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Abstract. As there have been few studies on learning anxiety in online foreign
language courses, especially in minor languages, this study, therefore, employed
both qualitative and quantitative research methods to survey a total of 109 French
undergraduates from 16 universities. Statistical analysis was conducted to explore
the levels, sources of foreign language classroom anxiety (FLCA) as well as the
impacts on academic performance in the COVID-19 context from the French
majors’ perspective. Results of this study indicated that anxiety in French online
classes was common among Frenchmajors, mainly due to students’ own incompe-
tence, fear of negative evaluation, and disadvantages of online teaching and other
factors, which also had several specific negative effects on students’ learning.
The findings of the study can be applied as a reference for exploring the foreign
language anxiety of Chinese French learners and for foreign language teaching
practices.
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1 Introduction

In second language acquisition (SLA), anxiety is widely regarded as one of the most
important emotional factors affecting foreign language learning. Foreign language class-
room anxiety is even the factor with the highest anxiety value in foreign language learn-
ing at university [1]. However, in the context of COVID-19, online teaching has become
the mainstream of university teaching. It differs from traditional classroom teaching in
which teachers send basic learning materials to students in electronic form before class
for independent study, while in-class students are asked to discuss advanced questions
and assignments that allow for the development of critical thinking. Through searching
and reading a great amount of literature, it was discovered that relatively few researches
have been conducted on language anxiety in online university foreign language courses.

Furthermore, there are an increasing amount of researches who explore the relation-
ship between FLCA and language performance in China, but these studies are mostly
limited in terms of the target language such as English. The major education of minor
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languages in universities is the main way to cultivate high-level minor language talents.
Students of such majors are mostly adult learners with extensive experience in English.
They learn minor languages from scratch and they need to reach a high level of profi-
ciency within four years. Therefore, attention must be paid to the level and causes of
FLCA among this group.

2 Literature Review

According to MacIntyre, language anxiety (LA) is “the unease and adverse emotional
response aroused during the process of learning or using a second language.” [2]. It is a
largely observed phenomenon in situations in which formal learning of foreign language
takes place [3]. Generally, in the environment of a classroom. Language anxiety observed
in the context of a classroom is termed foreign language classroom anxiety (FLCA).
Previous researches have shown that the anxiety and discomfort in language classes
can be identified by a series of psychological symptoms such as getting panic, forgetting
things already learned or simply refusing to perform or to learn” [4]. In consequence, it is
evident that FLCAcancause important effects on foreign language learners’ performance
in class and in tests, thereby influencing their language achievement.

In 2020, in order to control the pandemic caused by COVID-19, the Ministry of
Education in China launched several emergency policies encouraging Chinese schools
and universities to provide online education instead of offline courses [5], and a large
portion of teaching activities have been organized via the Internet. Although online
education creates larger flexibility in learning and teaching [6], some studies showed
that this mode of education cannot free foreign language learners from FLCA. For
example, the research of Kaisar and Chowdhury illustrated that most language learners
felt more anxious and nervous in technology-based virtual classrooms than in offline
classrooms. The participants attributed their anxiety to different reasons like fear of
network problems, fear of being isolated, lack of opportunities to practice the language,
etc. [7].

Related studies of FLCA mostly adopted a scientific and precise quantitative app-
roach and researchers have developed scales from different theories and needs. For
instance, the existing scales in this domain are the French Class Anxiety Scale (FCAS)
developed by Gardner, the Anxiety State scale invented by Charles D. Spielberger, and
the Language Class Discomfort scale by Ely, etc. The Foreign Language Classroom
Anxiety scale (FLCAS) developed by Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope is the most generally
used, accompanied with other qualitative methods including interviews, journals and
observations.

The FLCAS, in order to assess communication apprehension, test anxiety and fear
of negative evaluation related with FLCA, measures “students’ anxiety levels in for-
eign language classrooms” [8]. The scale has shown strong reliability and has initiated
a large amount of research on FLCA [9–11]. The researchers have successively found
that anxiety is a normal phenomenon experienced by many foreign language learners,
and that anxiety, may interact with other factors namely gender, grade levels, attitudes,
confidence, motivation, learning achievements, teaching methods, and to have signifi-
cant correlations with course grades [12–19]. For instance, a study of Gardner, Smythe,
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Clement and Gliksman found that as the students attended higher grade level, the class-
room anxiety correlated more with their learning achievements [20]. In addition, Liu and
Chen investigated 212 learners in a Taiwan elementary EFL context and found that lan-
guage learning strategy has also a strong negative impact on students’ foreign language
anxiety [21].

The feeling of anxiety can give rise to a great amount of difficulties in the acquisition,
assimilation and production of the languagewhich finally has an impact on their language
achievements and outcomes, as compared to their more relaxed peers [22–24]. However,
anxiety plays at the same time a stimulant role on language learner in addition to its
negative effects. Many researches in this domain have proved that a low level of anxiety
has a direct incentive effect and then people will work hard for fear of failure. For
example, Bailey analysed the diary she kept in her low-level French as a FL reading
class, and despite the initial discomfort and extreme fear she felt during the learning
process, this foreign language anxiety also motivated her to work harder to avoid failing
publicly [25].

To summarize, a review of the literature clearly shows that FLA is one of the most
important factors that significantly influences FLA, and this effect varies with the level of
anxiety. However, foreign language classroom anxiety has different degrees in different
language learning, and learners’ feelings of anxiety vary across language skills. Also,
the context of online learning caused by COVID-19 creates new factors which arises the
feeling of anxiety to influence the learners’ language outcomes.

3 Research Design

3.1 Research Questions

(1) What are the levels of French classroom anxiety among French undergraduates?
(2) What are the specific reasons for the formation of anxiety in the French online

classroom?
(3) What is the impact of French classroom anxiety on language achievement? What

specific effects does it have on students’ learning?

3.2 Participants

The participants in this study were sophomore to senior students of French Major (n
= 109) in 16 Chinese universities, which include 19 males and 90 females, accounting
for 17.4% and 82.6% respectively. Since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, all
these students have taken French online classes through platforms such as Zoom and the
Tencent Meeting.

3.3 Instruments

With the aim of providing objective and effective answers to the research questions, the
questionnaire and the interview are adopted as the main research instruments for this
study.
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The questionnaire for this study consists of twomajor parts. First is basic information
about the participants, including the name of their university, grade, gender, and self-
rated scores of overall French language skills. The second part is the French Classroom
Anxiety Scale, adapted from the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale designed
by Horwitz et al. The “foreign language” in the FLCAS is replaced with “French”. After
the exploratory factor analysis, the dimensions of the questionnaire are identified as
“communication apprehension”, “test anxiety” and “fear of negative evaluation”, high
reliability and validity of each dimension are proved.

Then, among the participants who were willing to accept follow-up interviews and
left their contact information, according to the performance of answering open questions,
the authors selected 10 as interviewers. The questions of interview in this study mainly
focus on anxiety, influencing factors, influencing methods and specific experiences of
French online courses.

3.4 Data Collection and Analysis

A total of 137 questionnaires were recovered, of which 109 were valid, with an effective
rate of 79.6%. The data were analyzed by SPSS 26.0. Firstly, descriptive analysis was
utilized to describe and analyze the levels of students’ French online classroom anxiety.
Secondly, linear regression analysis was carried out to analyze the impacts of French
classroom anxiety on language achievement from three dimensions, namely commu-
nication apprehension, test anxiety, and fear of negative evaluation. The authors then
conducted interviews with 10 students, 1 male, and 9 females (PA, female, interview,
mid-anxious; PB, female, high-anxious; PC, male, high-anxious; PD, female, high anx-
ious; PE, female, mid-anxious; PF, female, low-anxious; PG, female, high-anxious; PH,
female, high-anxious; PI, female, low-anxious; PJ, female, high-anxious). They were
conducted one by one through Tencent Meeting, and the interview time for each person
is about an hour. After obtaining the consent of the participants, the whole process was
recorded and then transcribed into text, as a way of exploring the specific reasons for
the formation of French classroom anxiety and the specific impacts on learning under
the online teaching model.

4 Results and Discussion

4.1 The General FLCA Levels of French Majors

As FLCAS is a 5-point Likert scale, a total score of 4–5 implies that the participant
suffers from high general classroom anxiety, a score of 3–4 indicates moderate general
classroom anxiety, and a score of below 3 reflects low general classroom anxiety. For
each dimension, the calculation method is the same as above. As to the results of the
scale and each of its dimensions, the scores are proportional to the level of anxiety that
the participants felt. The results are presented in Table 1.

Table 1 shows that the students’ general classroom anxiety level and their anxiety
level of each dimension vary significantly from one individual to another (from 1.545 to
4.857). For the general FLCA, the participants scored from 1.848 to 4.545 on the FLCAS
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Table 1. Maximum, minimum, mean, median and standard deviation of the results of FLCAS
and its different dimensions

Maximum Minimum Mean Median Standard deviation

General
classroom anxiety

4.545 1.848 3.132 3.152 0.540

Communication
apprehension

4.857 1.714 3.209 3.214 0.659

Test anxiety 4.500 1.750 2.997 3.000 0.592

Fear of negative
evaluation

4.818 1.545 3.133 3.091 0.607

scale, with the mean of 3.132 and the median of 3.152, above the scale midpoint 3. These
results can be deducted from around a half the participants suffered from moderate
general classroom anxiety or even high general classroom anxiety, which illustrates that
anxiety is a common phenomenon in French learning.

At the same time, the Table 1 shows that the average level of all the three anxiety
dimensions is around 3, which means that about a half of the participants were strongly
or moderately afraid of communicating in French and negative evaluation of others, and
experienced moderate or high test-anxiety during their learning period.

The interviews showed the same results. In general, most of the French majors felt
FLCA in their online classes in the context of COVID-19. However, some students
reported that their anxiety level appeared lower than in their offline classes, as they
could choose freely a more comfortable learning environment and stay away from peer
pressure. In addition, the online chat box and other facilities allowed students to inter-
act with the teacher with less stress and nervousness. Additionally, some interviewees
claimed that their anxiety levels were associated with howmuch time they spend online.
In the early stages of exposure to online education, students focused more because of
the novelty, but as time became longer, students got bored to this mode of education and
generally felt more anxious.

4.2 Causes for FLCA in the COVID-19 Context

In order to analyse the causes and origins for the learners’ FLCA in COVID-19 context,
their responses in interviews are analysed and the results are presented in Table 2.

As presented in Table 2, the interviewees cited a great number of origins for their
FLCA during the online courses caused by COVID-19. Some of the causes are common
for almost all foreign language classes, for instance: poor French level, lack of practice,
being not (well) prepared, being not confident, fear of negative evaluation, etc. For
example, PA attributed her feeling of anxiety to a relatively poor French level and lack
of preparation: “I can be extremely nervous and anxiouswhen I am called in classwithout
preparation. My competences are not sufficient for me to come up with a perfect answer
immediately.” And for PC, “I’m anxious when I have to speak impromptu because I’m
afraid that the teacher would be disappointed at my answer.”
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Table 2. Causes for FLCA in the COVID-19 context (Source: Interviews [N = 10])

Causes                   Number
poor French level                                                            6
the teacher being (too) strict                                           2
fear of negative evaluation                     3 
being not (well) prepared                                                3
being not confident                                                         2
fear of tests                                                               5 
unsuccessful experience                                                  1
other students being better at French                              2
low learning efficiency during online courses                7
lack of communication with teacher and other students 3
lack of supervision by teachers and classmates              1
lack of self-discipline to study French                            6
lack of proper study environment                                   8
lack of instant feedback                1 
lack of opportunities for practice                                    2
Difficulty in assessing individual progress compared to 
other students                                                                  1
problems of connection                                                   4
dissatisfaction with the online teaching model               2
asthenopia 1 
restrictions and inconveniences caused by COVID-19  5

Meanwhile, there are also several causes of FLCA particularly due to online educa-
tion, such as lack of proper study environment, lack of instant feedback, lack of learning
efficiency, and vision fatigue, etc. For example, PE said that “the biggest problem is
that the online courses are inefficient, they can never replace the face-to-face classes.
We need to make eye contact with our teachers, we need to have an environment where
everyone is learning French”. And PJ insisted that “A home is a place for leisure and
entertainment, I cannot focus without the supervision of my teachers and classmates.
What’s more, I’m totally tired of the endless network problems!”. From their perspec-
tives, online education and its inconvenience could cause low study efficiency and give
rise to the feeling of anxiety.

While the direct impacts of COVID-19 on students are well evident, its indirect
effects cannot be ignored.

During the interviews, many students complained that the epidemic not only caused
their important exams to be postponed, such as the Test for French Majors-Band 4
(TFS-4) and Diploma in French language studies/Advanced French language diploma
(delf/dalf), which disrupted their study rhythm but also seriously affected their life plans
such as going abroad for exchange or graduate studies or employment. Additionally, the
frequent isolation and restrictions on their freedom to travel prevent them from engaging
in leisure activities to escape the stress of study. They feel less motivated to study when
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Table 3. Correlations between different dimensions of FLCAS and French self-rated competence

Communication
apprehension

Test anxiety Fear of negative
evaluation

General French
classroom anxiety

French
competence

−.369** −.371** −.464** −.464**

Notes: ** = p ≤ .01; * = p ≤ .05

Table 4. Linear regression analyses between different dimensions of FLCAS and French self-
rated competence

General
classroom
anxiety

Communication
apprehension

Test
anxiety

Fear of
negative
evaluation

French
self-rated
competence

β −.464 −.075 −.134 −.340

B −13.040 −1.736 −3.437 −8.485

t −5.416 −.642 −1.215 −2.905

p .000 .522 .227 .004

VIF 1.000 1.896 1.670 1.875

Cohen’s f 2 .690 .607 .635 .734

Note: effect size of Cohen’s f2: small = f2 ≤ .02; medium = f2 = .15; large = f2 ≥ .35 (Cohen,
1988)

they are in online classes, which leads to resistance or even aversion to French classes
and deepens their anxiety.

4.3 Impacts of FLCA on French Learning

To illustrate the impacts of FLCA on students’ French language achievements, corre-
lation analyses were run between the 3 dimensions of FLCAS (communication appre-
hension, test anxiety and fear of negative evaluation) and the students’ self-rated scores
of comprehensive French competences (Table 3), then linear regression analyses were
performed, with the former as independent variables and the latter as the dependent
variable (Table 4).

Table 3 indicates that all the dimensions of FLCAS were significantly inversely
related to the learner’s French self-rated competence, with a coefficient range from
−.369 to −.464 (p ≤ .01). The result suggests that the more an individual is afraid
of communication and negative evaluation, the more he/she is anxious about French
tests, the lower self-rated score he/she attributes to himself/herself, which implies lower
general French competence.

Table 4 reveals that FLCAS was a powerful negative predictor for French-using
competencies (β = −.464), with a large effect size (Cohen’s f2 = 0.690). From the
results ofTable 4,we candiscover that the regression coefficient value for communication
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Table 5. Impacts of Anxiety on Students’ learning of French (Source: Interviews)

Bad Good and bad Good No effect No comment

Interviewee R (N = 10) 7/70% 2/20% 0/0 1/10% 0/0

Notes: R = respondents

Table 6. Consequences of FLCA in COVID-19 context (Source: Interviews)

Consequences of FLCA 
to fail to preform (speak/write/read/listen) well in French  
to dare not to use French 
to become unwilling to use French  
to be unable to think well 
to become less confident  
to become less motivated 
to be distracted in classes 
to spend less time on French learning 
to make more mistakes 
to put off the tasks 
to become more nervous 
to be at a loss 
to probably leave a negative impression on other people 
to probably lose interest in French  
to hate French 
to be prone to emotional breakdowns 
to fail the tests 

apprehension and for test anxiety is respectively−1.736 (t= −0.642, p= 0.522> 0.05)
and −3.437 (t = −1.215, p = 0.227 > 0.05), which means that these two dimensions
do not affect French learning outcomes. Nevertheless, the regression coefficient value of
fear of negative evaluation is −8.485 (t = −2.905, p = 0.004 < 0.01), meaning that this
factor can have a significant negative effect on a student’s French-language competence
(Cohen’s f2 = 0.690).

These results were consistent with the results of the interview, as shown in Table 5.
Seven (70%) of the 10 interviewees declared that the FLCA was negative, because

it could “reduce the efficiency of learning French” (PH). To these learners, the feeling
of anxiety could lead to a series of negative effects associated to the French learning,
as summarized in Table 6. For instance, anxiety could give rise to nervousness, slack-
ness, inattentiveness in class, failures in French performances and tests, etc. Owing to
anxiety, the learners became less attentive, less confident, unable to think well, prone
to procrastination, prone to emotional breakdowns and even lose interest in French. For
some participants, they would just “skip classes and be slack in work” (PH) or “stare
at the phone screen during the whole French class” (PB), and they wouldn’t “start to
muddle through their tasks until the last minute” (PE). To PG, anxiety could make her
“panic” in class or in tests and perform much worse than expected.
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Although most interviewees reported that anxiety had a strong negative impact on
their French studies, 1 interviewee (10%) commented that the feeling of anxiety didn’t
cause any effects on his French learning process; twenty percent of the participants
(two) thought anxiety affected their acquisition of French in both good and bad ways.
In their eyes, “a moderate level of anxiety brings constructive contribution for French
learning, but when the anxiety exceeds a certain level, the impacts become negative”
(PC), anxiety could “give rise to a low motivation and interest of learning French” but
could also “let them recognize their true level of French and not be blindly confident,
then in consequence, urge them to work harder” (PD).

4.4 Suggestions

For learners, especially those with high anxiety, it is necessary for them to first confront
the existence of anxiety and actively try to adjust it to a tolerable extent through cognitive
regulation and physical regulation, and to bring out more of the positive aspects of the
FLCA as a motivating factor for learning. Next, although the epidemic has prohibited
many leisure activities, students can still release stress by getting enough sleep and
exercising indoors to ensure good study efficiency and memory. What’s more, students
should set correct self-expectations and realistic learning goals as well as heighten their
learning methods. In addition to their own efforts, students should also communicate
with their teachers and classmates and actively seek help from the outside world. Not
only will this help to build good interpersonal relationships and reduce peer pressure,
but also can increase their positive emotions about learning French.

To address anxiety in online classes, at the top of the list, teachers should enhance
their empathy and consider the factors that may generate anxiety from the students’
perspective then make appropriate teaching adjustments. At the same time, they should
improve the technical operation of the network and ensure that the teaching equipment
and network environment are stable. Secondly, teachers should give more positive feed-
back and encouragement to French majors, especially in the early stages of learning
French. During the teaching process, teachers should encourage and devise appropri-
ate mechanisms for mutual self-assessment, thus effectively reducing students’ fear of
negative assessment and facilitating the improvement of their language skills.

Universities need to listen to students appropriately, too. In terms of professional
development, they should introduce as many various resources as possible and build
diverse learning network platforms. In respect of the curriculum, the ratio of French
courses to other public courses should be adjusted in line with the needs of stu-
dents’ changing grades. Additionally, they ought to provide students with psychological
counselling, career planning, and offer more convenient logistics during the epidemic.

5 Conclusion

This study examined the levels, sources of FLCA and the impacts on academic per-
formance in the COVID-19 context from the French majors’ perspective. Based on the
results, this study also provided useful insights from three aspects in order to improve
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the quality of university French education. The major findings were: 1) anxiety is a com-
mon phenomenon in French learning, around a half the French-majored students suffer
from moderate general classroom anxiety or even high general classroom anxiety. 2)
Besides some traditional reasons like poor French level, lack of practice or confidence
give rise to the FLCA, and the COVID-19 context along with its negative effects are also
responsible for the anxiety in French learning. 3) FLCA can have a number of negative
effects on learning French, including inferior French, test failure, and lack of interest.
But a modest anxiety level can serve as a motivation in French learning.

However, since this study took advantage of French self-rated competence as the
data, this scoring method may not be objective enough because of students’ feelings of
inferiority and conceit, and follow-up research needs to be improved in this regard to
provide references for relevant French teaching practices.
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