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Abstract 

The present study was an attempt to determine the levels of foreign language anxiety (FLA) 

and frequency of language learning strategies (LLS) among EFL students studying at Payame 

Noor Universities of Mahabad, Orumie and Naghade and to examine the relationship 

between students’ FLA and their frequency of LLS. To this end, Horowitz, and Cope’s 

(1986) Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) and Oxford’s (1990) Strategy 

Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) were administered to 153 students selected based on 

convenience sampling method. Descriptive statistics showed that in terms of FLA, the 

majority of students (n=126) had average levels of anxiety and female students were found to 

be a little more anxious than male students. The results showed that students reportedly used 

all strategy categories, ranging from high to medium, with metacognitive strategies used most 

frequently (M=4.13). The results of Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient indicated 

that for the whole sample, there was a statistically significant negative correlation between 

FLA and LLS, although the correlation was not very high (r=.285).  

Keywords: Foreign Language Anxiety, Language Learning Strategies, Foreign Language 

Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), Strategy Inventory of Language Learning (SILL) 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

I. INTRODUCTION 

In the 21st century, English is regarded as the major international language, and the 

number of bilingual users of English will far surpass the number of its native speakers 

(McKay, 2002); that is to say, there will be more people who study English as a second or 

foreign language (ESL/EFL) than English native speakers. Also this century can be called the 

age of individualism, when individual values and differences were recognized and respected. 

After a prolonged preoccupation with the physical aspects of man, the tide turned and 

attention focused on the human being as a totality of physical, cognitive and affective 

variables. This shift of attention has left its mark on the way education is viewed and 

practiced. Individual differences now occupy an important position in any debate related to 

teaching/ learning and the professional literature is filled with terms and phrases which try to 

capture the elusive concepts that distinguish one person from another (Crozier, 1997; 

Fontana, 1988; Lefrancios, 1991). 
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Learning a foreign language can be quite a challenging task. One principal question in 

Second Language Acquisition theory is why some people are more successful at learning a 

second language than other people. Many factors come into play to determine the outcomes 

of the learning process, including individual differences such as cognitive abilities, 

personality characteristics, learning styles, metacognitive differences, social contexts, and 

affective aspects. One of the most important affective variables in learning a foreign language 

is foreign language anxiety. 

Anxiety is one of the most well documented psychological phenomena. The definition 

of anxiety ranges from an amalgam of overt behavioral characteristics that can be studied 

scientifically to introspective feelings that are epistemologically inaccessible (Casado & 

Dereshiwsky, 2001). Broadly speaking, anxiety is the subjective feeling of tension, 

apprehension, nervousness, and worry associated with an arousal of the automatic nervous 

system (Spielberger, 1983). Traditionally, the nature of anxiety has been differentiated into 

trait anxiety, situational anxiety, and state anxiety. Though no clear delineation between these 

three categories can be claimed, the differences can roughly be identified on a continuum 

from stability to transience, with trait anxiety related to a generally stable predisposition to be 

nervous in a wide range of situations on one end, and a moment-to-moment experience of 

transient emotional state on the other.  

To recognize language anxiety in a broader context of research on anxiety, MacIntyre 

(1998) observed that language anxiety is a form of situation-specific anxiety, and research on 

language anxiety should employ measures of anxiety experienced in particular 

second/foreign language contexts. He conceived of language anxiety as “the worry and 

negative emotional reaction aroused when learning or using a second language” (p. 27). 

Similarly, Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1991) conceptualized foreign language anxiety as a 

“distinct complex of self-perceptions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors related to classroom 

language learning arising from the uniqueness of the language learning process” (p. 31). 

Since the early 1970s, there has been a growing interest in shifting the focus of the 

teacher-centered classroom to a more learner-centered environment. In foreign language 

courses, this entails favoring the process of language learning over the desired results. 

Learners have become the central figures in language classrooms as learning tasks have come 

to be conceptualized and approached from the students’ own point of view (Rubin, 1987). 

This has brought attention to the learning strategies individual learners apply during the 

process of acquiring a second language (Oxford, 1990; Wenden, 1991). As a result, language 

learning strategies now play a crucial role in language learning and this field has become one 

of the most fertile areas of research in second language acquisition (MacIntyre, 1994). 

Language learning strategies are specific actions, behaviors, steps, or techniques such 

as seeking out conversation partners, or giving oneself encouragement to tackle a difficult 

language task – used by students to enhance their own learning (Oxford, 1993).While some 

learning strategies are observable, most strategies are mental processes that are not directly 

observable. The important part they play in second language acquisition has been noted by 

many second language acquisition researchers. 
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Skehan (1989) considered language learning strategies one of the most important 

factors accounting for individual differences in second language acquisition. In Gardner and 

McIntyre’s model (1993), second language proficiency is determined by situational variables, 

language learner characteristics, and learning strategy use. Learning strategies are seen as 

particularly important in the enhancement of autonomy because the use of appropriate 

strategies allows learners to take more responsibility for their own learning (Dickinson, 

1987). Strategies are especially important for language learning because they are the tools for 

active, self-directed involvement, which is essential for developing communication ability. 

Appropriate learning strategies result in improved proficiency and greater self-confidence in 

many instances (Wenden and Rubin, 1987; Chamot and Kupper, 1989; Oxford and Crookall, 

1989; Cohen, 1990; O’Malley and Chamot, 1990). 

 

A. Statement of the Problem 

As discussed above, anxiety is quite pervasive in foreign/second language classrooms 

and can negatively affect learners’ achievement in the target language. Given the number of 

foreign/second language learners in the world, this issue needs further exploration with 

various groups of learners in different contexts. These learners often do not have much access 

to or chance to speak/use the target language. When learning/using the target language, they 

often become unconsciously anxious or nervous, which usually negatively affects their 

learning outcomes, as documented in the literature review. 

Also, it has been reported that language learners use various strategies in learning a 

second or foreign language. And a lot of research has been done in this area. However, few 

studies have explored the relationship between foreign language anxiety and language 

learning strategies used by Iranian EFL learners. Thus, the current study is an attempt to 

investigate if there is any relationship between foreign language anxiety and language 

learning strategies used by Iranian EFL learners. 

 

B. Research Questions 

     The present study aims at answering the following questions: 

1. What levels of anxiety are present among male and female Iranian EFL learners? 

2. What types of language learning strategies do Iranian EFL learners use? 

3. Is there any significant relationship between foreign language anxiety and language 

learning strategies among Iranian EFL learners? 

 

C. Purpose and Significance of the Study 

It is now around a quarter of a century since early researchers such as Rubin (1975), 

Stern (1975) and Naiman et al. (1978) published their pioneering “good learner” studies 

which investigated the use of language learning strategies and attempted to identify the 

strategies used by successful learners. Since then the general principle that the learner needs 
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to play an active role in the learning process (Horwitz, 1999) has become widely accepted. 

This being the case, language learning strategies (or specific actions consciously employed 

by the learner for the purpose of learning language) become vitally important, given that they 

have the potential to be an “extremely powerful learning tool” (O’Malley et al., 1985, p.43). 

Before this potential can be utilized, however, it is necessary first of all to find out which 

strategies students report using most frequently, how reported frequency of strategy use 

relates to level of foreign language anxiety, and whether there are any patterns of reported 

language learning strategy use which are reportedly used more or less frequently by students 

of varying levels of foreign language anxiety. 

Additionally, the study result may serve as a guide for those who are on the front line of 

education such as foreign language teachers, administrators and language program directors. 

It may provide ways to better understanding of students who learn English as a foreign 

language. Moreover, the results of this study will add a component to the existing literature in 

foreign language anxiety and language learning strategies. 

 

II. MEHTODOLOGY 

A. Participants 

The participants of the study were 153 Iranian university students (51 males and 102 

females) who were learning English as a foreign language. Participants’ ages ranged from 21 

to 22. They were all majoring in English translation or English Literature in Mahabad 

Payame Noor University, Naghade Payame Noor University, and Payame Noor University of 

Orumie. Sophomore, junior and senior students registered at these universities were asked to 

take part in the study. Since the questionnaires were used in their original form and supposed 

to be linguistically unsuitable for the freshmen, the freshmen were excluded from the study. 

A convenience sampling method was used as a method for selecting participants.  

 

B. Instruments 

In the present study, two instruments were utilized.  The first one is a questionnaire that was 

applied to the subjects to determine their level of foreign language anxiety. The second 

instrument was a questionnaire used to elicit students' language learning strategies. 

 

1. Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) 

To collect data on foreign language anxiety, this study used Foreign Language 

Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), developed by Horwitz, Horowitz, and Cope’s (1986). It 

consists of 33 statements, each to be rated by the respondent on a 1 (no anxiety) to 5 (high 

anxiety) Likert scale. The statements describe language learning situations, which are rated as 

to the degree of anxiety that respondents perceived they would experience in certain 

situations. Item numbers 2, 5, 8, 11, 14, 18, 22, 25, 28, and 32 were reverse scored. 
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Cronbach's alpha coefficient of .83 was reported for the FLCAS by Horwitz, Horwitz and 

Cope (1986) and the reliability of the adapted scale was found to be 0.86 by the researcher. 

 

2. Oxford’s (1990) Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) 

To collect data on language learners’ learning strategies, Oxford’s (1990) Strategy 

Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) was administered to the participants. Version 7.0 of 

the SILL is a self-report instrument that assesses the frequency with which the subjects use a 

variety of techniques for foreign language learning. This questionnaire consists of 50 items in 

six categories: memory (9 items), cognitive (14 items), compensation (6 items), 

metacognitive (9 items), affective (6 items) and social strategies (6 items). 

The ESL/EFL SILL has been used worldwide for students of second and foreign 

languages in settings such as university, school and government. The internal consistency 

reliability of the SILL is .94 based on a 505-person sample (Yang, 1992). Content validity is 

.99 based on independent raters (Oxford and Burry-Stock, 1995). 

 

C. Data collection Procedure 

In order to determine if there is any relationship between foreign language learning 

anxiety and types of  language learning strategies students employ, two questionnaires were 

given to 153 Iranian university EFL students (51males and 102 females), all majoring in 

English translation or English Literature. There will be no time limitations for the students in 

order to answer the given questionnaires. In order to increase the credibility of the responses, 

the researcher asked students to be sincere in their responses and provide genuine answers to 

each of the items on the questionnaires. Also, the participants were assured of the 

confidentiality of the results. Moreover, if the students had any questions concerning the 

items in the questionnaires, the researcher was ready to answer them and help them 

understand the items. 

 

III. DATA ANALYSIS 

In order to answer the questions of the study and to accept or reject the null hypotheses, 

certain descriptive statistics were run. The FLCAS scores obtained by the students were classified 

in different groups. As can be seen in the Table 1 below, students with scores between 33 and 66 were 

considered as having a low level of anxiety whereas the students with scores between 133 and 165 

were accepted as quite anxious. 

Table 1: The Levels of Anxiety 

Levels Scores 

Low Anxiety 33-66 

Average Anxiety 67-132 

High Anxiety 133-165 
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Regarding the data gathered for Language Learning Strategies (LLS), descriptive 

statistics were computed to summarize the students’ responses. To this end, students’ 

responses to SILL items were given scores on the basis of 5-Likert scale. Students who chose 

“never true of me” gained 1,”usually not” gained 2, “somewhat” gained 3, “usually” gained 4 

and “always” gained 5. Then, the total score for each student were calculated. Mean and 

standard deviation were computed to determine the students’ overall strategy use. 

Also, Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient was applied to examine the 

possible relationships between EFL learners’ levels of anxiety and the types of language 

learning strategies they employ.  

 

A. Research Question One 

The first research question was: “What levels of anxiety are present among male and 

female Iranian EFL learners?” 

In order to answer this question, the original version of FLCAS was distributed among 

students. After getting the questionnaire, students’ anxiety scores were computed by adding 

up all the numbers corresponding to each choice on the scale. Descriptive statistics were used 

to compute Mean, and Standard Deviation (SD) of the scores. The data representing the 

overall scores of students on the FLCAS instrument is shown in Table 2. Also, the maximum 

and minimum scores are demonstrated for males, females and for the whole sample. 

 

Table 2: Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scores by Gender 

 

 

 

 

              *Rounded off two decimal places 

 

As can be seen in Table 2, total FLCAS scores ranged between 50 (the score 

indicating the lowest anxiety level of the whole group of participants) and 132 points (the 

score indicating the highest anxiety level of the whole group of participants), with the total 

mean score of 83.90. Quite a wide variability in scores is shown by the large standard 

deviation (20.24). Regarding gender, female students’ mean (84.73) is slightly higher than 

male students’ mean (82.33).  

 

 

 

N Mean* SD* Minimum Maximum 

Male 51 82.23 15.88 52 112 

Female 102 84.73 22.27 50 132 

Total 153 83.90 20.24 50 132 



International Journal of Educational Investigations                                              Vol.2, No.2: 9-23, 2015, (February) 

 

 

15 
 

 

Figure 1: Levels of Anxiety for the whole sample 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 B. Research Question Two 

The second question that was stated in this study was: “What types of language 

learning strategies do Iranian EFL learners use?”  To answers this research question, the 

original version of SILL was distributed among students. The mean score of six categories of 

SILL are reported in Table 3. 

Table 3: Mean score (M), Standard Deviation (SD) of SILL 

 Strategy Gender N M* SD* 

A Memory Male 51 3.23 .56 

Female 102 2.98 .50 

Total 153 3.06 .53 

B Cognitive Male 51 3.59 .57 

Female 102 3.42 .59 

Total 153 3.48 .58 

C Compensation Male 51 3.53 .71 

Female 102 3.28 .65 

Total 153 3.36 .68 

D Metacognitive Male 51 4.21 .59 

Female 102 4.10 .60 

Total 153 4.13 .59 

E 

Affective 

Male 51 3.36 .54 

Female 102 3.26 .51 

Total 153 3.30 .52 
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F 

Social 

Male 51 3.88 .59 

Female 102 3.63 .73 

Total 153 3.72 .69 

       *Rounded off two decimal places 

 

As shown in Table 3, all means fall between 3.06 and 4.13 on a scale of 1 to 5. As can 

be seen in Table 3, students reported Metacognitive strategies as the most frequently used 

(M=4.13), followed by Social (M=3.72), Cognitive (M=3.48), Compensation (M=3.36), 

Affective (M=3.30), and Memory strategies (M=3.06), respectively. 

On the basis of Oxford’s (1990) analysis of the SILL average, the means for strategy 

groups are classified into three levels: High (3.5-5: 3.5 to 4.4 for usually used and 4.5 to 5 for 

always used), Medium (2.5-3.4 for sometimes used), and Low (1-2.4: 1 to 1.4 for never used 

and 1.5 to 2.4 for usually not used). Accordingly, two of the strategy groups (Metacognitive 

and Social) fall in the high range, while the other four strategy groups (Cognitive, 

Compensation, Affective and Memory) fall in the medium range. 

 

Table 4: The ranking of strategy groups 

Rank Strategy Mean Degree 

1 Metacognitive 4.13 High 

2 Social 3.72 High 

3 Cognitive 3.48 Medium 

4 Compensation 3.36 Medium 

5 Affective 3.30 Medium 

6 Memory 3.06 Medium 

 Overall 3.50 High 

 

However, the overall average frequency of use of LLS for the six strategy categories is 

3.50 that falls in the high level. Table 4 shows that the students in this study reportedly used 

all strategy categories, ranging from high to medium, with metacognitive strategies used most 

frequently (M=4.13). 

 

C. Research Question Three 

The third question that was stated in this study was: “Is there any significant 

relationship between foreign language anxiety and language learning strategies among 

Iranian EFL learners?” 
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To find the answer to the third question of the study, that is, the one dealing with the 

relationship between the use of language learning strategies and respondents’ scores on a 

measure of foreign language anxiety, Pearson product-moment correlation was used. 

 

Table 5: Correlation between foreign language anxiety and language learning strategies 

  LLS FLA 

LLS Pearson Correlation 1 -.285** 

 Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 

 N 153 153 

FLA Pearson Correlation -.285** 1 

 Sig. (2-tailed) .000  

 N 153 153 

                             **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

The results in Table 5 show that there is a negative correlation between foreign 

language anxiety and language learning strategies. Although, the correlation exists, the size 

of this correlation (r=.285) is not strong enough. Therefore, the null hypothesis can be 

rejected. Statistically speaking, it means that there is a negative significant relationship 

between foreign language anxiety and language learning strategies among EFL university 

students in Payame Noor universities at the .01 level of significance.  

To further analyze the data, correlations between different individual strategy use of 

learners and their overall foreign language anxiety scores were calculated using, again, 

Pearson product-moment correlation. 

 

Table 6: Correlation between FLA and different learning strategies 

  memory cognitive compensation metacognitive affective social 

Foreign 

language 

anxiety 

Pearson Correlation 

Sig. (2-tailed) 

N 

-.100 

.217 

153 

-.256**  

.001 

153 

-.096 

.239 

153 

-.225** 

 .005 

153 

.022 

.784 

153 

-.474**  

.000 

153 

   **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 
As shown in Table 6, there are relatively weak but significant correlations between 

overall foreign language anxiety and cognitive (r=.256), metacognitive (r=.225) and social 
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(r=.474) strategies. The correlations are negative; it means that the more anxious the learners 

are, the less they use these strategies. 

Another Pearson product-moment correlation was calculated in order to find the 

possible relationship between level of foreign language anxiety and using language learning 

strategies among students. 

 

Table 7: Correlation between level of FLA and different learning strategies 

 memory cognitive compensation metacognitive affective social 

Low language anxiety 

Pearson Correlation  
.413* .556** .129 .062 -.158 -.162 

Sig. (2-tailed) .032 .003 .522 .760 .432 .419 

N 27 27 27 27 27 27 

Average language anxiety  

Pearson Correlation 
-.224* -.358** -.386** -.145 -.170 -.619** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .012 .000 .000 .106 .057 .000 

N 126 126 126 126 126 126 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

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

 

As can be seen in Table 7, there is significant correlation between foreign language 

anxiety and memory strategies among low-anxious students (r=.413) at the 0.05 level of 

significance. Also, correlation is significant (r=.556) between foreign language anxiety and 

cognitive strategies for low-anxious students at the 0.01 level of significance. On the other 

hand, there are negative but significant correlations between foreign language anxiety and 

memory (r=.224), cognitive(r=.358), compensation (r=.386) and social (r=.619) strategies for 

average-anxious students. 

In summary, the results of this study revealed that the majority of students exhibited 

average level of foreign language anxiety and the students reportedly used all strategy 

categories, ranging from high to medium, with metacognitive strategies used most frequently 

(M=4.13). The correlation between FLA and LLS was found to be significant for the whole 

number of students. 

 

IV. DISSCUSSION 

Usually, high anxiety can make learners get discouraged, lose faith in their abilities, 

escape from participating in classroom activities, and even give up the effort to learn a 

language well. Therefore, the learners with high anxiety often get low achievement. And low 

achievement makes them more anxious about learning. 

Regarding the first research question of this study, levels of anxiety among EFL 

students, and the total mean for the whole group of students was computed to be 83.90. In 

addition, female students (mean=84.73) tended to be more anxious than the male students 
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(mean=82.23) while learning a foreign language. The majority of students (n=126) fall in the 

average-anxious group, with 27 students having low level of FLA. 

The interesting fact is that none of the students were found to have high level of foreign 

language anxiety. This means that anxiety can be a big problem for many EFL students at 

Payame Noor Universities and it may be one of the reasons of students’ failure in mastering 

the skills of English. 

   The reasons for such results can be explored from many aspects. One aspect is closely 

related with EFL students themselves. Respecting students themselves, the existence of 

anxiety should firstly be attributed to their English proficiency, which was not high enough to 

allow them to communicate with others freely, express themselves adequately in class and 

answer teachers’ questions properly. So, in English classrooms where much communication 

is needed, high school students are more anxious than in other classes. Secondly, it is the 

cultural tradition that Iranian people care much about their faces, so they did not like to 

receive low evaluations or criticism about themselves. Moreover, most Iranian teachers 

overwhelmingly emphasize reading and writing, while paying less attention to listening and 

speaking. The existence of anxiety in English classrooms can also be ascribed to classroom 

atmosphere. In most EFL classrooms in Iran, teachers play the role of controller or 

dominator. Students usually feel nervous or oppressed. Consequently, they lack a free, 

relaxed environment for English learning. 

  The second research question attempted to discover the frequency of language 

learning strategies among Iranian EFL learners.  The findings of this study show that students 

in this study reportedly used all strategy categories, ranging from high to medium, with 

Metacognitive strategies used most frequently (M=4.13) , followed by Social strategies 

(M=3.72), Cognitive strategies (M=3.48), Compensation strategies (M=3.36), Affective 

strategies (M=3.30), and Memory strategies (M=3.06) respectively. Memory strategies 

ranked the lowest. In their foreign language learning, the participants applied metacognitive 

strategies to plan, regulate, control and evaluate their comprehension. In terms of social 

strategies, students used various strategies to communicate with others, such as asking for 

repetition, learning foreign culture and practicing with others, though the frequency of use 

was at a medium level. When focusing on cognitive strategies, they employed various kinds 

of cognitive strategies, such as practicing, getting the ideas quickly and analyzing and 

reasoning. To compensate for weaknesses, they used various compensation strategies, such as 

guessing through linguistic and other clues. Additionally, students used various kinds of 

memory and affective strategies so as to help them get new information. 

   The findings of this study indicate that EFL learning is a complex process where 

students consciously and actively invoke various strategies. In this study students used 

metacognitive techniques to plan, monitor, and control and evaluate their own learning. The 

high use of metacognitive strategies among Iranian students in the present study corresponds 

to many studies on Asian students (Green, 1991; Shmais, 2003). Oxford and Ehrman (1995) 

reported that metacognitive strategy users are intrinsically motivated, that is, the more 

motivated the learner, the greater use he or she makes of metacognitive strategies. All the 
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studies indicate that metacognitive strategies reach a high use of level, including strategies 

such as setting goals, planning, evaluating. 

   The third research question attempted to find the relationship between FLA and LLS. 

As shown in Table 5, the major finding of this study suggested that there is a significant 

correlation between FLA and LLS in a negative way. It should be mentioned that although 

the correlation was statistically significant (r= -.285), the size of the correlation was not high 

enough to come to a definite conclusion. According to the results, the correlation was 

negative between FLA and LLS. This can mean that the more anxious students are, the less 

they use language learning strategies.  Results about the use of language learning strategies 

revealed in our study support the findings of Gardner and MacIntyer (1991). They stated that 

the use of certain affective learning strategies reduces the level of language anxiety. Gardner 

and MacIntyre (1993) suggested that learning strategies interact in a complicated way with 

characteristics of the language learner and situational variables, to influence proficiency in a 

second language 

   According to the results, I suppose that reducing anxiety may improve the use of 

language learning strategies, which in turn may increase the language achievement and 

proficiency. However, due to the fact that our research is of a correlation nature, these are 

only assumptions which should be examined in future research. 

 

V. CONCLUSION 

The present study was carried out with the intention of investigating the possible 

relationship of foreign language anxiety and language learning strategies among Iranian EFL 

students studying at Payame Noor Universities of Mahabad, Orumie and Naghade. 153 

students participated in this study. Two questionnaires (FLACS & SILL) were distributed 

among students. The majority of the students (n=126) turned out to have average level of 

anxiety, with 27 students having low level of FLA. Also, the researcher found that the 

students reportedly used all strategy categories, ranging from high to medium, with 

metacognitive strategies used most frequently (M=4.13). Finally, it was found that for this 

sample, FLA and LLS had a statistically significant correlation in a negative way (r=.285) at 

the .01 level of significance. 
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