveys
(i.e. FLCAS, PRPSA) adopted by the researchers.
This is because the participants in the present study
could not avoid from the presentation, which is one
of the statements used to assess language learning
anxiety, they instead avoided meeting with anxiety
cues such as not entering the presentation room
before the presentation, built a comfort zone in
immediate time such as “[standing] at the side of the
stage - nearby the entrance or exit door”.

A further analysis highlights that generally,
university students who had low and moderate levels
of public speaking anxiety adopted affective strategy
(e.g., taking deep breaths, holding an object) before
and during the presentation, and adopted
management strategy (e.g., reflecting their own
mistakes) after the presentation. Even though the use
of the affective strategies was less evident among
students with low anxiety level [13], it may be
speculated that participants with a low level of public
speaking anxiety gave more emphasis to their
emotions and affection that had influenced their
performance when they did not face difficulties in
speaking English. Adding to the previous, when
Spearman’s correctional revealed that their English
proficiency level increases, their anxiety level
decreases, signifying that anxiety cues were the only
barriers faced by them when the participants had a
better command of English compared to participants
who faced a high level of public speaking anxiety.
Because most of the participants were good English
users, they were better at monitoring their speaking
process. They were able to reflect on their own
mistakes and recognize their strengths after the
presentation.

On the other hand, participants with a high level
of public speaking anxiety adopted affective strategy
before, during, and after their presentation. Their fear
of negative evaluation, test anxiety, and
communication apprehension were more intense
compared to those of low and moderate anxiety
levels. They not only were more sensitive towards
anxiety-cues — the stimulus-driven attentional system
was activated —but also were easier to be affected by
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incoming stimuli — an increase in initial sensitization.
They had no choice but to directly confront the
negative emotional arousal that might disrupt their
presentation. As such, affective strategy was well
used by students who were having high anxiety
levels. [13] Since they put more focus on lowering
down their affective filters before and during the
presentation, they took deep breaths or read jokes
after the presentation to get rid of “unnecessary
thoughts that made [them] overwhelmed”.

5. CONCLUSIONS

This study identifies the relationship between
English SPM results and PSCAS scores; at the same
time, it also investigates self-regulatory strategies
used by university students with different anxiety
levels in a private university to alleviate public
speaking anxiety. The study accepts the alternative
hypothesis which hypothesizes that there is a
significant relationship between English SPM results
and PSCAS scores. While English language
proficiency has a significant, moderate, and negative
relationship with fear of negative evaluation, test
anxiety, and communication apprehension, it also has
a significant, moderate, and negative relationship
with comfort in speaking English. As discussed
earlier, participants with low and moderate levels of
public speaking anxiety used affective strategy before
and during the presentation, and management
strategy after the presentation to reduce their anxiety.
Apart from that, those with high levels of public
speaking anxiety used affective strategy before,
during, and after their presentation.
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