
INTRODUCTION

We are yet to know whether anxiety differs between genders. In 
fact, gender-related anxiety research has yielded conflicting results: The 
research examined whether there were differences in anxiety levels 
between males and females in communicative language learning class-
rooms, particularly with regard to speaking and listening. In some stud-
ies, females consistently showed higher anxiety levels than did males 
(Dewaele, 2007; Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014; Dewaele, MacIntyre, 
Boudreau, & Dewaele, 2016; Elkhafaifi, 2005; Piechurska-Kuciel, 
2012), while females had lower anxiety than did males in other studies 
(Kitano, 2001; MacIntyre et al., 2002; Saito & Samimy, 1996) or did 
not find any gender effect at all (Aida, 1994; Dewaele & Al-Saraj, 2015; 
Dewaele, Petrides, & Furnham, 2008; Matsuda & Gobel, 2004).

LITERATURE  REVIEWS

Some researchers (Elkhafaifi, 2005; J-M. Dewaele, MacIntyre, 
Boudreaux, & L. Dewaele, 2016) reported that female students were 
more anxious than were their male counterparts. Elkhafaifi (2005) 
examined the relationship between anxiety and the listening comprehen-
sion of 233 students in Arabic-language programmes at six US universi-
ties. Meanwhile, Dewaele et al. (2016) distributed a global, on-line 
questionnaire using a five-point Likert-scale and including open-ended 

questions and background information; the focus was on gender differ-
ences in foreign-language enjoyment (FLE) and foreign-language class-
room anxiety (FLCA), and included 1736 foreign-language (FL) learn-
ers (449 males and 1287 females). In both cases, females were more 
anxious about FL learning than were males. Dewaele et al. (2016) found 
that females felt more proud of their achievements, had more fun, and 
regarded language learning as interesting. In other words, females were 
more emotional than were males in terms of both enjoyment and mild 
anxiety (a small effect size), and that these two emotions complemented 
each other when they experienced some linguistic progress. Elkhafaifi 
(2005) attributed the high level of anxiety to increased difficulty, such 
as complex grammar and authentic materials being introduced, and 
emphasis being placed on communicative practice. 

Other researchers (Saito & Samimy, 1996; Kitano, 2001; MacIntyre, 
Baker, Clement & Donovan, 2002) reported that male students had 
higher levels of anxiety than did females. Saito and Samimy (1996) 
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Table 1: Group statistics
  N Mean Std.  Std. Error 
    Deviation Mean

Anxiety Males 63 16.38 3.674 .463
 Females 189 17.95 3.753 .273

Self-study Males 63 8.09 2.702 .340
 Females 189 9.00 2.745 .200
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investigated the relationship between FLCA and language performance 
at three different instructional levels amongst 257 college students (134 
beginners, 79 intermediates and 44 advanced) who were learning 
Japanese in the USA. Kitano (2001) investigated the anxiety sources of 
212 college students of Japanese in the USA. Both Saito and Samimy 
(1996) and Kitano (2001) found that males were afraid of making mis-
takes, experienced a strong fear of being assessed negatively, and had 
lower self-perceived ability to speak Japanese. MacIntyre et al.'s (2002) 
report examined gender and age effects on the willingness to communi-
cate (WTC), anxiety, perceived competence and L2 motivation amongst 
seventh to ninth graders in a French immersion program in Canada. In 
their findings, girls in the eighth and ninth grades had increased WTC 
and decreased anxiety, while boys were stable in terms of both WTC 
and anxiety in the three grades. However, the effect size for gender and 
for grade/gender interaction was very small. MacIntyre et al.(2002) 
speculated that, in particular, ninth grade girls might have already expe-
rienced the most anxiety-provoking time (puberty), which made them 
less anxious and more WTC. 

On the other hand, Matsuda and Gobel (2004) investigated anxiety 
and predictors of performance in EFL classes in Japan. Their partici-
pants were 252 college students (75 males and 177 females, including 
89 first-, 85 second- and 78 third-year students, ranging in age from 18 
to 21). Their interesting findings indicated that there was no significant 
relationship between gender and anxiety as a whole, although gender 
was a significant predictor of performance for first-year students.

A  RESEARCH  QUESTION 

Based on the literature review, there seems to be no conclusion 
regarding which gender is more anxious or whether there is no differ-
ence at all between the genders. In addition, other factors might be 
linked to gender differences. Therefore, the following research ques-
tions were proposed: Are there any gender differences in anxiety or any 
other factors among Japanese EFL college students? 

METHODS

Participants
Two hundred and fifty-two students (63 males and 189 females) 

attending a private university located in a city in Japan were included in 
the statistical analyses. The female students outnumbered their male 
peers by a ratio of three to one. This reflected the male to female ratio of 
the university's population as a whole, which was about 2880 in total. 
There are about 720 students in each grade: approximately 450 students 
major in English, about 120 in Spanish and Portuguese, and around 150 
in Asian languages. The participants' ages ranged from 18 to 24 years 

(median age 19 years, accounting for 86 students). There were 105 
freshmen, 68 sophomores, 62 juniors and 17 seniors. The participants 
were racially homogeneous; all of them had been raised in Japan and 
their first language was Japanese. Apart from a few students who had 
begun to learn English in infancy, either with a private tutor or at a pri-
vate English conversation school, most of the students had had an ordi-
nary Japanese-style English education (median eight years).

Participants majoring in languages other than English were also 
required to study English as an L2. The 108 participants who had begun 
to study a third language (L3) for their majors (other than L3 English) 
after entering the university included 47 people who were studying 
Spanish or Portuguese, and 61 who were studying Asian languages such 
as Chinese, Korean, Thai, Indonesian and Vietnamese. One hundred and 
twenty-nine students were attending required English classes taught by 
bilingual, native Japanese-speaking teachers, and 123 students were 
attending an optional English class taught by a native English-speaking 
teacher or a Test of EFL (TOEFL) preparation class taught by bilingual, 
native Japanese-speaking teachers. The university's syllabus places 
strong emphasis on oral communication, and the students were often 
given the opportunity to practice speaking English in class. The students 
were asked to self-assess their levels of motivation to learn English 
using a numeric scale, on which 100 % was regarded as the highest and 
0 % the lowest, with the range being between 20-100% (median 70). 
With regard to the self-assessed levels of English proficiency (self-con-
fidence), the results revealed that 99 students (39%) considered them-
selves to be at a basic level, 148 students (59%) at an intermediate level, 
and five students (2%) at an advanced level. 

Questionnaire
The questionnaire was administered in communicative English 

classes to a total of 252 EFL students at a Japanese university. The stu-
dents were asked to complete the questionnaire in class in order to max-
imise the response rate, and about 10 minutes of class time was allocat-
ed to completing the questionnaire. The five-point Likert scale question-
naire in this research included the questions about FLCA (five items) 
used by Saito and Samimy (1996). Saito and Samimy (1996) adapted 
Gardner's (1985) five-item Language Class Anxiety scale (Cronbach's 
alpha = 0.89), which measures students' feelings of anxiety in L2 class-
es. The five-point Likert scale ranged from strongly agree = 5, agree = 
4, neither agree nor disagree = 3, disagree = 2 to strongly disagree = 1, 
with higher total scores indicating higher levels in each category. The 
wording for two of these items was phrased negatively (this indicates 
that the original questions were rephrased) in order to prevent the aim of 
the research from being detected by the participants (see appendix A). 
These items were reverse coded when recorded in an Excel file. The 
questionnaire also included demographic information and basic educa-
tional variables regarding English.

Statistical Analyses
The SPSS statistical package advanced version 23 (with the statisti-

cal significance set at p < 0.05) was used to calculate the descriptive sta-
tistics and t-test. Bonferroni's correction was applied to the alpha-level 

Table 2: Independent t-tests
  Levene's  
  Test for  
  Equality of  
  Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

    95% Confidence 
    Interval of the 
    Difference

    F Sig.    t  df Sig.  Mean  Std. Error 
      (2-tailed) Difference Difference Lower Upper

Anxiety Equal  .184 .669 -2.893 250 .004 -1.571 .543  -2.641  -.502
 variances 
 assumed
Self- Equal  .573 .450 -2.288 250 .023 -.910 .398  -1.693  -.127
study variances 
 assumed
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in order to control the overall Type I error rate when multiple compari-
sons were conducted. 

RESULTS

The validity of the rephrased questions was established using the 
Cronbach's alpha value for five items of anxiety on the Likert scale, 
which was 0.858 for the participants in this study. Table 1 shows the 
descriptive statistics of the variables (gender, anxiety, and English 
study: the length of having studied English in your life). The females 
had higher anxiety and more year of English study than did the males. 
The differences between the genders were significant with regard to 
anxiety and English study (see table 2). In detail, females (n = 189; 
mean = 17.95; SD = 3.753) had higher levels of anxiety (n = 252; medi-
an =18; range = 8 - 25) than did the males (n = 63; mean = 16.38; SD = 
3.674), which was significantly different (t (250) = -2.893, p = 0.004). 
The females (n = 189; mean = 9 years; SD = 2.745) spent more year 
studying English (n = 252; median = 8; range = 1  19) than did the 
males (n = 63; mean = 8.09 years; SD = 2.702) (t (250) = -2.288, p = 
0.023). In short, females had studied English more year, but felt more 
anxiety in class. 

DISCUSSION

The results of the questionnaire showed that female students were 
more anxious and had studied English longer than male students. In 
other words, females were more anxious even though they had studied 
English longer. Looking back at the previous literature, several 
researchers have described facilitative anxiety. Scovel (1978) defined 
two basic drives: 'facilitating anxiety', which "gears the learner emotion-
ally for approach behavior" and 'debilitating anxiety', which "stimulates 
the individual emotionally to adopt avoidance behavior" (p. 139), with 
each type of anxiety playing a cooperative role in the interplay and 
function of language learning. Krashen (1981) mentioned that although 
students with low anxiety might acquire target language (TL) more 
smoothly, a moderate degree of anxiety could be helpful for language 
acquisition. Oxford (1999) and Horwitz (2010) agreed with the concepts 
of both "debilitating anxiety" (harmful) and "facilitating anxiety" (help-
ful). In a scientific approach using computer software, Gregersen et al. 
(2014) in the USA support to previous research and propose that teach-
ers should transfer from debilitating to facilitating students' anxiety.

There seems to have two types of anxiety: facilitating anxiety vs. 
debilitating anxiety. Facilitating anxiety doesn't seem to have a negative 
impact on language learning. Therefore, the characteristics of facilita-
tive anxiety should be examined next. Gregersen and Horwitz's (2002) 
study to establish the relationship between FLCA and perfectionism 
found that anxious students and perfectionists had similar characteris-
tics: anxious language learners had unrealistic expectations and set 
higher standards for their performance. For example, although one of 
the interviewees had high English language proficiency, she was highly 
anxious and not satisfied with her performance, repeatedly saying that it 
could be better if she studied more. The more anxious learners tended to 
be greater perfectionists. This result is supported by Dewaele (2017) 
who conducted an online questionnaire using three datasets (a large 
sample size) of 58 adult English L2 users, 69 Saudi EFL college stu-
dents, and 323 Japanese EFL high-school students and confirmed statis-
tically that perfectionism was related to FLCA. Pishghadam and 
Akhondpoor (2011) also state that perfectionism is associated with high-
er levels of anxiety. Dewaele and Shan Ip (2013) have similarly reported 
that higher tolerance of ambiguity (i.e. being less perfectionist) is linked 
to lower anxiety. In contrast, non-perfectionists did not mind making 
mistakes and tolerated ambiguity, casually exploring several different 
languages simultaneously. Considering these things, females' anxiety in 
this study might be facilitative anxiety. 

A limitation of this research was that it was conducted in only one 
language-oriented university in Japan, in which there were more 
females than there were males. This means it was not possible to make 
comparisons with other non-specialist universities and colleges in 
Japan. In addition, the study found it necessary to take a perfectionism 
questionnaire and include English proficiency test scores, so these 
should be incorporated in future research.

CONCLUSION

The results of this study, which showed that female students were 
more anxious and had studied English longer than male students, indi-
cate that this females' anxiety may be categorized as facilitative anxiety. 
In fact, the existing literature classifies this type of anxiety as facilita-
tive. In addition, the relationship between facilitative anxiety and per-
fectionism appears to be closely related each other. Perfectionists tend 
to have higher anxiety all the time because they always have high 
expectations at every stage of progress. Females may have more facili-
tative anxiety and perfectionist traits in learning a target language, so 
teachers should pay attention to gender differences, especially in situa-
tions in which a university is female-dominated. Moreover, it is recom-
mended that teachers should strive to ensure that this facilitating anxiety 
does not become debilitating anxiety.

APPENDIX

A Paper-Based Questionnaire
A five-point Likert scale questionnaire

1. It embarrasses me to volunteer answers in English class.
2. I feel confident when I speak in English class. 
3. I always feel that the other students are speaking English better 

than I do.
4. I get nervous and confused when I am speaking in English class.
5. I do not care what other students think of me when I speak 

English. 

Demographic information, and basic educational variables 
regarding English 

1. Name:   Surname:          ; First name:
2. Gender:   Male;        Female
3. Age:        years old
4. Nationality:
5. Native language: 
6. Grade and department:   Grade:            ; Department:
7. Is this English class where you are filling in the questionnaire an 

optional class or a required class? Please circle one of them:   an 
optional class;      a required class

8. How many years have you studied English in your life?        
year(s)

Q9-10 is a self-evaluation. Please reflect your inner thought and 
answer it in Q9 by using percentage from 0 to 100 %. 100 % is regarded 
as the highest and 0 % is the lowest

9. My degree of motivation for learning English is around ___%. 
P l e a s e  p u t  t h e  f i g u r e  i n  t h e  u n d e r l i n e .    A r o u n d 
_____________%

                     
10. How would you rate your current English proficiency level? I 

consider myself to be a basic-level, an intermediate-level, or an 
advanced-level student. Please circle one of these levels.   
Basic-level;   Intermediate-level;   Advanced-level
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